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Author’s Note

Dear Reader—

Many years back, as I started work on the book that would become The Duke and I, I created a fictitious gossip columnist named Lady Whistledown, whose column excerpts began each chapter, and I can honestly say that I have never enjoyed writing as much as when I stepped into Lady W’s shoes. She was sarcastic, wry, perceptive, and when it mattered, compassionate. And when she “retired” in Romancing Mister Bridgerton after gracing the pages of four of my novels, I felt a sense of loss.

But with every closed door, another one opens, and I was presented with the opportunity of having Lady Whistledown “narrate” an anthology. I jumped at the chance, of course, although I must confess I didn’t know what I was getting into at the time. The four novellas herein are lightly intertwined: Suzanne Enoch’s heroine knocks mine over at a skating party, and when Mia Ryan’s hero and heroine have a public argument, they do so at a ball hosted by Karen Hawkins’s characters. I, as the author of Lady W’s columns, had to keep track of all the details, down to the same eye and hair color! It wasn’t easy, but it was all great fun.

And so I, along with Suzanne Enoch, Karen Hawkins, and Mia Ryan, am delighted to present to you The Further Observations of Lady Whistledown. There is a great deal to comment upon in 1813 London, and Lady Whistledown is as loquacious as ever.

Enjoy!
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One True Love

Suzanne Enoch





Dedication

To the memory of my great-grandparents, Vivian H. and Zelma Whitlock.

A West Texas cowboy and a sheep rancher’s daughter, their unlikely romance lasted for more than half a century.





Chapter 1

Lady Anne Bishop is back in town, along with the rest of society, eager to enjoy the frigid weather and overcast skies. London is suffering through a spate of cold unmatched in recorded history, and indeed, even the mighty Thames has frozen over. This Author cannot help but wonder whether this means that husbands all over town must now perform all the tasks they had put off by claiming, “I shall throw away my hideous mounted boar’s head (or admit I have gout, or listen to the intelligently spoken words of my wife—you, Dear Reader, may insert whichever you like) when the Thames freezes over.”

But despite the cold’s tendency to turn one’s nose a rather unattractive shade of red, the ton seems to be enjoying the weather, if only for the novelty of it all. Lady Anne Bishop, as noted above, was spied making angels in the snow in the company of Sir Royce Pemberley, who, it must be noted, is not her intended husband.

One can only wonder if this incident will compel the Marquis of Halfurst, who has been betrothed to Lady Anne since the occasion of her birth, to leave his home in Yorkshire and travel to London to finally make the acquaintance of the woman he will marry.

Or perhaps he is content with the situation at hand? Not every gentleman desires a wife, after all.

LADY WHISTLEDOWN’S SOCIETY PAPERS, 24 January 1814

Lady Anne Bishop laid the letters on the card table. “Now,” she said, smiling, “we’ve each read all three. Your opinions, ladies?”

“Mr. Spengle’s invitation seems to be the most fervent,” Theresa DePris commented, chuckling as she brushed her fingers across the missive. “He used the word ‘heart’ four times.”

“And ‘ardent’ twice.” Anne laughed. “He also has the best penmanship. Pauline, what do you think?”

“As if you care about penmanship, Annie,” Miss Pauline Hamilton said, giving a delicate snort. “All of us know you’re going to go to the theater with Lord Howard, so please stop flaunting your love letters before us poor unfortunate souls.”

“They aren’t love letters, for heaven’s sake.” Less amused, Anne turned Lord Howard’s letter to face her. Desmond Howard was the wittiest of her circle of male acquaintances, to be certain, but love? That was just nonsense.

“What do you call their correspondence, then? I-like-you-very-much letters?”

With a slight scowl, Anne returned the missive to its former position. “It’s all in fun. No one takes it seriously.”

“Why, because you’ve been betrothed since you were three days old?” Pauline pursued, grimacing. “I think you take that agreement even less seriously than your suitors do.”

“Pauline, you are becoming quite the moralist, suddenly,” Anne said, shuffling the letters into a brisk pile. “I do not have suitors, and it’s not as though I’ve done anything wrong.”

“Besides,” Theresa added, rejoining the debate, “when was the last time Annie received a letter from Lord Halfurst?”

“Never!” her two friends finished in unison, laughing.

Annie laughed as well, though she didn’t consider it all that funny. In romantic tales, one’s betrothed fought witches and slew dragons for one. A letter should have been easy to manufacture, even in godforsaken Yorkshire.

“Exactly,” she said, anyway. “Never a word, much less a sentence, in nineteen years. So I don’t want to hear any more nonsense about my sheep-farming betrothed.” She leaned forward. “He knows precisely where I spend my days. If he chooses to spend his own as far from London as possible, that’s no concern of mine.”

Theresa sighed. “So you’ll never marry?”

Anne patted her friend’s hand. “I have a monthly stipend, I get to spend most of the year in London because of Father’s cabinet position, I have the most wonderful friends I could ever hope for, and I receive at least three invitations to every event, even in the middle of winter. If that’s not perfection, I don’t know what is.”

Pauline shook her head. “What about your sheep-farming marquis, though? Do you think he’ll stay in Yorkshire until he withers and dies? If he decides to marry, won’t it have to be you?”

Anne shuddered. Miss Hamilton had always delighted in finding the pitfalls on other’s paths. “I really don’t care what he does.”

“Perhaps he’ll perish in a sheep-shearing accident,” Theresa suggested.

“Oh, I don’t want anything ill to happen to Lord Halfurst,” Anne countered quickly. Heavens, if he expired, she would lose the only barrier between herself and her mother beginning an eternity of nagging that she needed to find a husband. This way, she could blame any lack of a mate on the absent marquis. And it would just be wrong if she married someone else without his consent. “I like him quite well exactly where he is—far away from here.”

“Hm,” Theresa mused. “You say that now, but—”

The drawing room door rattled and opened. “Anne, come at once!” her mother hissed.

Lady Daven’s face was white, and for a moment all Anne could think was that something had happened to her father. “Mama, what’s wrong?” she asked, shooting to her feet.

“It’s him!” the countess continued, not even sparing the other two ladies in the room a glance. “Oh, why are you wearing that? Whatever happened to your new blue gown?”

“Mama, what in the world are you talking about?” Anne pressed, sending her friends an apologetic glance and hurrying forward. “Who is here? Papa?”

“No, him. Halfurst.”

Anne’s breath caught in her throat, her silent gasp echoed aloud by Theresa and Pauline. “What?”

“Stop dawdling,” her mother snapped, grabbing her by the arm and pulling her into the hallway.

“But—what is he doing here?” A thousand questions jostled for position in her mind, and only that one managed to squeak out with any coherence.

Her mother sent her an annoyed look. “We can only assume. He asked for you. Poor Lambert didn’t know what to do with him, but thank goodness the idiot had enough sense to put him in the morning room.”

Her betrothed was in the morning room. The sheep farmer. The Marquis of Halfurst. The fat, bald, slovenly, short, smelly sheep farmer to whom her parents had given their word she would marry, and whom she’d never met in all her nineteen years of life. “I think I’m going to faint,” she muttered.

“You are not going to faint. This is your fault, anyway, carrying on as you have been. He’s probably here to insist that you cry off marrying him entirely.”

Anne brightened a little. “Do you think so?” Now that the stupid marquis had invaded London, the prospect of her mother’s nagging her about marrying someone else didn’t seem so terrible.

They stopped before the closed morning room door. “I wouldn’t doubt it,” her mother whispered fiercely. “Now behave yourself.” She pushed open the door and shoved Anne forward.

“Be—” Before she could finish, the door slammed closed behind her.

He stood before the fireplace, warming his hands. For a bare moment, Anne just stared at his profile. Not bald, nor short, and certainly not fat in the dark, closely-fitting jacket he wore. Aristocratic, she thought abruptly, in the old, elegant sense of the word. “You’re Halfurst?” she blurted, then flushed.

With a slight stirring of air, he faced her. Dark gray eyes, one obscured by a stray lock of damp, coal black hair, studied her with a thoroughness that stopped her breath. “I am.” His low tone was clipped at the end, though she wasn’t certain whether it was from amusement or annoyance. “Lady Anne, I presume.”

Not ugly, either, she noted with a slow breath, then shook herself and sketched a belated curtsy. “What . . . what brings you to London, my lord?”

“Snow angels,” he answered, in the same level voice.

“Snow—beg pardon?”

The marquis reached into his pocket, producing a much-folded piece of paper. With his piercing gray eyes holding hers, he strolled toward her, hand outstretched. “Snow angels.”

Anne took the paper, careful not to touch his hand. It was silly, but touching him would make his presence unmistakably . . . real. The large ruby signet ring on his right index finger flashed in the firelight, further lending the scene a dark, surreal quality. Glancing up at his lean, stony face, she unfolded the worn parchment. And blanched. “Oh. I . . . ah . . . Lady Whistledown exaggerates terribly, you know.”

“I see,” he murmured. The tone, soft as it was, vibrated down her spine. “So you weren’t wallowing in the snow with Sir Royce Pemberley?”

Her astonishment at his appearance began to dim a little. Admittedly he had a tall, well-muscled form, and a lean, handsome face that would make a poet weep, but she had concerns other than his looks. He was rude, for one thing. She blinked, forcing her gaze away from his Greek-god countenance.

His wardrobe certainly didn’t meet any proper London standards she’d ever heard of. His coat was well made, but easily a half dozen years behind the style. Dark buckskin breeches looked as though they’d seen much better days, while the quality of his boots was indistinguishable beneath the mud and snow covering them.

“I was not wallowing, Lord Halfurst. Sir Royce tripped into the snow, and as I attempted to help him to his feet, I lost my balance as well.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “And the snow angels?”

Anne resisted the urge to clear her throat. Good heavens, her own mother hadn’t asked so many questions, and certainly not in such a tone. “It seemed the thing to do, my lord.”

His lips twitched. “I trust it doesn’t happen often?”

Anne frowned. Was he laughing at her now? “You might at least have wished me good morning before you began railing at me, Lord Halfurst.”

“Considering that I’ve spent the last three days riding through snow and ice and mud to discover why the devil my betrothed has been consorting with”—he took the clipping out of her hand—“with someone ‘not her intended husband,’ I think I’ve been quite civil.”

Maximilian Trent, the Marquis of Halfurst, narrowed his eyes. He’d expected her to be surprised by his arrival, but not that she would give him an out-and-out argument about it. The slender young woman standing before him, her hands clenched into fists and her thick brunette hair coiled at the top of her head, didn’t seem to care what he might have expected. And he found that interesting.

Little as he liked leaving Yorkshire, he had to admit that it was past time. Lady Whistledown’s paper had made two things damned clear: first, he was going to have to go to London to fetch his bride, since she obviously wasn’t going to come to him; and second, if his peers, in anonymous gossip or not, had begun questioning his manhood, then he’d been gone from London for too long, anyway. And when he’d set eyes on the woman to whom he’d been promised for nineteen of his twenty-six years, his first thought was that he should have come sooner.

“I was not ‘consorting’ with Sir Royce. He is a friend.”

“Former friend,” Maximilian corrected. Considering this was the first time they’d spoken—ever—the conviction he felt at that statement surprised him.

She was glaring at him, none of the earlier curiosity remaining in her moss green eyes. “I don’t think you have any right to—”

“Be that as it may,” he interrupted, “here I am.” He took a slow step closer. “Where’s your father?”

Her brow furrowed. “With the Regent. Why?”

“The sooner we get the details settled, the better. Then we can be off before you have any further snow angel adventures.”

She took an equally slow step backward. “Off? Off where?”

“To Halfurst. At this time of year I can’t afford to be away long.”

Lady Anne halted her retreat, hands smoothing her heavy lavender gown. “Just like that? After nineteen years you appear, and—snap—we’re to be married and flee off to the wilderness?”

“Yorkshire is hardly wilderness,” he returned, pulling out his pocket watch. If they left before noon, they could be back at Halfurst by the end of the week, even with the slower pace that the weather and having a new bride with him would dictate. He pursed his lips, taking her in again. With the lady standing before him as his bride, several stops along the way might prove necessary—and pleasurable.

“No,” she said distinctly.

Maximilian looked up from his timepiece. “What?”

He thought she hesitated, though her shoulders remained square and her chin up. “I said no.”

With a snap he closed the watch. “I heard that. Just what do you mean by it, pray tell?”

“I thought it clear, Lord Halfurst. I mean that I will not leave London to accompany you to Yorkshire, and that—”

“You wish to be married here? I can probably obtain a special license without much difficulty, then.” It made sense. She’d grown up in London, and he had no objection to marrying her in London.

“Allow me to finish,” she continued, a tremor in her fine voice. “I am not going to Yorkshire at all, and I would rather drop dead than marry you.”

Maximilian clamped his jaw closed in disbelief. “You can’t just say no. That decision is not yours, Lady Anne,” he protested, anger tugging at him. “Your parents—”

“I’m certain my parents must merely have neglected to inform you that they would not wish to see me married unhappily, to a man I’ve never met and who, I might add, has never even bothered to send me a letter or a note or a torn scrap of paper in nineteen years.”

He lifted an eyebrow, wondering whether she was trying to convince him or herself. “You—”

“I know nothing of your character, my lord,” she stated, “and I won’t be dragged out of London by a stranger under any circumstances.”

“Perhaps you might have thought to notify me about this previously.” This female, seven years his junior, was not going to dictate the terms of their marriage. This very attractive female was not getting away simply because he’d neglected to write to her.

“Perhaps if you’d bothered to introduce yourself before now, I wouldn’t be refusing your suit.”

She had little ground to stand on; her parents would face ridicule and embarrassment if they allowed her to dissolve an agreement with a family as old as his, besides the fact that he had corresponded with her father, and knew perfectly well that both Lord and Lady Daven supported the match. Maximilian opened his mouth, then closed it again. He had already won, though she hadn’t yet realized that fact. Whatever he might wish to say next, he was tired and cold and wet enough that it wouldn’t be pleasant or helpful. And it would be pointless to make the circumstance of their anticipated union even more difficult.

For a moment he gazed at her. The high color in her cheeks, the quick rise and fall of her bosom, the way her fingers clenched the heavy material of her lavender gown—he wasn’t going to make any progress by yelling at her. He did, however, intend to make progress. Winning by default was no fun at all.

With a last, regretful thought about what the continuing foul weather was likely doing to the North Road, he nodded. “Perhaps you’re right.”

“Per—yes, well, I am right,” she returned, obvious relief softening her features.

Good God, she was lovely. He hadn’t expected that. He hadn’t expected her, at all. “Then I must make amends.”

Her brow furrowed and then smoothed again. “That’s not necessary.”

“So you think I should return to Yorkshire posthaste?” he asked, amusement touching him again. However unexpected she was for him, Lady Anne was even more flummoxed by his sudden arrival.

“You did indicate that you didn’t wish to be away for an extended period.”

“So I did. First, however, I would be honored if you would accompany me to”—he flipped over the worn gossip sheet—“to the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, tonight, to see The Merchant of Venice.” He looked up at her again. “I believe Edmund Kean is playing Shylock.”

“Yes, he is,” she said, a smile lighting her eyes to emeralds. “He’s supposed to be quite remarkable. In fact—” She stopped, blushing.

“In fact, what?” he queried.

“Nothing.”

“Good. Then I’ll collect you at seven this evening.” Feeling the need to touch her, Maximilian took one more slow step forward. Running his hand down her wrist, he uncurled her fingers from the material of her gown.

She made a small sound like a gasp as he brought her hand up, brushing his lips across her knuckles. Slow heat ran through his veins as she raised her face to his, gazing at him beneath dark, curling lashes.

“I’ll see you tonight,” he murmured, releasing her as his mind conjured all sorts of things he’d rather be doing with her than letting her go.

Without waiting for a response he strode out to the hall and the foyer beyond, collecting his hat and caped greatcoat. He had some things to take care of before this evening. And he didn’t need to see the butler’s expression at his old, out-of-fashion wardrobe to know what the most pressing of them was.

When he’d arrived in town a few hours ago he’d had little thought but to collect Lady Anne and return to Yorkshire without delay. After seeing her, however, the idea of doing a little courting didn’t seem so repugnant, after all.





Chapter 2

This Author is not one to overstate one’s own importance, but it is being said that This Author’s own column, dated one week prior, is directly responsible for the recent town arrival of none other than Maximilian Trent, Marquis of Halfurst. It seems the good marquis took exception to his betrothed’s snow angel escapades with Sir Royce Pemberley.

And if that weren’t excitement enough, it was whispered that he is positively stalking Lady Anne. Consider, if you will, Dear Reader, what transpired Saturday evening at Drury Lane . . .

LADY WHISTLEDOWN’S SOCIETY PAPERS, 31 January 1814

“You refused him.”

Anne continued pacing, ignoring her maid’s piteous sighs as Daisy tried to put the finishing touches to her hair. “You should have heard him, Mama. ‘Cease having any fun and accompany me to the middle of nowhere at once.’”

“He did not say that.”

“He might as well have.”

Lady Daven, seated on the bed and watching Anne’s progress as she stalked back and forth, shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. You can’t refuse him. Your father and the old Marquis of Halfurst made—”

“Then let Papa marry him! I never asked to be exiled to Yorkshire!”

“Yesterday you were happy to be betrothed to Halfurst.”

Yesterday she’d never thought he might actually appear. With a scowl Anne relented and sat, allowing Daisy to fasten the last few hairclips in place. “I don’t like him. Isn’t that enough?”

“You only just met him. And surely you can have no complaints about his looks.”

That had been the most disquieting part of the meeting. He was handsome—far more so than she’d ever imagined. “Yes, his face was pleasant enough, I suppose,” she hedged. “But did you see his wardrobe? Good heavens, it was positively ancient! And he was mean. How did he expect me to respond?”

Her mother sighed. “Perhaps he was nervous at meeting you.”

“I don’t think he was nervous about anything,” Anne muttered.

“Whatever your initial misgivings, you will meet with him again, Anne. Short of our discovering some sort of mental imbalance on his part, the agreement stands. Your father’s honor rests on it.”

“He offered to escort me to the theater tonight.” She frowned. “Actually, he practically ordered me to accompany him.”

“Good. Your father and I shall await your account of the evening.” With a rustle of material, Lady Daven stood and swept out of the room.

“It is not good,” Anne said to the closed door. “I don’t like being ordered about; and certainly not by an antique-wearing sheep farmer.” But such eyes. She shook herself. “And I really don’t wish to be seen in his company. Everyone will make fun.”

“My lady?”

“Daisy, please go and inform Lambert that he is to let me—and only me—know when Lord Howard arrives.”

“But—”

“No arguments, please. I am not going to spend my life imprisoned in Yorkshire.”

As her maid hurried downstairs, Anne sat back to fiddle with her earrings. Her mother would’ve been livid if she’d known Lord Howard still expected to escort her daughter to the theater tonight. Anne wasn’t entirely certain why she’d decided to be so defiant—except that the Marquis of Halfurst had arrived knowing he’d already won, and he hadn’t bothered to be gracious about it, or to consider her feelings and her situation at all.

Someone scratched frantically at her door. “Come in,” she said, jumping.

Daisy slipped inside. “My lady, Lord Howard is here, and I heard the countess your mother in the drawing room!”

Anne stifled a nervous breath. “Very well. Get your shawl, and let’s be off.”

A miserable expression on her face, the maid nodded. “As you wish, my lady.”

“Don’t worry, Daisy. I’ll make certain any wrath falls on my shoulders.”

“Oh, I hope so.”

“So he just barged in on an ox cart and expected you to trundle back to Yorkshire with him?” Desmond Howard nodded at the footmen as they passed through the main doors of the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane, and up the stairs, where only those privileged enough to have box seats were permitted to tread.

Now that they’d reached the theater without being discovered or stopped by Lord Halfurst or any of her family members, Anne relaxed a little. “Yes, without even a by your leave or a good morning.”

“Typical.”

Anne looked sharply at the viscount’s square-jawed countenance. “Do you know Lord Halfurst?”

With her hand wrapped over his arm, she felt him shrug. “In passing. We attended Oxford at the same time. I haven’t seen him since he was last in London.”

She hadn’t realized he’d ever been to London before today. “When was that?”

“Seven or eight years ago, I’d wager.”

“Hm. And he didn’t bother to call on me then, either.” Of course, she would have been only twelve or thirteen, but they were still betrothed.

“He left after a very short time—when the old marquis died, I believe.” The viscount chuckled. “I imagine he was none too eager to stay once his solicitors let slip that he was nearly bankrupt.”

Wonderful. Halfurst was arrogant and poor. Her parents certainly hadn’t told her that, and they were insane if they thought she would willingly go off to live in some shack with him, handsome face or not. “How delightful,” she muttered. If the marquis needed her money, escaping him would be even more difficult.

Lord Howard chuckled again. “Don’t trouble yourself, Anne,” he returned. “Tonight, you’re with me. And rest assured that in his place I would never remove such a lovely blossom as yourself from the fertile environs of London.”

“Thank you,” she said feelingly, smiling as he held aside the curtain to his private box.

“My pleasure, believe me,” he murmured, seating himself beside her.

As the patrons filled the theater, oblivious to the silly pre-Shakespearean farce being enacted on stage, a commotion in the pit caught her attention. Down below, among a crowd of amused-looking commoners, stood a very handsome, well-dressed gentleman in the company of an equally well-dressed and mortified-looking Miss Amelia Rellton.

“Who’s that with Miss Rellton?” she asked, trying not to stare, though from the direction of the opera glasses in the other boxes, no one else had reservations about doing so.

“Hm. The Marquis of Darington, I believe,” Howard said, sitting back again. “Obviously gone insane, to bring a lady into the pit with him.” He shifted closer, then glanced back at Daisy, seated quietly in the corner. “All of the lost cubs are coming into Town for the winter—and for the women—apparently.”

Abruptly Anne was grateful for her maid’s presence. “Perhaps it’s the cold,” she answered.

“No doubt.” He leaned even closer. “Tell me then, my dear, have you asked your parents to formally dissolve the agreement with Halfurst?”

The light in his blue eyes seemed too interested for such an innocent question, and Anne was reminded of Pauline’s warning that she had suitors, whether she acknowledged them as such or not. “I’ve expressed some concern,” she said carefully, at the same time wondering why she was being so cautious. Once she did convince her parents to deny Halfurst’s claim, her mother would see to it that she married someone else.

“‘Some concern’ isn’t what it sounded like earlier,” he returned, nodding at an acquaintance in a neighboring box.

The curtains went up on stage. “Shh. It’s beginning,” she whispered, sitting forward and never more grateful to see Edmund Kean perform than she was tonight.

She sat quietly, mesmerized, until intermission. She’d never seen Shylock played that way, nor so well; no wonder Mr. Kean’s performance had been causing such a stir in London.

As the curtain closed, Anne joined in the applause. “My goodness,” she exclaimed, smiling, “Mr. Kean is—”

“—completely engrossing,” a quiet male voice interrupted from the doorway. “A remarkable performance, thus far.”

Anne and Lord Howard turned at the same moment, and then Lord Howard lurched to his feet. “Halfurst.”

The marquis didn’t move, but remained in his relaxed lean against the rear wall, on the opposite side of the curtains from Daisy. From the maid’s startled expression, she hadn’t been aware of his entrance, either. His tall form was shadowed, but Anne sensed that his gaze was on her.

“Lord Howard,” Halfurst continued in the same soft voice. “I recall that you had a fondness for wagering—and for other men’s wives, apparently.”

“I am not your wife,” Anne whispered.

He pushed upright. “You were, however, to be my companion this evening, were you not?”

“I—”

“Lady Anne made the wise decision to join me, instead,” Lord Howard broke in. “And I’ll thank you not to insult my character, Halfurst.”

The marquis took a step forward, into the dim light of the chandeliers. Anne’s breath caught. The old, behind-hand garb he’d worn earlier was gone, replaced by a dark gray jacket and trousers that looked so precisely molded to his muscular frame that they couldn’t have been borrowed. Her mind, though, refused to dwell on where they might have come from. Instead, her gaze traveled up the length of him, past his pitch black waistcoat and white linen shirt and starched white cravat to his gray, glittering gaze. “You’ve . . . changed,” she managed, blushing.

“Only my clothes,” he returned, his eyes still holding hers. “You didn’t seem to approve of my garb this morning.”

“I think you should leave,” Desmond broke in.

Anne started. She’d nearly forgotten his presence. Lord Howard wore the self-assured look she’d often seen on his square, handsome face, the look that said he knew he had the advantage, and that he intended to use it. No doubt he would next hand Halfurst one of his scathing set-downs. It was almost a pity. She wouldn’t have minded spending the evening looking at the marquis in that splendid attire.

“I have no intention of staying,” Lord Halfurst returned with a slight, humorless smile. “The view from your box is horrendous. I’m only here to escort my fiancée to a better vantage point—namely, my box.”

“She’s with me. You’d best get that through your thick, Yorkshire skull.”

“Lord Howard,” Anne protested.

The viscount ignored her, even taking a step closer to the tall marquis. “Have you been gone from London so long that you’ve forgotten your manners completely? Go away.”

Halfurst only shrugged. “If I’d forgotten my manners, I would presently be dragging you down the stairs and out to the alley, where I would then beat you within an inch of your life for presuming to step between myself and Lady Anne. As it is, I’m only asking my betrothed to join me in my box. I think that’s quite polite of me.” His gaze returned to Anne. “Don’t you think so?”

Desmond’s face reddened. “You . . . I . . . How dare—”

“Don’t stammer, Howard,” the marquis continued. “If you have something to say, say it. Otherwise, you merely sound blustery.” He held out his hand. “My lady? I can promise you an unobstructed view of the remainder of the performance.”

Anne felt dazed. No one bested Lord Howard in a battle of wits and words, and certainly not in only one volley. And the way the marquis looked at her, as though she were the only other person in the entire theater . . . “What if I don’t go with you?” she asked anyway, forcing her brain to work again. She was not some bartered bride, for heaven’s sake. Or was she?

“Then I will thrash Lord Howard,” the marquis said, in such a matter-of-fact tone that she had no doubt he meant it.

She stood. “Then I’d best go with you, I suppose,” she returned in her most composed voice.

“Anne,” Lord Howard protested, moving to intercept her.

Halfurst’s hand shot out and shoved the viscount back into his seat. “Good evening, Howard,” he said, and stepped back to part the curtains.

Maximilian took Anne’s gloved hand and drew it over his arm. He kept his face turned from hers as they proceeded around the curve of curtained boxes, her maid following behind them. Whatever reservations she had about marrying him were obviously more grave than he’d realized. At the same time, seeing her in that low-cut gown of faintest violet, the curve of her bosom drawing his attention, and with a string of pale pearls caressing her throat, he wasn’t about to allow any other man near her.

He’d expected to find her pretty, but he hadn’t expected the heat that coursed through him as he gazed at her, even warmer and deeper now than this morning. He would figure her out, and he would make her desire him as he desired her—because he wasn’t leaving London without her.

“All of Edmund Kean’s performances are sold out. How did you manage this?”

Maximilian pulled aside the curtain and ushered her inside. “I asked.”

As he took his seat, he spared a glance at her. From her expression, she wasn’t thrilled with this pseudo-kidnapping. He wasn’t, either. Her parents obviously had no control over her, but even they’d been surprised to find her missing when he’d come to collect her for a night at the theater.

“I didn’t join you because you have a better view, you know.”

“Of course not. You were trying to preserve Lord Howard’s health. Noble, I suppose, but I would have preferred that you join me because you said you would do so.”

“No, you said I would do so.”

“And you didn’t contradict me. Keeping your word isn’t so difficult, is it?”

Anne narrowed her eyes. “Be angry if you wish, but no one consulted me about any of this. Don’t expect me to simply . . . surrender.”

Apparently he’d underestimated both Lady Anne Bishop’s sense of duty and the effort he would have to expend if he wanted her as his bride—and in his bed. “I do expect you to surrender,” he said quietly, reaching over to take her hand.

Her fingers were clenched into a fist, and though he thought for a moment that she might attempt to punch him, he leaned over to brush his lips across her knuckles. Her hand, her glove, smelled of soap. The scent, so ordinary until tonight, intoxicated him.

She watched him as he straightened again. “If you expect me to surrender,” she said, a quaver in her voice, “then I will expect you to convince me to do so.”

Maximilian smiled. “Let the battle begin.”





Chapter 3

Interestingly enough, Lord Howard was spotted leaving Drury Lane prior to the end of the performance. His mood was of a foul nature, and he was drinking quite liberally from a flask.

No bruises were spied upon his person, however, laying waste to all of the rumors that he and Lord Halfurst had come to blows over the lovely Lady Anne. Heated words were definitely overheard, however, leading This Author to wonder just how the altercation was avoided.

This Author is certainly not the bloodthirsty sort, but truly, Dear Reader, would not a purplish mark or two add a touch of character to Lord Howard’s rather blandly handsome visage?
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Maximilian rose early. Sleeping had been a waste, anyway, considering he’d tossed and turned all night, visions of the woman who was supposed to be his bride, and who was sleeping in another house entirely, tangled in his dreams.

Half of Trent House remained covered in sheets and shut away to keep the cold from seeping into the main rooms. Even after his six-year absence from the premises, however, the servants had thankfully responded with alacrity.

His bride-to-be, though, didn’t seem to be coming around at all. She expected to be wooed, when he’d expected to have her delivered to him at Halfurst as promised.

“Tea, my lord?” the butler asked as he reached the dining room.

“Coffee. Strong.” Maximilian selected a hefty helping of ham and eggs from the sideboard and dug in. It was a moment before he noticed the short stack of letters at his elbow, atop the day’s edition of the London Times. “What are these?”

“I believe they are invitations, my lord,” Simms supplied, pouring him a large cup of coffee.

“Invitations? To what?”

“I couldn’t say, my lord—though Mayfair does seem unusually . . . active for this time of year.”

Maximilian grunted. “The rivers in Yorkshire freeze every winter. I don’t see why half the populace of southern England has to come view it happening in London.”

“It is something of a novelty here . . . as are you, if you don’t mind me saying so, my lord.”

As he leafed through the invitations, Maximilian nodded. “So it would seem. But these are mostly from families with single daughters, if I recall my Lady Whistledown columns correctly. Don’t they realize I’m off the market?”

“I—”

“That was a rhetorical question, Simms. Please have Thomason saddle my horse.”

“Your horse,” the butler repeated dubiously.

“Yes, my horse.”

“May I point out that it is snowing, my lord?”

“This is practically springtime in Yorkshire. I believe Kraken and I will manage.”

“Yes, my lord.”

As Maximilian ate, he opened the various missives. Apparently even with the rumors of his empty coffer which had been circling London for years, mamas wanted to offer him their daughters. In a sense, it was amusing. Women galore seemed available to relieve him of his bachelorhood—all but the one he’d been promised. And especially after last night, none of them would do but Lady Anne Bishop.

And while his earlier neglect of his betrothed might have been through complacency, and a choice to concentrate on the tangle of matters and confusion of properties his father had left him, he wouldn’t make that mistake again. Anne had issued him a challenge, one he probably deserved, and he would answer it.

“Simms, would you happen to know an establishment where I might purchase some flowers? Roses, preferably.”

“Ah. I believe Martensen’s has access to a hothouse. Shall I send someone to—”

Max pushed away from the table. “No. I’ll take care of it.”

Most of the London nobility seemed still abed as Maximilian found Martensen’s and then rode on to Bishop House. Considering that everyone claimed to be in London to enjoy the weather, the closed coaches and thick, cumbersome wraps of those who had ventured out of doors in the chilly morning seemed more than a little hypocritical. He was used to that from his peers, however.

The butler seemed surprised to see him. “I don’t believe Lady Anne has risen yet, my lord,” he said, smoothing a frown.

“I’ll wait.”

As the butler showed him into the cold, closed morning room, he glanced at the foyer table. A salver with calling cards from three other gentleman lay on it. So Lord Howard and Anne’s snow angel companion Sir Royce Pemberley weren’t his only competition.

“Did they deliver those in person?” he asked, slowing.

“It is snowing, my lord,” the butler said, apparently considering that answer enough. “I’ll send someone to light the fire.”

“Don’t bother. I’ll manage it.”

“Y . . . yes, my lord. I shall inform Lady Anne of your presence.”

“He can’t be here,” Anne muttered, throwing off her dressing gown and rubbing color into her cheeks at the same time. Not that she needed to go to the effort. In Lord Halfurst’s presence her cheeks seemed perpetually warm. “It’s only nine o’clock in the morning, for heaven’s sake.”

“Do you wish the blue merino, or the plum velvet gown?” Daisy asked, half buried in the large wardrobe.

“The plum velvet, I think.” Anne quickly brushed a restless night’s tangles from her long dark hair. “But that’s for outside. Isn’t it snowing?”

“Yes, my lady.”

“Perhaps the merino, then.” But that would mean she would have to sit inside and chat with him. He’d seemed so . . . intriguing last night, and if there was one thing she didn’t want, it was actually to like him. He only meant to drag her off to Yorkshire, and away from all her friends and family in London. “No, the plum velvet.”

By the time she was dressed and descending the stairs, she was out of breath, and unsure whether her hands shook because of the cold, annoyance at his presumption, or anticipation of seeing him once more. Annoyance was the most likely. They’d parted only nine hours ago, after all.

“My . . . lord,” she said, stopping in the morning room doorway.

The marquis crouched on the hearth, setting a match to the newly stoked coals. From the smudge of soot across the back of one hand, he’d done that, as well. He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Be with you in a moment.”

“But—”

“Your servants were busy,” he said, shrugging as he stood. Warmth touched the edges of the room as the fireplace roared into flame. “I offered.”

So her sheep farmer knew how to make a fire—and a fine one, from the look and feel of it. Anne shook herself. He wasn’t her anything. “What brings you to Bishop House so early?”

He approached, wiping the soot off his hand with a handkerchief. “I neglected something last night.”

“I don’t think you did,” she answered truthfully. “I had a lovely evening.” Except for the near brawl he’d gotten into with Lord Howard, but even the way he’d dismissed the viscount had been . . . interesting.

A soft smile touched his mouth. “Good. But that’s not what I meant.”

“What, then?”

Lord Halfurst stopped in front of her, taking a moment to run his eyes the length of her plum velvet gown and back up to her face again. Very slowly he reached out and tilted up her chin. “I forgot to kiss you good night,” he murmured, his gaze focusing on her lips.

“You . . .” Anne trailed off again as he leaned down and brushed his lips against hers. Her eyes closed, almost against her will. Brief and gentle and soft, and yet full of promises, or something that made her want to throw her arms around his neck and demand more. With a sharp breath she snapped open her eyes again. “You take liberties,” she managed.

He shook his head. “We are betrothed, after all.” Halfurst drew her closer, and kissed her again.

When he released her the second time, she was actually leaning toward him. With a silent curse she straightened. “What . . . You already kissed me good night.”

“That was good morning.”

“Oh.”

Returning for a moment to the fireplace, the marquis retrieved a splendid bouquet of flowers from the mantel. “Winter roses,” he said, handing them to her.

Their bright scarlet color itself seemed enough to warm the room. In her heavy velvet gown, Anne was beginning to feel rather heated herself. “Thank you,” she said, breathing in their spicy scent. “They’re lovely. But not necessary.”

“Evidently, they are necessary,” he countered. “I have some things to make up for. This is merely the beginning.”

“The beginning?” she repeated, watching the slow curve of his mouth. Somber, he was aristocratic and handsome, far enough from her imaginings that she could almost believe he was an imposter. When he smiled, though, the expression lighted his eyes, and in response her heart did silly little flip-flops.

“Of my courtship.”

The pronouncement, so calm and matter-of-fact, stunned her, and it was a moment before she could get her jaw to work again. “I thought you intended to drag me off to Yorkshire.”

Halfurst tilted his head as though trying to read her thoughts. “I could do that,” he admitted in a low voice, “but I couldn’t make you want to be there, and I certainly couldn’t make you want to be there with me.”

Anne narrowed her eyes. “Forgive my cynicism, but what happened to make you suddenly so willing to be reasonable?”

“You did. But it’s not reason; it’s patience. You were meant to be mine. I intend to have you.”

My goodness, he seemed sure of himself. “Why, because I’m pretty and my family has money?”

The smile touched his mouth again. “Because you told me you’d rather drop dead than marry me.”

“Because . . . That’s absurd.”

“And because you interest me, and intrigue me, and because after nineteen years without a word from me and as popular as you are, you only said no, and not that you’d chosen someone else.”

Anne felt dizzy. It wasn’t just his absurd turn of logic, but the way he held her gaze as he spoke, and the way he seemed to know what she wanted to hear. “So you intend to woo me?”

“I do.”

“And what if I still resist?”

“You won’t.”

He did have a male’s typical arrogance. “But if I do?”

For a moment he didn’t speak. “Then I’ll return to Yorkshire.”

“Alone,” she prompted.

“Without you,” he answered, his eyes glittering, as if he knew she wouldn’t like that response.

Heavens, he didn’t think he could make her jealous, did he? She’d known of him all her life, but she’d only known him for a day, after all. He still gazed at her, so she grimaced at him, wrinkling her nose. “Good.”

“Good,” he repeated softly. “And now, would you care to go walking with me this morning?”

“But it’s snowing!”

“Barely. We’re both dressed for it.” The marquis pursed his lips, looking her up and down again. Something akin to humor, but darker and warmer, touched his gray gaze. “Unless you’d care to sit here with me.”

Anne cleared her throat. “I’ll fetch my cloak.”

“I thought you might.”

“It doesn’t mean I’m afraid of you, Lord Halfurst,” she said as she made her escape.

“Maximilian,” he corrected.

“No.”

The marquis turned, keeping her in view. “Why not?”

Oh dear, she should just have given in. She was much more suave and confident with her other male friends. They, however, didn’t question every word she said. They probably only listened to half of them.

“Calling a gentleman by his Christian name implies a certain . . . familiarity,” she said, scowling as she realized how much she sounded like her mother.

With two quick strides he was between her and the doorway. “I heard you call Sir Royce and Lord Howard by their Christian names,” he said in a low voice, meeting her gaze levelly. “What sort of ‘familiarity’ do you enjoy with them?”

Anne forced a short laugh. “Are you jealous, my lord?”

“Yes. And I become more so with each moment I spend in your company.”

The proclamation stopped the coy, practiced retort she’d been about to make. Men pretended jealousy to garner further favor, and she usually found it tiresome. Men didn’t admit to actual jealousy—not any men with whom she’d been heretofore acquainted. “I’m . . . I haven’t been attempting to make you jealous,” she offered, the heat in his gaze leaving her equal parts nervous and excited.

“I know that. It’s another reason you intrigue me, Anne.” He brought his hand up, tucking a strand of her hair back into the clip from which it had escaped. “Call me Maximilian.”

A sheep farmer. He’s a sheep farmer, she reminded herself fiercely. One who lived in Yorkshire, of all places. “Very well, Maximilian,” she said. Her determination to remain unmoved didn’t stop the slow swirl of lightning from coiling up her spine.

The light in his gray eyes deepened and darkened. All he said, though, was “Fetch your wrap, Anne.”

He followed her into the foyer, noting that she didn’t even glance at the silver tray holding the calling cards of her beaux. That was one point scored for early risers.

Lady Anne Bishop, he was coming to realize to his growing delight, was far more complex than he’d anticipated. Each moment the plans he’d worked out to win her needed to be modified and adapted as he learned something new about her.

The butler lifted a heavy gray cloak lined with ermine from the coat rack, and Max stepped in to intercept it. “Allow me,” he said, taking it from his surprised fingers.

Approaching her again, he slipped the cloak over her shoulders, breathing deeply of the lavender scent of her hair as he did so. Moving around in front of her, he fastened the silver clasp beneath her chin. Her scent, touching her bare skin, intoxicated him. He’d thought to find a female to bear him an heir, and little else. The thought that he would actually desire her had never crossed his mind.

“Anne!” a voice called from the balcony. “Where do you think you’re going?”

Lady Daven hurried down the stairs, a footman and two maids in tow. As she approached, ranting about her daughter’s intentions much as she had last night when they’d discovered her missing, Maximilian stepped forward.

“Lady Daven, good morning,” he said, sketching a bow.

She skidded to a halt, her fair skin reddening. “My goodness. Lord Halfurst. I . . . Forgive my intrusion. I hadn’t realized you were here.”

“No apology necessary. I merely thought to get a jump on my competition this morning. I’ve asked Lady Anne to accompany me on a walk.”

“Your compet—” Anne began, frowning.

“I assure you, my lord, you have no competition. Lord Daven and I have always made Anne’s duty perfectly clear to her.”

“Mother, please don’t—”

“Even so,” he answered, “I have lately come to think that winning by default isn’t precisely winning.”

Anne threw open the front door and stalked outside. Stifling a frown of his own, Maximilian nodded to her mother and followed her. Whether her parents had made her duty clear to her or not, convincing her to abide by their wishes was obviously something else entirely.

“Anne,” he said, taking her hand and wrapping it over his arm, “I hadn’t realized you were so anxious to take the morning air.”

She shrugged free, increasing her pace. “If you’re only being nice to ‘win’ some sort of competition for my favor, I can assure you that you have no chance, and you might as well return to Yorkshire right now.”

His earlier good humor began to fade. “Don’t be absurd.”

“Abs—”

“Of course I’m here to win your favor,” he cut in, grabbing her arm again. “I wouldn’t be here otherwise.” He leaned over, brushing her ear with his lips. “But just remember that I was not the one making snow angels. If you’d behaved, you might have avoided meeting me altogether.” That wasn’t quite true; he’d intended to come to London in the spring to bring her to Yorkshire, anyway. He would have been a fool, however, not to take advantage of the leverage her indiscretion gained him.

She looked sideways at him. “So if I hadn’t appeared in Lady Whistledown’s column, you never would have bothered to exert yourself to leave Halfurst? Now who’s being absurd?”

His first instinct was to send her a retort about her own lack of respect for their parents’ agreement. They’d already covered that territory, however, and he intended on moving forward—not revisiting the past. “Perhaps we should just agree that we haven’t regarded our duties to one another as we should.”

“That’s my point,” she insisted. “I don’t have a duty to you.”

“Then why are we walking together in the snow, my dear? You did seem to think it would be a horrific experience.” He brushed a snowflake from her nose. “And yet it becomes you.”

Anne glanced over her shoulder at her maid, but not before he glimpsed her sudden smile. “Humph. I’m most likely on this crusade because I’ve been rendered senseless by weariness and hunger.”

He laughed. And he’d thought he would find her a malleable, if spoiled, chit. “I’ll remember that you prefer to stay in bed late, then,” he murmured, noting the flush of her cheeks. He didn’t think her color was because of the cold, and that pleased him. “For this morning, though, I thought you might enjoy some fresh bread and butter from Hamond’s bakery.”

She evidently was hungry, because she didn’t object when he led her to the bakery and ordered breakfast. “How did you know about this place?” she asked, between dainty mouthfuls of buttered bread.

“I’m not a stranger to London,” Maximilian answered, resting his chin on his hand to watch her eat.

She looked up at him from beneath her thick, curling lashes. “Then why not visit more often?”

“I don’t like it here.”

“But why not? Friends, soirées, the theater, shops, the wonderful food—what’s not to like?”

She’d left out the most alluring feature of London—herself. Generally at this time of morning he would be out in the far pasture, checking on his livestock. On occasion London did have its merits. For a moment he didn’t want to answer, but he seemed to be developing a curious weakness for honest inquiry and moss green eyes. “Your experience differs somewhat from mine. I . . . found I was being judged by rumor rather than by my character.”

“Perhaps that’s because we had nothing else to go by.” Her gaze darkened. “That’s why I presume you’re here as much for my purse as for me.”

He smiled. “We were betrothed when I was seven, Anne. My only concerns at the time were horses and tin soldiers. I’m sorry to say, you were neither. Very disappointing, really.”

She scowled, bread halfway to her alluring lips. “Do you mean to say we’ve met before?”

Nodding, Max ran a finger down the back of her hand. “I held you, when you were three months old.”

“You did?”

“Yes. You sneezed on me, and poked me in the eye.”

She laughed, a delightful, musical sound that made his pulse speed. “And you’ve no doubt carried a grudge against me for nineteen years because of that.”

“Hardly.” Max twisted his lips. Finding the words to say had never been difficult before. Before, though, he hadn’t cared about the impression he made. Perhaps that was another reason he hadn’t fared well in London. Directness didn’t seem to impress many people here. But Anne seemed to appreciate it. “At fourteen, it seemed ridiculous to write letters to a seven-year-old. At twenty, you were still a babe of thirteen. And then my father died, and . . . other concerns took precedence.”

“So you forgot about me.”

He shook his head. “I just . . . assumed, I suppose, that that aspect of my life was taken care of.” Maximilian met her gaze again. “It was wrong of me to do so. I’m now attempting to make amends for it.”

“And you think I’m spoiled and self-centered to make you jump through hoops to prove something to me? I can assure you, Maximilian, that I am not—”

“Yes, I did think you were spoiled—until ten minutes into our acquaintance. Or reacquaintance, rather.” Grinning, he wiped a smudge of butter from her lower lip with his thumb, because he couldn’t seem to get past the desire, the need, to touch her.

“And what stupendous thing did I say to alter your opinion of me?”

“You saw my attire, heard my declarations, and then refused me because you didn’t know my character.”

To his surprise, she set aside the remainder of her meal and stood. “So I passed your test,” she said, wiping her hands and pulling on her mittens again, “but you haven’t passed mine. And unfortunately, you can’t. Not while Halfurst remains in Yorkshire.”

Back to that again, were they? Maximilian took a deep breath as he rose. “Keep reminding yourself of that, Anne Elizabeth,” he murmured, tucking her against him as they left the bakery. Whether because of the cold or because she liked being touched by him, she didn’t object. “Make it your battle cry. Whenever you see me, when you taste my mouth on yours, when you feel my hands on your bare skin, Anne, remind yourself that Halfurst remains in Yorkshire, and that so do I.”

“I will,” she said in an unsteady voice. “And it is argument enough.”

They reached the front steps of Bishop House, and Lambert opened the door. Anne would have freed her arm from his, but Maximilian caught her, drawing her up against his chest. “I don’t intend to give up the advantage that being engaged to you gives me, Anne,” he said softly, and lowered his mouth to hers.

As he lifted his head from her, Anne’s eyes were closed, her soft lips parted in warmth and invitation. Good God, what was he getting himself into? An arranged marriage wasn’t supposed to feel so . . . arousing.

“We’ll go for a carriage ride tomorrow,” he forced himself to say, readjusting her cloak and barely able to keep himself from pulling her back into his arms.

“I . . . I have plans already.”

“Cancel them. And tomorrow I will kiss you good morning again.”

The deepening color in her fine cheeks aroused him even further. Thank Lucifer for heavy, caped coats. He pulled his closer around his front.

“You’re very sure of yourself, Maximilian.”

“No, my lady, I’m very sure of you.”





Chapter 4

On Sunday, Lord Halfurst was spied paying a call upon Lady Anne Bishop.

On Monday, Lord Halfurst was spied paying a call upon Lady Anne Bishop.

On Tuesday, Lord Halfurst was spied paying a call upon Lady Anne Bishop.

This Author must deliver this column to the printer prior to Wednesday morning, but truly, does anyone think This Author would be lacking in journalistic integrity if the following were written Tuesday eve:

On Wednesday, Lord Halfurst was spied paying a call upon Lady Anne Bishop.

No? This Author thought not.
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“There is no imminent marriage.”

Lord Daven opened and closed his mouth. “I beg your pardon?”

“I told him that you would not force me to marry him.” Anne took a deep breath, gazing at her father’s stony expression. Best just to get it over with. “I told you I didn’t want to go to Yorkshire.”

“Slow down a moment, Annie. If you . . . refused him—which I can’t believe you did without consulting me—then why has Halfurst continued to call on you?”

She looked at her toes. “He’s wooing me,” she mumbled.

“I’m not as young as I used to be, daughter, so for God’s sake speak up!”

“He’s wooing me,” she repeated in a louder voice, lifting her head again. “That’s what he says, anyway.”

The earl’s lips twitched.

“Are you laughing at me, Papa?”

“At the moment, yes, I am.” He sat back in his chair, a rare smile softening his features. “Just be aware that Maximilian Trent is not his father.”

That stopped her, and she returned to her own seat. “What do you mean by that?”

“Oh no, you don’t. You’ve kept me out of this, and so you can just continue to do so. As far as I’m concerned about it, all I meant was that you shouldn’t think he does anything frivolously, my dear. He hasn’t come to be where he is by accident.”

Scowling, Anne leaned forward. “Papa, where is he, and how do you know? You haven’t even mentioned his name in a year.”

The earl chuckled. “Let’s just say that I’ve followed his career more closely than you have, Annie. I’ve written him letters, and he’s written back.” He opened the accounts book on his desk. “Now if you don’t mind, I have some work to do.”

“You aren’t being very helpful.”

“Hm. Neither have you been. You might have asked my advice before you told him what I would or wouldn’t do.”

Still frowning, Anne left the office for the more congenial domain of the morning room. She’d expected her father to be livid when he’d finally summoned her to discuss Lord Halfurst. Maximilian. The sheep farmer, who apparently had some secrets.

She’d barely picked up her embroidery when Lambert scratched at the door. “Come in,” she called, smoothing her skirt and trying to pretend that her heart wasn’t racing. He’d come calling every day, and Lord and Lady Moreland’s skating party on the Thames was that afternoon.

The butler entered. “My lady, Lord Howard is here to inquire whether you are at home.”

“Lord Howard? Yes, of course.” She’d barely thought of Desmond in almost a week, except to cancel the museum visit he’d suggested.

The viscount entered, still shaking snow from his tawny hair. “Anne,” he said with a smile, coming forward to take her hand, “I’m pleased to find you home.”

“Yes, I’m afraid I’ve been rather occupied the past few days.”

“Monopolized is more like it,” Desmond returned. “May I sit?”

“Of course.”

He took a seat in one of the overstuffed chairs, while she sat opposite him on the couch. She’d known him since her debut in London, and as she thought about it, he’d always been available to dance with, to escort her to various soirées and fireworks displays, and most of the other amusements the town had to offer.

“Do you attend the Moreland skating party?” he asked.

“I’m invited. I haven’t yet decided whether I—”

“You mean Halfurst hasn’t asked to escort you yet.”

“Desmond, I am obligated to spend a certain amount of time with him.”

The viscount lurched to his feet, striding to the window and back. “I don’t see why you should feel obligated to him at all. You’ve told me again and again how he’s ignored you for your entire life.” Abruptly he sat beside her, taking her hand in his. “Which makes me wonder—why is he here now, in London?”

A little uneasy at Lord Howard’s outburst, she frowned. “He read about me making snow angels with Sir Royce Pemberly.”

His grip on her hand tightened. “That explains it. He perceived that another man had an interest in you, and hurried to London to make certain he still had a claim on you—and your money.”

Whatever his monetary situation, Maximilian obviously had enough blunt to purchase an all-new wardrobe and to open his house on High Street again. On the other hand, she knew of some families completely without funds who had still managed to dissemble for years before the truth came out.

“In all honesty, my lord, you’re the only one who’s mentioned Lord Halfurst’s money problems.”

“Ha. You don’t expect him to tell you, do you? And if it’s not money he’s after, why hasn’t he acceded to your wishes, dissolved your parents’ agreement, and married one of the other chits who’ve been throwing themselves at him since he returned to London?”

Other women had been pursuing Maximilian? She’d had no idea. When they were together, all his attention seemed so . . . focused on her. “What do you suggest I do, then, Desmond?”

He leaned closer, near enough that his cheek touched her hair. “Whatever Halfurst’s motives, Anne, we both know you don’t belong in Yorkshire. And he isn’t the only man who would welcome your affections.”

With that, he brushed his lips against her cheek. When Anne looked at him, startled, he repeated the motion, this time against her lips.

Other than stunned surprise, the first thought to cross her mind was that with Lord Howard she didn’t have to stop herself from flinging her arms around his neck. She didn’t crave a deepening of the embrace, or even a repeat of it. “Please stop that,” she said, pulling her hand free and standing.

He stood at the same time. “I beg your pardon, Anne. I . . . allowed my feelings to dictate my actions.” The viscount seized her hand again. “Please forgive me.”

“Of course,” she returned, relieved that this oddness was over. “We are friends.”

He smiled again, relief in his sky blue eyes. “Yes, we are friends. And as your friend, please allow me to escort you to the Moreland party. Whatever you decide about Halfurst, there’s no reason you can’t spend one afternoon simply enjoying yourself.”

Well, he was right about that. Intriguing and tantalizing as she was coming to find Maximilian’s company, she couldn’t forget that he meant to take her off to Yorkshire. And if he followed his previous pattern, it would be at least six years before she saw London
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