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            Synopsis

          

        

      

    

    
      When Lord Vandover leaves for London, he promises his grandmother he will return with a bride, for she is quite right that it is high time for him to wed. Unfortunately, with each simpering debutante he meets he regrets that promise more—until he encounters the lovely Miss Holly Paxton. Her directness and unbridled zest for life draw him like a moth to a flame, making his choice clear. Though undeniably smitten, Holly finds the handsome Marquess far too serious for her taste—and for his own good. She therefore makes a Christmas promise of her own: to bring into Lord Vandover’s life the joy and laughter he so clearly needs. If both of them make good on their promises, they can look forward to a rapturous life together and possibly the best Christmas ever.

      

      A heartwarming courtship prequel to Christmas Bride, book 5 of Brenda Hiatt’s bestselling Hiatt Regency Classics collection.
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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SEPTEMBER, 1812

      

      

      “YOU STILL haven’t told me what I can bring you from Town, Grandmama.” Ashton Huntcliff Maitland, Marquess of Vandover, kissed his grandmother’s soft, wrinkled cheek in farewell. “You’ve only to name it, you know. A Christmas present, if you like.”

      The Dowager Duchess’s blue eyes twinkled up at him. “If you really want to make me happy, dear boy, bring a bride back to Yorkshire when you return. I’d consider that a finer Christmas present than all the Crown jewels in London.”

      “What, that rascally Saint of Seven Dials hasn’t managed to steal those yet?” quipped Hunt’s father, the Duke of Wickburn, striding across the enormous front hall to join them by the front doors. “The more I read about that wily devil’s exploits in the papers, the happier I am that we in the Foreign Office can leave domestic matters like him to Bow Street.”

      Hunt barely heard his father’s words, for he was regarding his grandmother with a startled frown. “If that is truly what you wish, Grandmama, I promise to do my best. I suppose it is high time I wed, after all.”

      The Dowager was clearly as delighted as she was surprised. “Haven’t I been saying exactly that these three years and more? But don’t go picking some girl for pedigree or looks alone, mind you. It’s far more important to find one who will make you happy—and who will make a proper Duchess someday, as well.”

      Luckily, that last comment was uttered before Camilla, the current Duchess, made her leisurely way down the grand staircase behind them. It was no secret that the Dowager considered the Duke of Wickburn’s second wife unfit for her role, but though she occasionally complained about her daughter-in-law privately to Hunt, she was generally diplomatic to Camilla’s face.

      “Well! I believe the last of my trunks is finally packed properly,” the Duchess of Wickburn announced cheerfully as she paced across the great hall toward the others. “The servants should be bringing them down to the coach in a moment. Do you ride with us this time, Hunt?”

      He shook his head with pretended regret. “I’ve a few things to attend to at the Foreign Office that require me to arrive as soon as may be. I’ll look to see you and Father at Wickburn House a day or two later.”

      Hunt detested traveling with his stepmother, for she insisted on stopping at well nigh every inn along the way, turning what could be a two day journey into four or even five full days on the road.

      “My trunks are already strapped to the smaller traveling carriage,” he added, “therefore I’ll bid you farewell for now. Grandmama, don’t work too hard in our absence.”

      The Dowager snorted. “Perhaps if your scapegrace brother helped out more instead of dabbling with his paints all day, I wouldn’t need to. But not to worry. I’ll be perfectly fine so long as you don’t forget that present you promised me!” She accompanied her concluding words with a wink.

      Tipping his hat to her in return, Hunt went out to his waiting carriage, double-checked that his trunk was secured, then mounted his horse. When the weather was fine, as today, he generally preferred to ride for at least the first stage of the journey, as he found sitting for long stretches tedious. Even riding allowed ample time for reflection, however, and after a mile or two his thoughts returned to his grandmother’s parting wish.

      She was right, he was forced to admit. Camilla had never been willing to take on the duties attendant with her role as Duchess of Wickburn, content to leave everything in the Dowager Duchess’s capable hands. Nor was Lord Reginald, Hunt’s half-brother, much better.

      Though Reg at least claimed willingness to help their grandmother, he was generally too wrapped up in his artistic pursuits to pay proper attention to her instructions or complete any tasks he began. Hunt owed the estate—and Grandmama—far too much to allow Reginald to remain next in the succession, as he was now. No, it was indeed high time Hunt wed and got himself an heir.

      Despite his long-held conviction that a wife would only prove a distraction and encumbrance to a man as busy as himself, he would keep the promise he’d just made to the Dowager. It was the least he could do for the woman who had essentially raised him from the time his own mother died when he was eight years old. Moreover, he would choose a girl clever enough to be of real assistance to his grandmother. A girl who could be molded into an exemplary Duchess of Wickburn, rather than some flirtatious beauty with no real substance, like Camilla.

      With that settled in his mind, he spurred his horse a bit faster, eager now to get the business over quickly so that he could return to Wickburn in good time for fox hunting season—the one pleasure he took care to fit into his schedule each year.
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      “My!” Holly Paxton exclaimed, gazing through the carriage window in awe at the tall, close-set buildings and thronged streets of London. “You told me how much bigger London is than any town in Derbyshire, Blanche, but I fear I never quite envisioned it. Is it always so crowded?”

      With a toss of her blonde curls, her older sister gave a superior little laugh. “Why, this is nothing to the real Season in the spring, as you’ll see for yourself when we return in six months’ time for your proper debut.”

      “Now, Blanche,” their mother admonished from the seat opposite. “There is nothing the least improper in Holly making her debut during the Little Season. As your dear father’s passing prevented her come-out last spring, ‘twould be unfair to make her wait longer when you have already had three Seasons of your own. Before he left, Noel made me promise that she should have her chance as soon as we were all out of mourning.”

      This reference to her brother reminded Holly that Noel had extracted a promise from her, as well on the day he departed: to do her best to make a brilliant match, one that would turn Blanche green with envy. Not that she considered that particularly likely. Her dowry, though respectable, was by no means large. Still, in return for his promise to be careful while engaged in an exceedingly dangerous mission, she had given him her word to try.

      Everyone but Holly believed that Noel had joined a regiment taking ship for Upper Canada, to defend it against the Americans. In truth he had traveled to Paris, intending to work as a clerk for their Uncle Henri while acting as an unofficial spy for England. It was an undertaking far riskier than that of any soldier, or even an official spy, for if he were captured he would receive none of the usual wartime courtesies or protections afforded most officers.

      But even thinking about her twin brother, whom Holly missed terribly, could not depress her spirits for long. Overwhelming as London might seem on first sight, she quite looked forward to experiencing all it had to offer—the theatre and other spectacles, the dazzling balls and routs her sister had repeatedly described to her. Whether she secured an eligible offer or not, she fully intended to enjoy herself during the next two months.

      “Ah, here we are,” Maman exclaimed as the carriage slowed from the crawl necessitated by the busy streets to a complete halt. “It looks just the same as always. What a mercy it was still available when I enquired last summer.”

      It was Holly’s first sight of the tall, narrow town house her parents had let for each of Blanche’s three London Seasons. Though she’d rather expected it to be grander, the portly butler who opened to them greeted Mrs. Paxton warmly.

      “Welcome back, Madame. The staff was pleased to hear you would be staying with us again.”

      “Ah, merci, Monsieur Stebbins!” Maman replied happily. “I am delighted to find you still at your post, as is dear Blanche, I am sure. We now bring my younger daughter, Holly, to take her turn at charming the London ton. Pray let the other servants know it is her first visit to Town, that they might help her along should she need advice.”

      The butler’s bow was stiff but his smile was kind. “Not to worry, Madame. when Mrs. Highsmith received your letter, she appointed Clarice to become Miss Holly’s abigail, as she is far the best at turning out a young lady in proper style.”

      “Clarice?” Blanche’s brows drew down and her fair complexion became several shades pinker. “But she was always my—”

      “Now, now, cherie,” her mother interrupted. “Do not begrudge Holly her chance to shine as brightly as you have already done. Mary will do perfectly well for you.”

      “She has no experience as a lady’s maid,” Blanche peevishly retorted, though their maid-of-all-work from Tidebourne was well within earshot. “She does well enough with mending and such, but in London—”

      “You’ll not be disgraced, my love, have no fear on that head. Am I not French? Who better than your own mother to oversee your toilette? Eh, bien, let us go up and put off our traveling things, then have a bit of supper. I vow, I am famished after such a long day.”

      After being assured that the cook had a meal well in hand, Mrs. Paxton led the sisters upstairs, where Holly was pleased to find that they need not share a bedroom. For all the house looked narrow from the street it was quite deep, allowing for two decent-sized bedchambers on the second story and two more, slightly smaller, on the third.

      When Blanche groused about moving from her usual room to one above, Holly quickly volunteered to take a third floor bedroom. It seemed a small concession to keep the peace, which was like to be difficult enough for the two months they would spend in such close company. How her sister might react should Holly actually receive an acceptable offer of marriage, she didn’t like to think, as Blanche had failed to do so in the course of three Seasons.

      Holly’s room was rather smaller than her chamber at home but she did not particularly mind. She hoped to spend little time here, other than to dress and sleep, for surely her days would be filled with sightseeing and social calls and her evenings with parties and other amusements. She could scarcely wait!

      

      The next morning Maman announced at breakfast that the rest of the week would be devoted to outfitting Holly in style for her debut. “We will of course buy a few things to freshen up your wardrobe as well, mon ange,” she quickly added to Blanche when that young lady’s brow began to look thunderous. “We will begin at Madame Fanchot’s, so you know you will be perfectly au courant.”

      “At least my hair is a fashionable color,” Blanche replied, patting her golden curls smugly while sending a disparaging glance at Holly’s straight, ebony tresses, pulled severely back into a bun at the nape of her neck. “A new bonnet or two will be just the thing to show it off to advantage.”

      A short time later they entered the shop of the most sought-after modiste in all London. “Ah, my dear Madame Paxton!” Madame Fanchot herself came forward to greet them, hands outstretched. “I quite missed you last spring. Never say you went elsewhere for your lovely Blanche’s fourth Season?”

      Maman trilled a laugh. “Ah, no, I would never do such a thing. Alas, we were unable to come to Town at all, as we were mourning my dear husband’s passing. Now we are out of our weeds, I am come to place my second daughter, Holly, in your exceedingly capable hands before her London debut.”

      Madame Fanchot immediately summoned several assistants to take Holly’s measurements while the modiste and Mrs. Paxton chattered away in French, discussing styles and colors. Fully fluent herself, Holly attempted to offer an opinion or two of her own, but her input was largely ignored.

      “I can’t think why you allowed yourself to be talked into those orange ruffles, Maman,” Blanche said peevishly as they made their way to a millinery shop two hours later, “nor that purple trim on the satin ballgown. Such bright colors are not at all the thing for a young girl making her come-out. Do you wish the ton to think Holly fast?”

      Mrs. Paxton airily waved her hand. “Pish-tush, my dear. Apricot and lilac are by no means scandalous, and those brighter touches will help our Holly to stand out in an otherwise unrelieved sea of white. As Madame Fanchot pointed out, her coloring allows for richer shades than yours.”

      “Hmph.” Blanche slanted a critical glance Holly’s way, but then her attention was caught by two young ladies entering the very shop for which they were headed. “Oh, look, Maman! ’Tis Fanny and Lucy Mountheath. They are sure to know all the latest news in Town.”

      The Mountheath sisters seemed nearly as pleased to see Blanche as she was to see them, and after only the briefest introduction to Holly, the three were soon deep in a discussion of the current gossip. Holly listened at first, but quickly grew bored when the other girls talked of nothing but which young lady had been seen wearing last season’s gowns or how many times this or that gentleman danced with someone.

      “Oh! Mama spoke with the Duke and Duchess of Wickburn at Lady Southwark’s last week,” Lucy Mountheath was saying. “The Duchess and Mama are very close, you know. Anyway, the Duke let drop that Lord Vandover is like to attend more parties this autumn, as he is finally in search of a wife! Needless to say, Mama contrived to introduce me to him at once.” She tittered shrilly.

      “And me,” Fanny put in quickly. “Lord Vandover is not only heir to a dukedom, but terribly handsome besides—a combination nearly unheard of!”

      This was enough to divert Mrs. Paxton from her perusal of the assortment of artificial flowers. “Lord Vandover, you say? Heir to Wickburn? Blanche, mon chere, we must bring you to his notice before word spreads and every young lady in Town begins flinging herself at his head. And Holly as well, of course.”

      “I fear ’tis already too late for that.” Lucy Mountheath primmed up her lips. “You would not believe the lengths to which some girls have gone to put themselves in his way. Only yesterday, Lucinda Melks was nearly run down by a carriage when she dashed across a street for the sole purpose of dropping a parcel in front of him—and she won’t even be ‘out’ until next spring!”

      The three went on to speculate about the extent of Lord Vandover’s fortune, at which point Holly’s attention wandered again as it seemed unlikely to concern her in any way.

      In addition to more fittings and shopping for such vital accessories as fans, parasols and reticules over the next few days, Holly was also required to submit to a coiffeuse. But when the woman suggested cutting her hair short, in accordance with the prevailing fashion, Holly demurred.

      “You may thin it a bit, if you wish, and loop it up any way you like, but I prefer to keep most of it intact.” Noel had always jokingly called her his “Little Raven” because of her long, near-black tresses, and she would not have him find her a stranger upon his eventual return.

      Finally, a full week after their arrival in London, Mrs. Paxton pronounced them fit to take their places among the ton.

      “I declined our first few invitations rather than risk having you seen at less than your best, but now the new gowns have arrived, you are ready, I think,” she declared over a light luncheon. “As Holly is yet unused to company we will begin modestly, with a musicale at Lady Varens’s tomorrow night. Her daughter makes her debut this month as well, though I believe Miss Varens is a year or two younger.”

      The following evening proved a novel experience for Holly. Though her mother had described the affair as “modest,” there were more people in attendance than she could ever recall seeing in one room. When she whispered as much to her sister, Blanche smirked condescendingly.

      “I vow, you are such a country bumpkin, Holly! Town must be rather thin of company just now, for this is nothing to crushes one sees in the spring.”

      Blanche’s attention was diverted then by the entrance of a particularly tall, handsome gentleman. “Ooh, Maman, do you suppose that is Lord Vandover?” she whispered excitedly. “Lucy Mountheath said that he was very tall, and described his hair as golden-brown.”

      “Let us find out, cherie.” At once, Mrs. Paxton angled toward him, Blanche close by her side. Holly, following several paces behind her mother and sister, noticed no fewer than a dozen other ladies doing the same.

      “Lord Vandover!” Lady Varens, still stationed by the door, greeted her new guest ecstatically. “I can’t tell you how delighted I am—how honored—that you elected to come, for I’ve no doubt you had many invitations to choose between tonight.”

      Though the Marquess murmured something polite, he did not return his hostess’s broad smile. Indeed, Holly thought, he appeared quite haughty, even dour.

      “Do let me make my daughter known to you, my lord,” Lady Varens continued, undaunted. “She is only just making her come-out this autumn, as she was still at Miss Gebhart’s Seminary—I’m sure you know how very exclusive it is!—in the spring. Millicent, come here and make your curtsey to Lord Vandover.”

      Pushed forward by her doting mama, the young lady complied, blushing to the roots of her pale brown hair. After a stiff bow in response, Lord Vandover was allowed to progress into the room but had scarcely taken two steps before numerous other matrons converged to introduce their own daughters. A few girls were as shy and tongue-tied as Miss Varens, but most were as forward as their fond mamas could wish—Blanche among them.

      “Lord Vandover,” she simpered the moment Maman presented her. “I have been simply dying to make your acquaintance, for I have heard you spoken of so very highly by everyone. And indeed, I must say, their praise scarce did you justice. I am so very, very honored to finally meet you!”

      Though the Marquess looked understandably taken aback by such fulsome flattery, he responded with cool civility. “The honor is mine, I assure you, Miss Paxton.”

      Maman quickly beckoned Holly forward as well but she immediately turned away to wave at a nonexistent acquaintance across the room. Not for the world would she mimic Blanche’s absurd performance—nor did she wish to add to the poor man’s discomfort, which seemed to increase with each gushing compliment flung his way.

      To her relief—though Lord Vandover’s was undoubtedly greater—a chime sounded a few minutes later, signaling the assembly to be seated for the start of the first performance. Holly, sitting near the back with her mother and sister, had an excellent view of Lord Vandover’s profile at the end of the front row.

      Though she could not deny he was handsome, she found his increasingly severe mien distinctly off-putting. The man appeared to have no sense of humor whatsoever, for surely the antics of all those eager young ladies should have provoked amusement, if not admiration.

      Just as well, she supposed, that she could never form an attachment for a man with such a sour disposition, as a Duke’s heir was surely far above her touch.
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      “I declare, Lord Vandover, you are quite the best dancer I have ever encountered,” cooed Miss Thackeray at the conclusion of the first cotillion of Lady Chittendon’s ball. “You must have studied under the very best masters when you were young.”

      “My instructors were adequate,” he returned. Then, belatedly, “You are quite skilled at the dance as well, Miss Thackeray.”

      At the compliment she had extorted from him, she let loose with a high-pitched titter and tapped him playfully on the arm with her fan. “Flatterer. You are far too kind, but I thank you.”

      Though it was obvious she wished to continue conversing, he excused himself with a perfunctory bow to seek out the next tiresome young lady he was obligated to partner.

      Three weeks in London had made Hunt heartily regret the impulsive promise he’d given his grandmother upon leaving Wickburn. Already it was October and he was no nearer finding a bride than when he’d arrived. In fact, the more eager young ladies he met—egged on by their ambitious mamas—the less inclined he felt to ever marry at all.

      Would it truly be such a very bad a thing to allow Reginald to remain his heir? Camilla’s preference for that course was clear, given how quick she was to disparage any young lady he danced or spoke with. Tonight was no different.

      “I should not overly encourage Miss Thackeray, Hunt,” she cautioned as he passed her, “for she’s well known to have a rather shrewish temperament. And while Miss Millington is pretty—” this with a glance at his previous partner— “she is like to run to fat in a few years, like her mother.”

      As usual, he made no reply, though privately he thought it rather rich for Camilla to accuse any other woman of shrewishness. Still, it was not as though he felt particularly inclined to further his acquaintance with either of the young ladies named—nor with any other he’d met in Town thus far. They’d all begun to blur together in his mind, an endless succession of blandly pretty, simpering flirts in white.

      On that thought he spotted yet another, one he’d as soon not encounter again. Though Miss Paxton was plump, blonde and blue-eyed in the accepted style, she had impressed him at their first meeting as one of those most desperate to snag a husband. Glancing about for an excuse, his eye lit upon a girl a few paces beyond her, one whom he could not recall having met. Slender and ebony-haired, she was becomingly dressed in a cream-colored satin gown trimmed in deep rose. Momentarily struck, he wondered who she might be.

      His curiosity was appeased an instant later when he was spotted by Miss Paxton’s mother, who quickly dragged the dark-haired young lady forward by one hand.

      “Lord Vandover! How very nice to see you again,” she exclaimed in the French accent he’d previously noticed. “When we met a few nights since, I was unable to introduce you to my younger daughter as well as my elder. Holly, come say hello to Lord Vandover, heir to the Duke of Wickburn.”

      Mrs. Paxton stepped back with a Gallic flourish to present the girl, who shot her mother an exasperated glance before sinking into a proper, though not overly-deep curtsey. As she bent her head, Hunt felt an urge, absurd as it was unexpected, to see those shining raven tresses unpinned, to run his fingers through them.

      “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, my lord.” Her voice was low and pleasant, with no trace of affectation.

      “And I to make yours, Miss Paxton.” He imbued the phrase with more honesty than he generally did. “Dare I hope you still have a dance free this evening?”

      Her well-lashed green eyes widened in obvious surprise—and a trace of skepticism. “Me? That is, ah, yes, my lord. As we only arrived ten minutes since, I am engaged for but one set thus far.”

      “Then I hope you will honor me with the set after next, for I fear I am already engaged for the one about to form. I will look for you directly after it finishes, however.”

      “As…as you wish, my lord.” With another shallow curtsey and a last, half-bewildered glance, she turned away.

      Turning likewise, he heard her overblown blonde sister peevishly exclaim, “My dances are yet free as well, and I met him before you did. Why did he not ask me? I’m the eldest, after all…”

      Her voice faded as he moved away. He marveled that one set of parents could have produced two such different daughters—and not only in appearance. But no, he dared not assume the younger Miss Paxton would continue so unassuming as she seemed on their first encounter. Perhaps she had simply been caught off-guard. On further acquaintance, she’d likely prove as vapid and tedious as all her compatriots…though he hoped not.

      When she stood opposite him half an hour later for their country dance, he was pleased to see she still showed no tendency to simper or blush. She merely faced him composedly, wearing a pleasant but by no means flirtatious smile.

      “Is this your first visit to London, Miss Paxton?” he asked when she remained silent, desiring to hear her speak again.

      “Yes, my lord.”

      “And what are your impressions of it so far?”

      She laughed lightly—a far more attractive sound than the high-pitched titter most young ladies affected.

      “Crowded, of course. And, I confess, a bit frustrating. While there seem to be a great many exciting things to see and do here, I have thus far been prevented from enjoying most of them as the conventions surrounding a young lady’s activities in Town are far more restrictive than in the country.”

      “You prefer the country, then?”

      “It is rather too soon to say so, my lord, though I already miss the freedom I enjoyed in Derbyshire.”

      His interest was caught but the music started up just then, forcing him to wait until the movements of the dance brought them together again to pick up the thread of their interrupted conversation.

      “You mentioned the freedom you enjoy in the country, Miss Paxton. Might I ask what you do with it?”

      “I prefer being out of doors whenever possible, riding or taking long walks about the countryside with our old hound, Arrow. Depending on the season, I often gather flowers or autumn leaves for my mother to arrange at home. I also enjoy swimming in summer and skating in winter, though Blanche insists those activities are no longer proper at my age.” She looked up at him doubtfully, as though expecting he would censure her as well.

      He did not, of course, but before he could say so, the dance separated them again. Though unconventional for a lady, he could scarcely fault Miss Paxton for pursuing the same pastimes he himself most enjoyed—or had, when he’d still had leisure to do so. Lately, any time not spent on Foreign Office business was taken up by the management of Wickburn, as his father rarely gave proper attention to either responsibility. He suspected this was partially due to Camilla’s influence, for his stepmother kept an extremely busy social calendar.

      “What sorts of things do you like to do when you are forced to remain indoors, Miss Paxton?” he asked at their next opportunity for speech. “For surely that must occur on occasion.”

      “All too often,” she agreed, a noticeable twinkle in her rather remarkable green eyes. “While acceding to Maman’s insistence that I attempt improving my rather deplorable embroidery skills, I am subjected to what Blanche calls the latest news. Were it true news I would not mind so much, but it generally consists of neighbors’ doings and whatever she gleans from fashion periodicals and scandal sheets. By far my favorite indoor pastime is reading, to which I retreat whenever possible in order to escape their tutelage.”

      Though there was little further opportunity for conversation during the remainder of the dance, by its conclusion Hunt had formed a distinct desire to know more of the intriguing Miss Paxton.
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      Holly danced with numerous other gentlemen during the remainder of the ball, some more than once, but the only one she thought about during the drive home was Lord Vandover.

      Much to her surprise, he had proved perfectly amiable, seeming genuinely interested in her answers to his questions, though still far too somber for her taste. Handsome as the Marquess was, she suspected he would prove even more so if he would only smile.

      Perhaps, should another such opportunity present itself, she would endeavor to provoke one from him, if only to discover whether her surmise was correct.

      

      “Ah, here you are at last, cherie,” Maman exclaimed when Holly made her belated way down to breakfast the next morning. “I can’t recall you ever rising so late in Derbyshire.”

      Holly gave a prodigious yawn. “I never danced till two o’clock in the morning in Derbyshire. I fear I shall never get used to London hours.”

      Mrs. Paxton merely tut-tutted. “You’ll adjust, and more quickly than Blanche, I’ll warrant, given how much stronger and energetic you are. But regarde! These have already arrived for you this morning!”

      Following her mother’s gaze, she saw two colorful bouquets of flowers adorning the side table. “For me? Are you sure?”

      “But of course, my love! Did I not say you would be a great success? The smaller arrangement is from Sir Hadley Leverton, and the larger from Lord Belknapp. Why, at this rate, I should not be at all surprised if you receive an eligible offer within a fortnight!”

      Holly laughed, though it was a trifle forced. “Pray don’t be absurd, Maman. I scarce exchanged two words with those gentlemen last night.”

      Nor had she been particularly impressed with either. Sir Hadley continually deferred to his officious sister and Lord Belknapp was at least forty, though rather comically mimicking the dress and manners of a man half his age. Now, had she received a tribute from Lord Vandover… But no. He was not at all the sort to send flowers to a lady he’d just met.

      “Has Blanche not yet arisen?”

      Maman shook her head. “I thought it best to let her sleep. You know how delicate she is. Besides…” her voice trailed off with another glance at the bouquets.

      Indeed, when her sister made her appearance three quarters of an hour later, she had nothing but criticism for the gentlemen who had so singled Holly out. “Everyone knows Sir Hadley needs to marry for money. He must have heard that your dowry is respectable,” she sniped. “And Lord Belknapp is practically a laughingstock.”

      Later that morning, both gentlemen as well as numerous members of the ton dropped by to pay their respects, ostensibly to both sisters, though Holly seemed the primary object. At one point, every chair in the parlor was occupied and Blanche had all she could do keep everyone’s teacups filled—a task she insisted upon performing herself, as it was a skill upon which she prided herself.

      As had been the case last night, the conversation seemed to mostly consist of banalities about the weather and other trivialities, which Holly found rather tedious. When Mr. Ancroft made a comment about the current war effort, she immediately followed up upon it.

      “What is the situation in Paris right now?” she asked eagerly, hoping to learn something of what Noel might be doing. “Is it true that opinion there is beginning to turn against Napoleon because of his recent campaigns in Portugal and Russia?”

      Mr. Ancroft blinked in surprise. “I did not think young ladies such as yourself followed such things. Alas, I fear I do not—”

      “Nor should they,” Blanche interposed with a scandalized look at her sister. “Talk of war has no place in a drawing room, does it, Maman?”

      “I should say not,” Mrs. Paxton agreed emphatically. “Indeed, I cannot bear to hear that Corsican monster mentioned. Pray, let us speak of something more pleasant. What were you saying, Lady Pinhurst, about bonnet styles?”

      Holly subsided. She noted that Mr. Ancroft seemed relieved by the change of subject and disparagingly catalogued him as among those gentlemen uncomfortable discussing anything of substance with a lady.

      She sighed inwardly as the talk progressed from fashion to the gossip that seemed to so preoccupy everyone in the ton. There was little in that to interest her until someone mentioned the latest theft by the Saint of Seven Dials and Lord Linley hazarded an opinion that the fabled Saint was a member of the Quality.

      “How else would he be able to carry out such brazen deeds under our very noses without being noticed?”

      “A fascinating theory,” Mr. Flinder exclaimed, distracted from the poem he had been attempting to recite. “I must admit, it explains much.”

      Holly’s attention was again caught, for the notorious Saint of Seven Dials, whose exploits were frequently mentioned in the papers, fired her imagination. He was said to steal from the rich to give to the poor, like Robin Hood of old.

      “How thrilling to think one might meet him in Society without knowing it,” she exclaimed. “What do you suppose—?”

      But her mother protested that topic as well, claiming the idea of such a thing quite frightened her.

      When the last caller departed without anything else of particular interest having been discussed, Blanche declared herself quite exhausted and repaired to her chamber to rest until it was time to dress for dinner. To Holly’s surprise, Maman, after giving a few directions to the servants, did the same.

      Used as she had been to daily activity, Holly felt no such inclination, for she had slept well despite such a late night. Last night’s conversation with Lord Vandover had made her miss those activities more acutely than ever. After attempting to distract herself with a book for some twenty minutes, she rose.

      She simply must bestir herself, even get outdoors, if she was not to go mad. Perhaps a brisk walk would put her in a better frame of mind to face the sedate poetry reading they were to attend tonight.

      That decision made, she hurried up to her room to change into one of her old gowns from the country better suited to exercise. If she confined her walk to alley running along the mews behind the houses, she reasoned, she was unlikely to be seen by anyone who mattered.

      Going back downstairs, she listened at her mother’s and sister’s chamber doors but heard nothing within. Satisfied, she continued down to the back door, waiting until the servants in the kitchen below were occupied before letting herself into the tiny garden behind the house.

      Taking a breath of the crisp October air, she wondered why she had not come out here before, for the walled area was quite charming, with a few late roses and other shrubs. As she passed an espaliered pear tree against one wall on her way to the mews she stopped to stare at it, suddenly struck by how very climbable it looked. Though deplored by her mother and sister, tree-climbing had always been a favorite activity of hers when younger….

      Without giving herself time to reconsider, Holly moved to the tree and pulled herself up to the lowest branch, then continued to climb the ladder-like stems until she was level with the top of the wall. From here, she could look into the back gardens of the neighboring houses. For several minutes she watched with some amusement the antics of two pigeons fighting over some scrap in the garden next door before beginning her descent that she might still have time for a walk.

      “Holly!” Her sister’s screech nearly made her fall. Glancing up, she saw Blanche’s scandalized face at the window above. “Get back inside at once! What are you doing—and what are you wearing? Do you realize how… Oh! Maman will be furious!”

      The window slammed shut.

      Her brief taste of freedom at an end, Holly completed her descent and with a sigh went in to face the consequences.
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      By the time the Paxton ladies left for Mrs. Heatherton’s poetry reading, Holly’s mother and sister had thoroughly impressed upon her how unwise her brief escape had been.

      “Really, my dear, you cannot romp about London as you are wont to do at home,” Mrs. Paxton admonished. “It is not at all the thing for a young lady to stir out of doors without a maid or other chaperone in attendance.”

      “I should say not,” Blanche chimed in. “Why, if you had been seen, and in that dress, ’twould have put paid to all hope of an eligible match for either one of us. I’ll certainly not let you sink my chances with your wild behavior! She must be the very picture of comportment from now on, mustn’t she, Maman?”

      Their mother agreed, though with a look of apology for Holly. “Pray do your best, my dear,” she added when Blanche flounced off, still incensed. “’Tis only for another six weeks or so.”

      On arriving at Mrs. Heatherton’s, Blanche and Maman looked eagerly about for Lord Vandover, as he was still their first object, and were clearly disappointed that he was not in attendance. Holly was not surprised, for she had overheard last night that he spent the majority of his time, to include most evenings, on Foreign Office business—which of course made him all the more sought after by the hostesses of the ton.

      The Marquess did make a belated appearance at a card party two nights later, but though he bowed cordially to Holly from across the room on his entrance, they were placed at different tables until he took his leave, giving her no opportunity to attempt eliciting that smile she longed to see. That, of course, was the only reason she wished to speak with him again, for she scarcely needed Blanche’s reminders to acknowledge how very unwise it would be to indulge herself in any expectations in that direction.

      She was exceedingly surprised, therefore, when Lord Vandover was announced among the very next morning’s callers.

      Maman and Blanche, predictably, all but fell over themselves in their effusive welcomes, which struck Holly as rather insulting to Mr. Miller and Lord Arthur, who were just taking their leave, for neither had received nearly so warm a greeting.

      “Come in, my lord, do,” Blanche fairly gushed. “How do you like your tea? My mother says I am particularly graceful at pouring out.” She proceeded to demonstrate.

      “No milk or sugar, thank you.” He seated himself across from Holly, his demeanor as serious as ever. “I trust I find you all well?”

      “Exceedingly well, I thank you, my lord,” Mrs. Paxton instantly responded. “And how does your Season progress? I vow, I have been so inundated with invitations, I’ve scarce had time to catch my breath, but I suppose that is to be expected when I have two such charming young ladies to chaperone.”

      He managed the barest ghost of a smile, though his eyes held a world-weariness that unexpectedly tugged at Holly’s heart. Lord Vandover seemed greatly in need of some levity in his life.

      “Charming indeed,” he replied. “I hope you are not finding your first visit to Town too tiring?” He directed the question to Holly, but Blanche immediately replied on her behalf.

      “Oh, my sister is never tired, my lord, for she is used to an inordinate amount of exercise at home, often rambling about the countryside completely unchaperoned. Indeed, it has been all we can do to prevent her attempting the same here, for she can scarce sit still long enough to embroider a single handkerchief, if you will believe it.” Her laugh held a spiteful edge.

      Nettled, Holly spoke up for herself. “Yes, I’ve already told Lord Vandover that I much prefer outdoor pursuits to indoor ones, and that fancy needlework has never been a among my talents.”

      “But dear Holly has many other skills to compensate, my lord,” her mother put in quickly. “For example, she is fully fluent in French, Italian and German. In addition, she is so clever with figures that she has taken over the task of keeping our household accounts, now her brother is gone to Upper Canada to fight the Americans.”

      Lord Vandover’s brows rose slightly. “Are you indeed, Miss Paxton? I should say those are rather more useful talents than adding decoration to fripperies or keeping abreast of the latest gossip.”

      Blanche went rather pink at this, but refrained from further criticism of her sister during the remainder of the Marquess’s visit.

      A short time later, he took his leave. As he bowed over Holly’s hand he surprised her by saying, “If you are not otherwise engaged, Miss Paxton, I would be honored to take you for a drive in the park tomorrow afternoon.”

      “Oh! Yes, that sounds very pleasant, my lord, thank you.”

      The moment the parlor door closed behind him, Blanche turned to face her, eyes venomously narrowed. “Pray do not let Lord Vandover’s pretty compliments and invitations turn your head, for he will be looking far higher than someone like you for a wife. Lucy Mountheath tells me that only last week he was seen to drive out with Lady Mary Carruthers, who is second or third cousin to one of the Royal Dukes. Needless to say, she is far nearer his station than you, and a great heiress, besides.”

      “I appreciate your concern, Blanche.” Holly spoke calmly, refusing to acknowledge the sting of her sister’s words. “But I assure you my head is in no danger whatsoever of being turned. I simply regard the Marquess as a pleasant acquaintance, like many of the other gentlemen—and ladies—I have met in London thus far.”

      That was not precisely true, however. Despite her best intentions, she found Lord Vandover by far the most pleasant, despite his seemingly humorless disposition.

      “That’s as well,” Blanche continued, “for if he were to hear about your hoydenish behavior a few days since, he would likely give you the cut direct.”

      “I can’t imagine how he would hear of it unless you told him,” Holly snapped, growing weary of her sister’s incessant barbs. “Nor do I think he would care as much as you claim, even if you did. He seems far too practical for such pettiness.”

      “Now, now,” Maman interposed. “Pray do not quarrel, girls. Of course Blanche will do no such thing. Ah, there is the bell—another caller, I doubt not.”

      During the ensuing, tedious exchange of greetings and the banalities that followed, Holly strove to put Blanche’s spiteful words from her mind.

      She looked forward to tomorrow’s drive more than ever. Not only would it get her away from the house for an hour, it would provide a perfect opportunity to coax a real smile from Lord Vandover. Along with her curiosity to see if it could truly make him more handsome, she felt increasingly certain it would do him good.
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      “What is this I hear about you calling upon the Paxton ladies this morning?” Camilla demanded of Hunt, when she returned to Wickburn House to dress for dinner that afternoon. “I had it from Lady Mountheath who had it from Mrs. Bullen. Whatever could have possessed you to do such a thing?”

      Hunt regarded his stepmother with mild surprise. “You speak as though I wandered alone and unarmed into Seven Dials after midnight. I merely paid a courtesy visit to a perfectly respectable residence in Mayfair, only two streets away. Have the Paxtons committed some crime of which I am unaware?”

      The Duchess sniffed. “No crime, perhaps, but they are hardly fit to associate with anyone of our stature. Are you aware that the mother is French?”

      “One need only exchange a few words with her to divine that,” he drily returned. “What of it?”

      “What of it? Why, think of your father’s position in the Foreign Office, and your own! Should it become known that you are socializing with such…people, it would be bound to damage your standing there.”

      His brows rose further. “You are over-fastidious, surely, madam? At any rate, I believe you can trust me to know better than yourself which acquaintances might be looked at askance by my superiors. The late Mr. Paxton was third son to Earl Ellsdon, making their family older than ours. Their loyalty to the Crown has never been called into question, despite Mrs. Paxton’s nationality.”

      “Be that as it may, you would do well to—”

      “Hadn’t you better go upstairs to change?” he interrupted, even more irritated than usual by her petty interference in his affairs. “You’ll not wish to attend the theatre in the same dress you’ve been wearing for an afternoon of shopping.”

      This reminder of the time successfully diverted her thoughts, though the speaking glance she sent him as she hurried from the room told Hunt she had by no means abandoned the topic. No doubt she would have far more to say after he took the younger Miss Paxton driving. Not that he intended to listen.

      Only yesterday he’d received a letter from the Dowager Duchess which included a subtle reminder of his promise in the form of a humorous tale about Reginald’s latest excuse for shirking his duties at home—something to do with capturing a particular angle of the light for his latest painting. The missive strengthened his waning resolve to secure a bride before Christmas, as originally planned.

      What’s more, after this morning’s visit he believed he’d discovered a perfect candidate. Two brief interviews showed Miss Holly Paxton to be tolerably level-headed, sufficiently energetic to be of assistance to his grandmother, and beautiful, besides—qualities he’d scarcely dared hope to find united in a single woman. Her fluency in several languages would prove yet another asset, given how often his position obliged him to socialize with foreign diplomats and their wives.

      Unless he learned of something to disqualify her during their drive tomorrow, he intended to make Miss Paxton an offer within a fortnight.

      

      The following day she rose yet higher in his esteem when he called at the arranged hour to find her already dressed for driving, parasol to hand. After long experience with Camilla, he had fully expected to cool his heels for a quarter hour or more before she came down.

      “A punctual woman is a prize beyond rubies,” he greeted her solemnly, bowing first to her, then to her mother and sister before extending an arm. “Shall we go?”

      “Yes, let’s. This will be my very first drive in Hyde Park, my lord, so I confess I am quite looking forward to it.”

      Upon exiting the house and spotting his high-perch phaeton, she released his arm to clap her hands. “Oh, how wonderful! I have always wished to ride in one of these. Is it as fun to drive as it looks, my lord?”

      “I…yes, I suppose it is,” he replied, startled. “I must hope you will find it fun to ride in, as well. Up you go, then.” Forming a stirrup with his hands, he boosted her into the high carriage, then vaulted into it himself. With a practiced flick of the whip, he set the pair into a smart trot in the direction of the park, watching her from the corner of his eye.

      More than one young lady had been so frightened by this conveyance he’d been forced to hold his pair to a walk for an entire drive. Much to his satisfaction, Miss Paxton evinced nothing but delight. Along the way, he asked another question or two about her life in Derbyshire and her answers only served to reinforce his favorable opinion.

      “You have asked me what occupations I enjoy, my lord, but you have not mentioned any of your own,” she commented as they turned into Hyde Park. “What are your favorite leisure activities?”

      “Alas, I’ve had little time for leisure of late, though I generally contrive to return to the country for fox hunting season.”

      “Do you indeed? My father and brother were fond of it fox hunting as well—an exceedingly popular sport in Derbyshire, as I’m sure you are aware.”

      “Of course. Your brother—your mother mentioned that he is currently in Upper Canada, in the Americas?”

      After a slight hesitation, she nodded, her expression suddenly clouding. “He is…though we have had no word from him since he left us in July.” She sighed. “I pray daily he is still safe.”

      “I can well imagine.” The sudden worry in her eyes bothered him more than he would have expected. “Is he older or younger than yourself?”

      “Older,” she replied, “but by only twenty minutes. He and I are twins, you see.”

      “Twins! I take it you and he are quite close?”

      “Exceedingly. Noel has always been my closest friend in the world. I…I miss him terribly.”

      Hunt would have been tempted to put a comforting hand over hers if he did not need both on the reins to navigate the thronged paths of the park. “His name is Noel?” he asked instead. “You and he were not born near Christmas by any chance, were you?”

      “Very perceptive of you, my lord. Yes, we were born on Christmas Eve. As a child, I thought our parents quite clever to name us thus, though as I’ve grown older I suspect some might think it rather silly.”

      “Silly? Hardly that. If nothing else, it is surely impossible for anyone to forget your birthday.”

      “True.”

      He was pleased to see her smiling again. To keep her so, he told an amusing story of his father’s, complete with one of the Duke’s humorous rhymes, and was rewarded with the same unaffected laugh he had first appreciated at Lady Chittendon’s.

      “You and the Duke are attached to the Foreign Office, are you not?” she asked at the story’s conclusion.

      “We are. Father has long been friends with Lord Castlereagh. It was at his behest that we both volunteered our services there.”

      “Then…you must stay abreast of all the latest news about the war? I fear my mother and sister have little interest in current affairs, so I don’t hear nearly so much as I would like. What can you tell me?”

      Her curiosity was understandable, given her brother’s situation. “I assume you are particularly interested in events in Upper Canada?”

      To his surprise, her face pinkened slightly, but she replied readily enough. “Of course, but also those in France and elsewhere, for I’ve no doubt it all ties together.”

      “Very true.” He regarded her approvingly, for not all of his colleagues understood that. “By all reports, the Americans are too ill-supplied and ill-trained to pose much of a threat to our our northern colonies or our troops there, though we may face more challenges should we take the initiative to press farther south.

      “As for this interminable war with France, we have reason to hope that Napoleon may finally have stuck his neck out too far with this march upon Russia. Early intelligence indicates he is already suffering heavy losses there, which are like to increase greatly as the year wanes, given the severity of Russian winters.”

      They continued to discuss world and national affairs, Hunt repeatedly impressed by how well informed Miss Paxton was for a lady, particularly one who had lived all her life in the country. To further reassure her about her brother, he wished he could share certain, even more encouraging details about the war with her, but some were yet unconfirmed—and from extremely confidential sources in Paris and elsewhere, besides. He contented himself with expressing his opinion that there would be peace before summer.

      Engaged as he was in the conversation, the time passed so quickly that almost before he was aware, it was time to take her home. He had not, however, missed the numerous speculative stares they received as they slowly circuited the park, which mean Camilla would no doubt hear about it in short order.

      Upon arriving back at the house, he handed her down from the phaeton with a distinct pang of regret. “I thank you for accompanying me, Miss Paxton. This has been a most enjoyable drive,” he said with perfect honesty.

      “I must thank you as well, my lord,” she smilingly replied. “Most particularly for your willingness to talk with me about topics of far more import than the latest fashions—though I quite enjoyed riding in your rather remarkable carriage, as well. I should rather like one of my own. Think you if I asked nicely enough, my mother might let me have one?”

      The very thought made Hunt smile.

      “Ah! I knew you could do it.”

      He blinked. “Beg pardon, ma’am? Do what?”

      “Smile. The expression quite becomes you, you know. You should do so more often.” With a parting grin of her own, she dipped him a quick curtsey and hurried up the steps into the house.
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      Holly’s guess had proved quite correct—smiling did indeed make Lord Vandover even handsomer. Almost dangerously so, at least for her peace of mind.

      Encouraged by her first success, she began to entertain hopes of someday hearing him laugh aloud and to consider how she might get him to do so. Unfortunately, when she next saw him in company he appeared as serious as ever when he asked her to dance.

      He did, however, make a point of sharing with her a few items of interest regarding the wars and the political situation during their set, which she greatly appreciated.

      “I thank you, Miss Paxton,” he said at the conclusion of the dance. “It is most refreshing to converse with a lady about matters of true importance, particularly one who understands them so well as yourself.”

      Bowing, he left her. Holly watched him go, reflecting that many ladies might find Lord Vandover’s compliments lacking, both in frequency and content. She, however, found his straightforward sincerity far more to her taste than the fulsome praise so lavishly bestowed by other gentlemen.

      By the time another week had passed, Holly could no longer deny—to herself, at least—that she was in a fair way to forming a tendre for the Marquess. Of course his appearance and rank placed him head and shoulders above every other man of her acquaintance. That he was also the most interesting to talk with and truly listened when she spoke appealed to her even more.

      Needless to say, she took pains to hide those feelings from her mother and, especially, her sister. As Maman began hinting to anyone who would listen that Lord Vandover might soon make an offer, Blanche grew more sour by the day.

      “Gentlemen are an extremely fickle lot, you know,” she frequently assured her younger sister. “Any number of them have paid me very particular attentions for an evening or two. But then they invariably grow suddenly cool, distracted by another pretty face, and end up bestowing their affections elsewhere.”

      Though Holly had no difficulty guessing why those gentlemen had behaved so regarding Blanche, her sister’s observations were not without effect. They forced her to admit that if Lord Vandover acted the same, she would be exceedingly cast down and perhaps even heartbroken. Not that she would allow anyone else, particularly Blanche, to suspect it. Heartbreak, she felt certain, would be far easier to bear unaccompanied by mortification.

      

      Two nights later, however, both her mother’s hopes and her own were bolstered when the Marquess requested an unprecedented second dance during a ball at the grand Ribbleton house on Berkley Square.

      “C’est merveilleux, my love,” Mrs. Paxton whispered excitedly after their second set, as soon as he was out of earshot. “From all I hear, ’tis nearly unheard-of for Lord Vandover to dance twice with the same young lady of an evening. While it might not be so great a thing for other gentlemen, for him it indicates a most decided preference.”

      Her mother was not the only one in the room to mark such unusual behavior on the part of Lord Vandover. While taking their places for the following set, two different young ladies of Holly’s acquaintance made a point of congratulating her on her conquest, though Miss Thackeray seemed rather vexed to do so.

      A short time later, Holly was thanking Mrs. Heatherton for kindly wishing her success in achieving so dazzling a match when she looked up to see the Duchess of Wickburn approaching, a tight smile on her lovely countenance.

      Holly’s stomach gave a little flip. She had not yet had been introduced to either of Lord Vandover’s parents, but the Duchess’s high standards and sharp tongue were legendary. Was she perhaps coming to warn Holly away from her son because of the speculations surrounding that second dance?

      As she drew close, Holly sank into a deep curtsey. “Good evening, your grace,” she murmured, relieved that her voice did not quiver as her knees did.

      “Good evening,” the Duchess returned, her glittering brown eyes raking Holly from head to foot. “Miss Paxton, is it not? I am pleased to make your acquaintance at last.”

      “The…the pleasure is mine, your grace.”

      Braced for criticism, Holly was surprised when instead, the Duchess’s smile broadened. “I am very happy to have found you, Miss Paxton. Lord Vandover wished me to give you the message that he would like to meet with you in the library at your earliest convenience.”

      “The…the library?” Holly glanced around but the entire first floor had been converted into a ballroom for tonight’s occasion. “Where—?”

      “Just up those stairs and down the hall.” The Duchess pointed, still smiling. “Take the right-hand turning and the library will be your first door on the left. I rather suspect he has something of a rather private nature to tell you…or perhaps to ask you?”

      “Oh? Oh!” Holly felt the color rush to her face. “I…thank you, your grace.” She sank into another curtsey.

      The Duchess merely bobbed her head in acknowledgment, then turned away. Holly rose and headed toward the indicated staircase, her head in a whirl.

      Surely, surely he could not intend to make her an offer here, tonight? Holly might be new to the ways of the ton, but she was fairly certain that was not how such things were generally done. No, more likely, he had merely recalled something else about the situation in Upper Canada since their last dance.

      Whatever it was, she should not keep him waiting.
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      Hunt was just finishing a country dance with Miss Felton when his attention was caught by an ominous sight on the opposite side of the crowded ballroom—Camilla, bearing down upon Miss Paxton. Given how his stepmother had reacted to the news that he’d taken the girl driving, he could not believe this boded well.

      With a bow and a quick, mumbled apology to his partner, he started across the room, watching with growing concern as Miss Paxton curtsied to the Duchess. They spoke very briefly, then Camilla pointed toward the grand staircase before turning away with a smile Hunt did not care for at all. A moment later, Miss Paxton began making her way in the indicated direction.

      Hunt attempted to quicken his pace but was still scarcely halfway across the ballroom before Miss Paxton reached the staircase and began to ascend it. He cursed under his breath, for Miss Paxton could have no idea of what was likely occurring up there at this time of night—though Camilla assuredly did.

      For years it had been widely rumored that during the Dowager Lady Ribbleton’s frequent social events, her son the Marquess hosted his own, far less reputable, entertainments in the library upstairs. Though Hunt himself had never attended, he had long heard stories that included drunkenness, deep play, and near-orgies, often involving underage prostitutes.

      Last spring those illicit gatherings had gained more general notoriety when a young debutante inadvertently walked in upon them in the midst of their debauchery. The scandal sheets got wind of the incident and the poor girl’s reputation was virtually destroyed. Her parents had quickly removed her to the country, but for weeks the tale had been canvassed by every gossip in London—to include the Duchess of Wickburn.

      “Pardon me. Excuse me.”

      Another set was forming, making Hunt’s progress far too slow. More than once he had to restrain himself from forcibly shoving people out of his way. To do so would only draw attention to the very thing he sought to prevent, but already Miss Paxton had reached the second story landing. If he did not hurry, she risked irretrievable ruin, which was doubtless his stepmother’s design.

      “Why Lord Vandover! Never say you are without a partner for this dance?” Lady Angela Platt exclaimed, materializing in front of him. Though married, she was well known for her social ambitions. “As it happens, so am I.”

      “My apologies, madam, but I fear I have an engagement that will not wait. Perhaps another time.” Sketching a brief bow, he continued on his way, oblivious to Lady Angela’s pout.

      By the time he reached the stairs, Miss Paxton was no longer in sight. “Damn,” he muttered, taking the stairs two at a time, no longer caring if his haste gave rise to speculation.

      Hurriedly traversing the upper hallway, he rounded the corner to see his quarry, her hand hovering over the handle of the library door. She wore a look of concern, and no wonder—already he could discern giggles and faint shrieks from behind the wall panels.

      “Ah, Miss Paxton!” Striving for a tone far calmer than his feelings dictated, he strode forward. “I’m most pleased to have found you, for it appears you may have lost your way.”

      Turning, she appeared visibly relieved to see him. “Oh, my lord, here you are! I, ah, was told you wished to speak with me in the library?” She glanced nervously over her shoulder at the closed door.

      “Were you?” So! Camilla had not only attempted to ruin Miss Paxton, but to make him appear the villain of the piece, as well. An unexpected wave of fury swept through him, though he made an effort to hide it.

      Regarding him uncertainly now, she nodded. “I…I was given the message by the Duchess of Wickburn, your mother.”

      “Stepmother,” he corrected tersely. “I fear she, ah—” He broke off, belatedly realizing there was no point frightening the girl over something that had not actually happened. Nor, given his intentions toward her, was there anything to be gained at this juncture by prejudicing her against Camilla.

      “Misunderstood?” Miss Paxton hazarded when his silence grew protracted.

      “Er, yes. Yes, she must have done. I, ah, only told her I wished to find you again. Which, fortunately, I now have. Miss Paxton, might I persuade you to honor me with another dance? The waltz, if you still have it free.”

      A third dance in one evening would clearly signal his intentions to all, including Camilla. He now quite looked forward to that confrontation!

      Her green eyes widened. “As…as it happens, my lord, I am not yet engaged for that particular dance.”

      “Excellent. Meanwhile, might I escort you back downstairs?” He extended his arm.

      Leading her back downstairs, he gave silent thanks he had reached her in time. There was no knowing what she’d have witnessed had he not, nor how great a scandal might have ensued.

      As soon as Hunt saw Miss Paxton back to her mother, he went in search of Camilla, only to discover that she and the Duke had already left. Likely she had seen Hunt following Miss Paxton upstairs and guessed he would avert her nasty scheme and then confront her with it—something he still intended to do at first opportunity.

      Though he chafed at the delay, he could not now leave before supper without appearing to snub the woman he meant to marry. Still seething at his stepmother’s perfidy, he made his excuses to his next two partners and instead spent that time brooding over how to prevent Camilla ever interfering in his life—or Miss Paxton’s—again.
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      As soon as Lord Vandover bowed his leave of her, Holly apprised her mother of what had just occurred. Not surprisingly, she immediately went into raptures.

      “A third dance! My dear, my dear, do you realize what this means?” Mrs. Paxton exclaimed, lapsing into French in her excitement. “Why, it’s tantamount to a declaration! Lord Vandover rarely waltzes, any more than he is known to partner the same young lady twice of an evening. To my knowledge, he has never done so three times! What a mercy you still had your waltz free.”

      Holly had to agree, for in fact two other gentlemen had requested it. She had declined both, as neither had struck her as particularly agreeable.

      “More like he simply forgot about one of the earlier dances,” Blanche said waspishly, having just completed a set with the very Sir Hadley she had previously denigrated. “I hear he is exceedingly busy with government business. His attention was doubtless on more important matters and he asked in a fit of abstraction.”

      “Oh, pooh!” Maman gave a flick of her fingers. “Not when he went to such lengths to seek her out. Mark my words, we will see our Holly a Marchioness within a twelvemonth!”

      It was a prospect Holly had not previously allowed herself to contemplate—and which now struck her as both intimidating and vaguely absurd. Alas, Lord Vandover’s manner when he returned to claim their waltz lent little credence to her mother’s prediction. In fact, so forbidding was his expression as he led her out to the dance that she nervously wondered if her sister’s spiteful theory might be correct instead.

      He continued silent, and even more somber than usual, throughout the opening strains of the waltz. Had he belatedly realized his error in requesting a third dance, and now regretted it?

      “Is anything wrong, my lord?” she finally plucked up her courage to ask.

      He blinked and, with an obvious effort, shook off his air of brooding severity. “Ah, no. I was merely thinking. My apologies, Miss Paxton, particularly as you were so kind as to grant me this dance. I feared I had left it too late to secure yet another with you, but it seems fortune was with me tonight.”

      Blushing now, she smiled up at him. “So it would seem, my lord.”

      Though the lines around his mouth relaxed somewhat, he did quite smile in response. Even so, he attempted little conversation for the remainder of the dance, appearing to lapse back into whatever gloomy thoughts preoccupied him. When the waltz drew to its conclusion, however, he did not immediately relinquish her hand, as she had expected he would. Instead, he bent a look on her that made her heart quicken its pace in a way quite unconnected with the exertions of the dance.

      “Miss Paxton, I should like to call upon you tomorrow afternoon to ask you a most particular question—if you will be at home?”

      Her mouth went suddenly dry. “I…yes, my lord.” Her voice squeaked slightly, so she cleared her throat. “That is, I will be at home. I, ah, shall look forward to your visit.”

      “Until tomorrow, then.” He bowed and left her. She watched him go in a daze of stunned happiness. Despite his grave demeanor, his meaning seemed plain—which would allow her to fulfill her promise to Noel in the most wonderful way possible, with the only man she could imagine marrying.
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