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      Fascination is the first novella in the 2nd series of Mockingbird Square. This series is about rakes, rascals and fortune hunters.

      

      FASCINATION

      Anthea Holbrooke has come to London for the Season. She is no wide eyed debutante and her friend, Lady Deborah, a novice matchmaker, is having trouble finding her the perfect husband. And then Anthea meets Lord Jasper Waldon and things take a different turn.

      Jasper has sworn never to marry but when he sets eyes on Anthea and is drawn into her troubles, he finds he can’t resist her. Is this a case of fascination or has he fallen in love? And if this is love, what is he going to do about it?
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      Fascination –

      the power to fascinate someone

      the state of being fascinated
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      Summer 1819, Mayfair

      Anthea Holbrook used her pretty new fan to disguise her frustration as her companion droned on.

      “And another particular in which southern England is superior to the north, Miss Holbrooke...”

      Sir Reginald Wilton continued to make his point with a ponderous air she was beginning to recognise despite their short acquaintance. He wasn’t asking her opinion, he was telling her his. And he actually believed he was correct when he was not.

      How could Lady Deborah Lorimer have thought they would be the perfect match? She loved her friend dearly but she was beginning to think she was a very poor judge of character.

      She glanced about, looking for her friend. Her gaze skipped over the well-dressed guests at the ball, searching for Deb. Longing for escape. Within five minutes of meeting Sir Reginald she knew he was not the man for her. Within six minutes she never wanted to see him again. And now, ten minutes later, she was rapidly losing her patience with him. He was so pompous and full of himself, boasting about his horses, his house, his family and now his reflections on the superiority of his part of the country as opposed to hers.

      Anthea blinked. Her drifting mind sharpened, her gaze locked with that of a man standing not too many paces away, at the edge of the ballroom. Immaculate blue jacket, snowy white cravat, dark hair cropped at the sides with curls on top, and dark eyes fixed on hers.

      It was rude to stare. She knew that. It was one of the lessons she had learned as a young child, and yet she could not seem to drag her eyes away from those amused, sparkling ones.

      He cocked a well-shaped brow, and his gaze moved to Sir Reginald, his mouth twisting in a manner she could not mistake as anything other than derision. His eyes returned to hers and now there was something more in them, a spark of interest that made her heart begin to flutter about in her breast like a bird in a cage.

      Dear Lord, what was she thinking?

      Anthea turned away abruptly, back to Sir Reginald, who had not even paused in his lecture. She waved her fan in agitation, refusing to glance back in the direction of the handsome gentleman. If only her father had been here tonight. Instead he was staying in Derbyshire for a week or two with an old friend before he continued his journey on to London. In the meantime he had handed Anthea over to his sister, Joan. Aunt Joan had lived in London for many years now, first as a married woman and then a widow. While Anthea’s father would have given Sir Reginald short shift, her aunt was more inclined to trust in Lady Deborah’s opinion of who was the perfect suitor for her niece.

      How very wrong she was.

      “I wonder if I may interrupt?”

      The voice was deep and polite, and yet there was an underlying current of humour in it. Even before she turned Anthea knew it was the gentleman whose regard she had encountered only moments before.

      He had a rather stern expression, as if he wasn’t prone to smiling, and he was older than she had first thought, perhaps thirty rather than twenty. Although at twenty-eight, Anthea was not herself in the first flush of youth.

      Sir Reginald puffed up. “Waldon,” he barked. “What are you doing here? I would have thought a gambling hell would be more to your taste.”

      Anthea’s green eyes narrowed but the gentleman took the insult in his stride. “I decided to give the cards a rest tonight,” he drawled. “It’s only fair that others have a chance to win, Wilton.”

      It seemed to Anthea that there was some bad blood between them, because Sir Reginald’s face darkened and he shuffled angrily. After a moment of silence, during which he must have realised what was expected of him, he gave way grudgingly.

      “Miss Holbrooke, may I introduce Lord Jasper Waldon.”

      She curtseyed and he bowed. “Will you dance with me?” Lord Waldon said quickly before Sir Reginald could begin to speak again.

      “Yes, I…” She took a step toward him and rested her hand in his. Behind her she heard the other man say, “You said you were not inclined to dance, Miss Holbrooke!” but she was already moving away.

      Her sigh of relief could not be suppressed.

      Lord Jasper’s eyebrow rose again, the humour in his dark eyes causing them to gleam in a manner she found extremely attractive. He might be stern but he did not lack a sense of the absurd. He was also very handsome.

      “Thank you,” she said softly.

      “My pleasure, Miss Holbrooke,” he replied, leading her into a group of dancers. “I always wanted to play the hero.”

      Although he was polite, charming even, there was a world weariness, a cynicism to his voice that made her think he was no novice to polite society.

      “Well you have my gratitude,” she said firmly. “I’m not sure how much longer I could have borne Sir Reginald’s company without committing a crime.”

      He gave a crack of laughter, and she could see his mind working as they parted for the steps of the dance, before coming back together again.

      “Why would you want to be in Wilton’s company in the first place?” he asked her. “The man is an insufferable bore.” Then, with a quick, questioning glance, “He isn’t a relative of yours, is he? Should I apologise?”

      She was tempted to pretend that was the case just to see how he would extricate himself from an embarrassing situation, but her honesty won out. “No. I would disown him if he was.”

      Lord Waldon gave that crack of laughter again, as if she had forced it out of him. “I wouldn’t blame you.”

      Something about him inspired confidence. Anthea was not exactly sure what it was, but she had a strong urge to tell him the truth because… well she thought it would amuse him, and after spending ten minutes with Sir Reginald she needed someone to laugh with.

      The movement of the dance had parted them again and this time when they joined together, she said, “My friend is a matchmaker. Not a very good one, it appears. She chose that man as my perfect match.”

      He stared at her in bewilderment but his response wasn’t what she had expected. “Why on earth would you need a matchmaker, Miss Holbrooke?”

      He had surprised her and she didn’t have time to answer before they were apart again. And he was looking at her now almost as if he was annoyed about something. Once again her heart did that strange fluttering thing and once again she ignored it.

      “Why would I not, Lord Waldon?” she said coolly.

      “Because you are a beautiful young woman and any number of gentlemen must have seen you here tonight. They were probably too afraid to ask to be introduced to you when they saw Wilton. And who can blame them? His reputation as a bore precedes him wherever he goes.”

      “And yet you asked to be introduced,” she reminded him.

      “Ah, but I am one of the few unafraid of Wilton,” he said.

      She smiled.

      “So why are you employing a matchmaker?” He was frowning down at her, and she realised the dance had finished and they were still standing together.

      “She is a friend,” Anthea explained. “She has just taken on the mantle and I said I would be her first client. I am… I am visiting from the north; this is my first season in London, and no doubt my last. I thought that as well as helping her, it might be fun.”

      He held out his arm and she slipped her gloved fingers through it, and they walked a few steps. “I see,” he said, but she wondered if he did. He looked as if he wanted to say more, but when she looked up Deb was coming toward them.

      “Lord Waldon,” she said in her clear precise voice, sounding surprised.

      He bowed in greeting, that elegant movement. “Lady Deborah,” he said. “How do you do?”

      “I am well.”

      Deb looked as if she was going to say more, but Lord Waldon spoke before she could. “Forgive me, I have someone I need to speak to. Thank you again, Miss Holbrooke.”

      She gave him a grave look, although laughter was not far away. “Thank you, Lord Waldon.”

      His stern expression vanished into a smile. For a moment his eyes lingered on hers, and then he turned away. She watched him walk toward the doors, moving with an easy grace, as if eager to be out of the room.

      “You do realise that you have just danced with one of the most notorious gentlemen in London.”

      Deb’s words penetrated that fog she seemed to have wandered into. Anthea turned to her friend, her eyes wide. “Lord Waldon?” she demanded. “But surely not… he was very polite. He—”

      “But surely yes,” Deb retorted. “I was surprised to see him here, he never attends these things. I hope it will not damage your chances with Sir Reginald.” She chewed her lip worriedly and it took all of Anthea’s strength not to say what she really thought.

      “Deb, I don’t want to…” she began gently, but it was obvious Deb was not listening. Her friend’s face had brightened.

      “Actually I believe we could turn this into a good thing after all, Anthea! To be frank you are currently an unknown among many unknowns attending London for the Season. If someone like Waldon dances with you, a gentleman who has sworn never to marry, and shows such obvious enjoyment in your company, then other, more suitable gentlemen, will be wondering what attracted him. If not quite a hit, at least it might make you an object of interest. Let us hope so, anyway.”

      “Is he really so bad?” Anthea said.

      Deb let her gaze rest on her friend a moment. “He never seeks out the company of respectable women. And I believe his own father called him ‘wicked’. Please do not let your hopes rest on Waldon,” she warned quietly. “He will never marry.”

      “Perhaps I will not marry either,” Anthea said, because if Sir Reginald was the only alternative to
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