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      January 1812 - London

      Ensconced in his favorite chair, surrounded by his five hale and hearty children, the Sixth Duke of Somerset stared ponderously into his glass. With a full belly, a snoring hound at his feet, and the lulling dance of sleet at the window, another man might succumb to the lure of a mid-afternoon nap.

      But, as it happened, the Sixth Duke of Somerset was no more likely to take an impromptu nap than begin to jig around the room. Even as the specter of his impending fate made itself known, the duke had other plans. He would leave this world as he spent his time in it: taking what he wanted and forcing the people he loved most to fall in line with his desires.

      He was right often enough about what was good for other people that he had stopped pondering whether such meddling was his place and instead saw interference as his God-given due, as were his multiple estates and seat in the House of Lords.

      Death. What a dreary subject.

      He’d rather focus on what he needed to accomplish before he went. Death was all well and good—the best and worst of men met the reaper in the end—but the duke had no plans to leave this mortal plane until he had wrapped up his family’s loose ends (all five of them) to his personal satisfaction. No time for a nap indeed.  He had not won both the ear of Prinny and a level of wealth approaching Midas by overindulging in a post-luncheon snooze.

      Pushing to stand, he tipped his head back, letting the glass’s whisky coat his throat. It burned pleasantly, easing the now familiar pain in his bones. He was a man who was as well known for his handling of liquor as of women.

      Still, he wobbled. Not much. An awkward sway of hips, like a teacup carelessly placed in its saucer.

      “Father, let me help you.” Sophie—his youngest—strode forward, her gait smooth despite the use of her own gold-tipped cane.

      He halted her journey with a shake of his head.

      Damn it. He’d been doing so well hiding his illness from his children, and he would not be rushed in telling them. No one rushed the Sixth Duke of Somerset.

      Not even the same wasting disease that had taken his mother and which now stalked him. The grave had not claimed him yet, and it would have to continue waiting. Now, after months of attending to his business interests and social obligations, the moment of his final—dare he say, greatest?—triumph had arrived.

      “Let us get on with this ad hoc meeting of the Somerset Sins.” Sebastien’s admonishment cut through the quiet. “Some of us have matters of urgency on which to attend.”

      The duke turned his gaze to his second-oldest son Sebastien, who had turned up on the duke’s doorstep at age twenty, already a self-made man. Like the duke’s own mother, Sebastien had a thrust of ginger curls and boasted the broad-shouldered bearing of his grandfather, the Old Duke, whose words had also sliced through the air, like a fist to the face.

      “You have been here three-quarters of an hour, Bash,” William, his oldest, announced calmly. “Take a seat. Your ledgers and ships cannot have missed you yet.”

      His only legitimate son and resultant heir, William, leaned against the ghastly papered wall that his mother, the Duchess, had inflicted on the study. The duke blinked. He’d meant to ask his man of affairs about repapering the place. A man should not be forced to die staring at the evidence of his wife’s efforts to blind him.

      Bash sent a scalding look at William’s back. “I would pour a drink for myself, but it’s a wonder any alcohol remains in the entire Town, considering Addeline and Alexander’s efforts to drain all the spirits from London.”

      The twins, Alex and Addy, blinked up from identical lackadaisical sprawls on the atrociously garish pair of matching Chesterfields flanking the massive fireplace. Addy mimed sleep, while Alex stared up from a newspaper he held upside down. Curled up like harmless sprites on their separate nest of pillows, their chestnut hair and a whimsical dusting of freckles belied their true natures. Like their mother, his twins were hellions, with a capital H.

      “Bash, you have it all wrong. Lately, I have turned my eye to carousing, while Addy has focused her talents on gambling.” Alex flashed his twin a grin. She opened her eyes just enough to return it. “I’m afraid we haven’t had room on the dance card for imbibing.”

      Addy yawned awake, her arms arcing to the ceiling in a stretch. “I’ll see if my diary allows for drunkenness on the Wednesday after next. Though it will be difficult to find the time what with relieving this Season’s debutantes of their pin money at cards.”

      Sebastien’s eyeroll betrayed his fondness for the twins.  “Any time either of you would like to witness a day of honest labor, send word.”

      Addy propped her chin on her hand before she cast a solemn look around the room. “You should all be rather proud. This year, I will challenge myself not to fleece total innocents of their fortunes and instead leave them with enough for a hack home. Is that not progress?”

      “Addy,” William growled, his eyes closing in frustration.

      Sophie crossed her arms. “Bash, your tone is hardly necessary. Take a biscuit, and we shall all blame your stomach for your petulance, not your character. And William, she is only teasing.” Sophie nodded at her sister slowly as if to encourage agreement. “Is that not correct, Addy?”

      Addy only wiggled an eyebrow in reply.

      Bash snaked a long arm toward a tray of refreshments.

      Alex plumped the pillow under his neck, his boots claiming a tasseled cushion. “Addy never jests about relieving those twits of all the coin in their reticules.”

      Addy cleared her throat before standing. “To be abundantly transparent, I plan to win this year’s Annual Piquet Tournament, as well. I find defeating gentlemen to be much more satisfying.”

      At that, a cacophony of voices sounded.

      Bash announced his impending exit with an exasperated groan. William began issuing loud commands while Alex let out a cackling laugh.

      Addy answered the chaos with a sweeping bow.

      His children had vim; no one could deny that.

      “Enough,” came a loud, if shaky voice. Sophie, all five feet of her, stood tall, chin jutting, eyes blazing—her cane pointing first at Bash, then William, and finally the twins. Newly twenty, what she lacked in age and height, she made up for in spirit. “Enough of this infernal fighting.”

      And then she turned to the duke, her eyes tracing him from the tip of his nose, over his sunken cheeks and sallow face, down to his leg that would not stop bloody shaking.

      “Can you not tell Father is ill?” Sophie whispered.

      He was dying—and the youngest knew it.

      She was his—not by blood, but in all the ways that mattered. The only one perceptive enough to notice anyone other than themselves.

      And then, with a trembling lip, Sophie burst into tears.

      Time stood still.

      Each of his children froze in horror as Sophie stuttered through a sobbing keen.

      “Oh, darling,” Addy exclaimed, shooing Alex to stand before racing to her sister, all her hellion showmanship abandoned.

      William’s face fell, his gaze searching for the truth in his father’s eyes.

      Bash stared a hole into the ground before shoving his biscuit at his sister. “Sorry, Soph. Here.”

      Alex patted her blonde hair awkwardly. “We didn’t mean anything by it, pet. It’s just how the Somerset Sins are.”

      His children. The Somerset Sins, as the rags called them.

      The duke took in each one—all five.

      It hadn’t started sinfully.

      At a young age, the duke turned a striking viscount’s daughter into his duchess. Before the vows, they agreed: like most men of his station, the duke would look to meet his needs outside the marital bed, and after an heir, his wife might seek her own amusements.

      True to her word, the duchess delivered William into the world, which he greeted with a commanding cry in exchange for a slew of titles.

      Then the unexpected happened.

      The duchess began offering insights into the duke’s investments over breakfast and bon mots through sly smiles in drawing rooms and ballrooms. She was witty, bold in dress and manner. One day, the duke discovered he liked her.

      By the time this revelation struck him like a bolt from the sky, it was too late.

      The twins, Alex and Addy, arrived on his doorstep. Their mother—a stunning soprano from Milan—foisted the squalling duo into his arms…for a price. (For another extraordinary sum, which the duke continued to pay quarterly, she still occasionally wrote them.)

      The duke could have sent them elsewhere. Yet one look at their snub noses and wide green eyes, and he found the idea impossible.

      To her credit, the duchess wished him well before packing her sea of gowns and setting off to lead a fruitful life without him in the seaside town of Torquay, Devonshire. Though he was not entirely out of her mind. The duchess spent the following years making her presence felt by redecorating the duke’s various properties in expensive and frightening designs from afar.

      Then there was Bash, who entered the family begrudgingly only after his mother—a highly-skilled French modiste—finally admitted Sebastien’s true parentage. The young man arrived with a letter of introduction, his grandfather's face, and an unforgiving scowl.

      Finally, there was Sophie. Once a fierce cherub, she was now grown, all summer lightness and witty rejoinders. When his duchess returned twenty-one years ago with a belly as large as a house and a demand that he claim her child as his, the duke could not have imagined the love he would feel for this wisp of a girl, who had overcome so much after an illness nearly took her from them.

      His other children shared this sentiment. Sophie was everyone's favorite.

      Addy turned to him. “How ill are you, Father?”

      “I’m dying.” He kept his voice even. “Slowly, but quite persistently.”

      Five pairs of stormy eyes settled on him. His children differed significantly in temperament. Even in appearance, they boasted their mothers’ various features and coloring.

      Their eyes varied in shades of green, from bright emerald to a warm hazel, but the set of them—the stare that reached into his soul—was his own mother’s gaze. And though Sophie never knew his mother, and bore no blood connection, her eyes pierced him most.

      “That is why I asked you here,” the duke continued.

      The general outline of the agreement that the Somerset Sins had with their father was simple: the duke asked only that they all spend Christmas with him and an afternoon in early summer for his birthday. William and Alex attended to their various businesses around Town—carousing for Alex, learning the management of all the estates and tenant farmers and legislative duties and court politics for William—though they rarely strayed from their separate bachelor’s quarters. Sophie and Addy lived under his roof, and though Addy spent most hours—waking and not—at Drake’s gambling den, both his daughters sat with him for tea on Tuesdays and alternate Saturdays. And Bash—well, Bash spent most of his time in Manchester next to all that wool he was so fond of and visited Seymour House occasionally to escort Sophie on carriage rides and shopping expeditions, which was enough for now.

      They were free to do as they chose, mostly, as the duke had never been. Even William had more freedom than he’d had, not that the boy could manage to see it.

      But that freedom came with a price. One the duke had not named until now.

      “We are to hold a ball.” The duke announced. “In six weeks’ time, here at Seymour House. The 14th of February.”

      “Valentine’s Day?” the twins croaked in unison.

      The duke let a slow, predatory smile spread. “Seems appropriate.”

      Alex and Addy did not acquire their flash and sense of drama only from their mother.

      Bash looked at him coolly. “Will a ball heal your ills, Your Grace?”

      “Sebastien,” William cut in. “Not everything requires your commentary.”

      The duke sighed. Perhaps a nap was a good idea. After he sent them on their way, he would reclaim his chair and close his eyes. But now, he pinned his second son with a look meant to strike fear. “I hope so. As you’re to find a wife there, Sebastien.”

      Bash stepped back as if struck. Bullseye.

      Addy bent at the waist, laughter cascading out of her. “Shall I bring the vicar?”

      “That might be expedient, dearest. As you’re all to marry,” the duke said, reveling in finally revealing his plans. “Except Sophie, of course. She is still much too young.”

      “I am a grown woman,” Sophie insisted, with a foot stomp. But her siblings only offered her indulgent smiles and soothing pats on the arm.

      “Sophie aside,” the duke reiterated, “I’ll see the rest of you wed.”

      Their gasps and guffaws forced his mouth into a broader smile.

      “I have invited the best and brightest and most upstanding prospects for a ball. I am not unreasonable. You’ll have months to woo before you wed. But if you do not find a suitable match for yourself, I will be supplying one for you.”

      “You cannot be serious.” William stood to his full imposing height, the weight of his station as the only trueborn son in his voice.

      “Oh, but I am, my boy,” the duke assured him. The fire popped and crackled; the room had turned almost uncomfortably warm. “Addy may bring her cards to her wedding if she likes, but it will happen this spring no matter what.”

      Alex groaned, frowning up at his father. “This face is far too handsome to waste on one woman.”

      He stared back, eyes hard. “You are more than what you see in the mirror, Alexander.”

      “You cannot force us,” Bash said, his voice cutting through the noise.

      “True,” the duke admitted. Outside, the sleeting rain turned from a light splatter to a downpour. The sky thundered. “I can, however, condition your future inheritance on compliance with my terms.”

      That quieted them. “I have set aside enough funds for each of you to live more comfortably than many others in this city. You are to have that support, whether or not you agree to my scheme. But if you want your full share….” He shrugged. “Well, that is for you to decide.”

      “Not for William, though,” Bash said, his eyes hard. “He’s your heir.”

      “An entailment is an entailment. Still—” the duke nodded to his man of affairs quietly inhabiting the corner— “I have concocted several means by which I may divert my non-entailed estate elsewhere. I am prepared to be…creative, if necessary. My solicitor is quite impressed with my imagination.”

      “Do not drag William into this,” Addy declared, her voice firm. For all her relentless teasing, Addy adored her starchy eldest brother. “He’s not a Somerset Sin. He doesn’t⁠—”

      “I’m one of you.” William interrupted, a flush hitting his cheeks, hard eyes shifting to Bash. “Whether you want me or not.”

      The duke tracked the looks ricocheting among them. Pride flared. He’d done something right—raised them to turn toward each other, to trust in family, whatever its form.

      “I will provide you and your marriages with my public blessing. The law prevents me from formally legitimizing you all. However, with the proper display of power, your spouse’s status mixed with my wealth, will protect you, and—” at this, he paused “—and any children you may have.” This was the last time he’d have any sway over how the world treated his strong daughters and capable sons, and he wanted to leave them in the best position possible. What more can a man do to ensure his children’s happiness beyond money and marriage?

      “I’d prefer you all acquiesce to the whims of a dying old man,” the duke stated drily. “It’s a tremendous amount of paperwork to amend my will and estate documents.”

      At the mention of his mortality, Sophie hiccupped a sob before blowing into her handkerchief.

      The rest were more clear-eyed than he’d expected at the mention of his impending death. They’d known.

      The duke had failed to hide his illness as well as he’d imagined.

      “A Bastards’ Ball, on Valentine’s Day of all days,” William sighed, his hands curling into fists. “That’s what the gossip rags will call it. The Bastards’ Ball for the Somerset Sins.”

      “That has a certain pleasant cadence,” the duke admitted. “Should we phrase the invitations in a similar spirit?”

      “Father,” Alex said, his voice soft. His boy, wild like he was at that age, a rake and a rogue. And yet so much else. How the duke loved him. “Surely⁠—”

      “This will happen. Paperwork or not.” The duke announced, his voice as strong as William’s, his stare as fierce as Bash’s, his grin as wicked as Alex’s, his will as implacable as Addy’s, his heart not nearly as soft as Sophie’s. “You have your orders. Prepare accordingly.”

      With that, the duke turned on his heel, his hound trailing him. He might have needed his walking stick to share his weight, but his head was high, his steps assured, and his plan was finally, irrevocably in motion.
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      February 7, 1812

      The coffee room at White’s was warm against the February chill. Mahogany tables gleamed with beeswax while dice clattered from the hazard table. Smoke curled above a hum of aristocratic voices. William Seymour, Marquess of Hertford, heir to the illustrious—if currently insufferable—Duke of Somerset, glared into his glass of Madeira as if he could will it into brandy.

      It was only noon, however, and even he could not decently demand brandy before dinner. Especially not when he was expecting to meet Simon Everly at any moment.

      “Hertford,” Simon called, dashing into the room with his usual disregard for decorum. “Terribly sorry I’m late.”

      “Are you?” William asked, feeling peevish. “I feel as if you wouldn’t always be late if that were true.”

      Simon collapsed into the leather-backed club chair next to William. “Oh, you are in a sour mood. What happened, Hertford? Did you lose a wager to Addy again?”

      William gave him a look that suggested he would happily arrange for Simon’s immediate burial under one of White’s polished tables. But the corner of his mouth betrayed his grin. Everly was one of his oldest friends, and one of the few who still saw the boy he had once been.

      “There, better,” Simon said, calling the waiter over with a flick of his fingers. “Another Madeira for my friend and I’ll have one as well.”

      “I shouldn’t. I have far too much to do today.”

      “On the contrary. You will do your duty as you always do, Madeira or no. But it will be much more pleasant after the second glass. Now tell me, what happened to make it look like you’ve been sucking on lemons?”

      William exhaled. “My father.”

      Simon’s grin dimmed. “The marriage business again?”

      “Worse. He’s moved from insisting that I marry to demanding that all of us fall into the parson’s trap. Alex has already wed! Addy’s been sneaking off to Drake’s to get into heaven knows what trouble. Bash is in Manchester, likely going to faff the whole thing. Only Sophie is spared his machinations.”

      “And you, Hertford?”

      “I am nowhere near doing my duty.”

      “So don’t,” Simon said with a shrug of his shoulders. “For once in your life, refuse.”

      “I can’t. I am the heir.” William took a long, heavy gulp of fortified wine. “Marriage is my duty, and if I’d done it earlier, my siblings would have been spared this awful charade.”

      Per Unitatem Fortitudo echoed in his mind. The family motto, etched below the family crest he knew so well. In unity, strength.

      “But I didn’t, so here we are. And,” he went on, “if I don’t choose a bride before Valentine’s Day, Father will select one for me and announce it at his silly soirée. I truly cannot imagine a more ludicrous way to go about what ought to be a serious business.”

      Simon nearly choked on his laugh. “The old man always did have a flair for the dramatic. But you needn’t make it sound like you’re being paraded to the scaffold for a hanging party.”

      “That would be preferable to public humiliation.”

      “Oh, I doubt it. Think how embarrassing it would be to soil yourself and then collapse in a fit in the middle of Tyburn. Now that’s public humiliation. This is merely the marriage mart. Surely, a host of marriageable young ladies is preferable to the hangman. ”

      Irritation rose, hot as bile in William’s throat. “I asked you here as a balm for my nerves, Everly. Not to make them worse.”

      “You asked me,” Simon replied archly, “because I’m the only fellow in Town that will listen to a marquess whinge about the state of his life. Any idea who the duke’s got up his sleeve for you?”

      “None.” William grimaced. The one responsibility he’d ignored in his entire life was coming back to bite him in the arse. “Although, I imagine he’s already combed through the entire list of suitable young ladies of the ton. It doesn’t even particularly matter who he chooses.”

      “Ever the romantic, aren’t you?”

      “Ducal heirs do not marry for love, Everly. Any young miss from a respectable family will do. As soon as she’s with child she can toddle off to one of the country estates, and we need never meet again. It worked for my parents.”

      More or less.

      “Good Christ, man. You make it sound as though you’re off to Tattersall’s for horseflesh instead of to the altar.”

      William set his glass down with a thud. “There’s less of a difference than you might think. And don’t look so affronted. My future betrothed—whoever she is—is having the exact same conversation over ices somewhere.”

      “Imagine for a moment that you weren’t the heir,” Simon said slowly, “and you might think differently. What would you do then?”

      “But I am the heir. So it doesn’t signify what might be if I wasn’t.”

      What he wanted—though he barely dared admit it, even to himself—was someone for him alone. Someone he chose without regard for propriety, lineage, or expectation. Not a woman who would make a good duchess, but one he might…oh, he didn’t know…frolic in the fields with, or some such foolishness.

      But it wasn’t possible. He was not a man who was given to frolicking. Never had been, not even as a lad. Not with the weight of the dukedom slowly lowering upon his shoulders.

      “Well, in that case,” Simon said, drawing him out of his thoughts, “you could marry my sister.”

      William’s head snapped up in surprise. “What? Lydia⁠—”

      “But,” Simon cut in smoothly, “not if you mean to treat her like yesterday’s rubbish. Lydia wouldn’t stand for that.”

      William blinked at him, astonished. “I thought she was abroad. Italy, wasn’t it? With your grandmother’s family drawing ruins or some such thing? Annoying priests until the last hairs of their tonsures fall out?”

      Simon barked out a laugh. “Returned yesterday. I’d warn you off, but it would be far more entertaining to watch her put you in your place. Although”—his expression turned  momentarily serious—“I do need to think of her future. I let her stay abroad for far too long, as Mother is so quick to remind me.”

      William thought briefly of Lydia Everly. He hadn’t seen her in years. Not since that last trip home from Cambridge when she’d been preparing to go abroad. She was dark-haired, like Simon, and the siblings shared the same espresso-brown eyes and soft, rounded cheeks.

      On her, though, those features had always seemed cherubic—sweet, even—until that final summer, when he’d caught a glimpse of the woman she was becoming. She’d been too much for him then: too outspoken, too exuberant—too discomfiting. After that, he’d ignored her as though his very life depended on it.

      He would never marry Simon’s sister.

      “You’ll find someone,” William said. “London abounds with eligible gentlemen.” He waved his arm around the room at White’s. “Just pick one.”

      Simon shrugged. “I’d like to do a little better by her than that. Feel the fellow out at least. How about Lord Stanley? Sovent’s second son. I hear he’s a decent sort.”

      “No, sorry. Father’s got him on the line for Addy.”

      Father was arranging marriages right and left, and William was content to stay out of it. This asinine plan was one burden he didn’t have to shoulder—and he was grateful for that much, at least.

      “Drat. Who else is there? Lord Laurence?” Simon peered around the room.

      “Absolutely not, the man’s a beast. But it’s only February, and the Season won’t start for ages. You have time. Bring her to the Ball if you’d like. There might be someone there to suit.”

      “If you truly wouldn’t mind,” Simon said, “I’d be glad to. I am the head of the household now, after all. I ought to act the part.”

      “And you will.” Simon might play at the carefree fellow about Town, but he was a good man. William knew he would see his sister and his mother well cared for. He placed his glass down and stood. “Now I really must be off. It was good to see you, Everly. Until the 14th. I’ll have the invitation for Lydia sent over.”
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      February 14

      The lavender drawing room smelled like her childhood. Lydia breathed in deeply and curled herself into the corner of the chaise longue, her sketchbook balanced on her knees. Simon stared up at her from the pages, all long limbs and the Roman nose that he disliked and she adored.

      It's odd, she thought, how you see people so much more clearly after you’ve been away.

      Lydia had gone to Florence after Father’s death, desperate to follow her passions and quiet the strange, unnameable ache his passing left behind. She and Simon had barely known him; he had been the baronet, the remote figure who summoned them for Sunday tea with all the warmth of a headmaster calling roll rather than a father greeting his children. So when he died, Lydia hadn’t mourned the man so much as the hollow truth his absence exposed: she had never truly belonged to him. Nor to her mother. Nor even to this house.

      Lydia had often thought her Italian grandmother must have felt the same. The family had been deeply involved in Florentine politics and sent to London as diplomats, and her grandmother had married an English baronet there. But the moment her husband died, she kissed her son and grandchildren farewell and returned to Italy.

      Lydia had petitioned to follow her as soon as she could, and Simon had indulged her, thank heavens. Those years abroad had healed her in their way, filling her days with unending beauty and inspiration. For a while, at least, they had quieted the restless yearning for a life and a home that might finally feel like her own.

      Now, at six and twenty, Simon had called her back to London, looking older than she remembered. In public he still carried the carefree air he always had, but here at home, his new responsibilities weighed heavily. The boyish brother in her sketches no longer matched the man he’d become.

      She set the charcoal aside, meaning to begin again to capture him as he was now.

      “Lydia!” Her mother swept into the room, the rose sachet tucked discreetly at her waist perfuming the air. “You mustn't dawdle! The Somerset Ball begins in just a few hours.”

      Lydia laughed. “A few hours! Mother, how long do you think it will take me to dress?”

      “Longer than you think,” her mother said crisply, pausing near the fire. The scent of roses clung to her strongly, made sharper by the heat. “Your hair must be arranged, your gown pressed, your slippers…heavens, Lydia, are you listening?”

      “Of course I am, Mother.”

      She hadn’t missed her mother’s constant haranguing, nor the two vertical creases of worry that appeared between her brows whenever she looked at her daughter. Lydia could sketch those lines in her sleep, even after all these years away.

      The familiar tension settled over the room now, as inevitable as her mother’s signature scent. Pleasing her mother had never been possible, and Lydia had long since stopped attempting it. Her attention drifted instead to her brother as he followed their mother into the room and sank onto the sofa, one hand pressed to his temple. Perhaps he was still trying—and failing—to broker a fragile household peace.

      “You must remember,” her mother went on, her gaze flicking up and down Lydia’s rounded figure, “that the style has changed since you left. Slim, delicate women are au courant now. London gentlemen admire a reed, not a peach.”

      “A peach?” Lydia spluttered. This conversation had certainly taken a turn, and she wasn’t at all sure what to say to that.

      “I, for one,” Simon drawled, finally looking up from his seat, “love a peach.” He winked at Lydia, his old boyishness flickering on his face. “And London will love ours.”

      “You should not indulge her,” their mother snapped.

      Lydia only smiled faintly, glancing between them, trying to ease the pinch of wistfulness in her chest. She missed Florence—the rich wine, the starlings wheeling above the city towers, the warm bustle of the piazzas—and, most of all, the blissful absence of critical mothers.

      “Oh, but I delight in indulging her.” Simon grinned and leaned over to snatch Lydia’s sketchbook, ignoring the charcoal smudge it left on his cuff. “Florence not only cultivated her talent—it gave her roses in her cheeks and a twinkle in her eyes. The ton should be grateful she’s back.”

      “Thank you, Simon,” Lydia began, but then he added, “We’ll have you settled in no time.”

      The lightness faded from his expression; the weight of adulthood returned to his eyes as his gaze flicked toward their mother.

      Lydia sighed. “Simon. Not that business again.”

      He shrugged at her apologetically but their mother looked ecstatic for once. “At last,” she crowed, “someone in this household is speaking sense.”

      Lydia exhaled slowly, mastering her smile. She had learned long ago it wasn’t worth fighting every battle.
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        * * *

      

      Several hours later, the carriage jolted over a rut and Lydia pressed her gloved fingers to the glass, painting the world in her mind as it passed. Lamplight blurred to halos in the February night air, the dark lace of plane-tree branches etched against a pewter sky, the blaze of Grosvenor Square ahead. Layer upon layer of London.

      Simon watched her from the opposite seat. “You do look gorgeous,” he said at last. “They’ll all be flat on their faces.”

      Lydia looked from the corner of her eye at their mother, who thankfully, was busy with her gloves and not paying attention. “Even the gentlemen who prefer reeds to peaches?”

      He huffed a laugh. “Those exist. But I wouldn’t worry overmuch.”

      “I’m not,” she said lightly. “I find I couldn’t care less.” For a heartbeat, a memory stirred of the one man who had professed to admire her figure—but he was gone now and she pushed the memory away. She turned her head toward Simon, the gas lamps winking through the carriage window. “It’s you who seems concerned by my marital status, brother.”

      Their mother cleared her throat, a sound that told Lydia she wasn’t the only one their mother harped on.

      Simon sighed and looked out the window. “One of us must be, Lydia. You can’t ignore it forever.”

      Oh, but I can.

      She had no desire to repeat her parents’ contentious marriage, and her best chance at love ended four years ago. The thought pricked, as it always did, but she knew it was best to make light of things. So she teased, “If you’re so eager to throw me to the lions, why not lead by example? As head of the family, isn’t yours the more important match? Shall we stop at St. George’s and see if any hapless bride is waiting about for a groom to appear?”

      She laughed, expecting him to join her, but the smile he produced was wan, not reaching his eyes. The carriage jolted again and he fussed with the cuff still faintly marked by her charcoal smudge.

      “Simon? Are you all right?” She lowered her voice, glancing at her mother and hoping her attention was still elsewhere.

      It was, but Simon didn’t answer her. He only flattened his hands against his knees and said, “Yes, of course. Now—are you ready for this evening? This Valentine’s business is something else. I wonder if they’ve decorated the caryatids?”

      “There are caryatids?” Lydia asked, delighted at the thought of the marble maidens draped in Cupid’s finery.

      “There are. But don’t you dare sit down and sketch them. Mark my word, Lydia. Mother and I mean for you to match this Season. Promise me you’ll at least try.”

      She sighed. He didn’t know the whole story of Giovanni, and she wouldn’t burden him with that sad tale tonight. She indulged him instead, if only to ease his worry. “Very well. For you, I’ll try. But I won’t be pawned off on just anyone. You know that?”

      “I do. And I wouldn’t. I swear to it.” He made a face. “You’re too formidable a creature for me to even consider it.”

      She rolled her eyes in return,  but her smile was soft and fond.

      The carriage slowed as they entered the queue of arrivals to the Ball. Lydia clasped Simon’s hand in hers as the soft thud of the horse’s hooves came to a stop and the footman swung the door wide.

      Cold air rushed in, smelling of frost and horses and the faint tang of cinders that filled London every winter. Simon descended and turned, hand out, to help her. Lydia tumbled down and into the blaze of light cast by Seymour House. Every window was aglow with candles and music spilled into the street, violins rising to a decadent pitch. She couldn’t help but smile. Marriage business aside, tonight promised to be amusing and she’d been looking forward to seeing the Somerset Sins.

      They mounted the steps together and entered the marble-floored hall, where footmen took their cloaks. Lydia tilted her head back, drinking in the riot of romance-themed decoration. She longed to wander and sketch every detail, but she had promised Simon restraint. So her eyes skimmed the laurel and myrtle garlands pricked with gilt arrows, the transparencies of Cupid and Psyche glowing in the windows, and the entry table piled with spun-sugar hearts.

      “Wonderful!” she exclaimed, delighted by the unusual idea of a full ball for Valentine’s Day. It was whimsical and decadent, two of her favorite things.

      But Simon’s head had tilted toward a low, unmistakable voice carrying from the anteroom. The door stood ajar, a wedge of lamplight spilling across the floor.

      “Have you done it?”

      Lydia craned her neck to glimpse the Duke of Somerset, gilded ebony cane glinting by his side. “Or must I spend the evening apologizing for my heir to every mother in the room?”

      Another voice, clipped and steady, and so familiar her skin prickled. William. She would have known him anywhere. “Whichever lady you’ve chosen, sir, will do. I shall fulfill my responsibility as I always have. But feigning interest was never part of the negotiation.”

      Lydia glanced at Simon, his mouth flattening out as he listened to his oldest friend spar with his father.

      The duke’s cane struck the floor. “Damn responsibility. I’d rather see you choose love, Hertford.”

      There was a pause, as if William—Hertford, she corrected mentally—had many things he could say, but was trying to choose only one. He settled on, “Then you should have made love a part of your arrangements. But you didn’t, so here we stand. Find me a bride, Father, and let’s be done with it.”

      The duke choked out a laugh. “Be careful what you wish for, son.” He paused. “Although it is Valentine’s Day. We might yet see Cupid make his mark tonight.”

      Lydia waited for William’s reply, but none came. Instead, the duke shuffled his way out of the room and toward the ballroom. He had aged more than she expected—his shoulders stooped now, his once-commanding frame diminished, the proud line of his jaw softened by years. Her heart twisted at the sight of the lion-hearted old man so frail.

      “Everly,” the duke said as he passed by them. “And Miss Lydia Everly.”

      “Come on,” Simon said, once the duke had disappeared behind a set of wide double doors and they were alone again. “Let’s go inside.”

      “Ought we to—” She gestured toward the anteroom.

      “See to Hertford? No.” He offered Lydia his arm and she took it. “He’d be aghast to know we overheard. He’s the most high-in-the-instep man I know.”

      Lydia let Simon steer her down the corridor toward the music, her thoughts still lingering on the tension in William’s voice. But the closer they drew to the ballroom doors, the faster the rhythm of violins pulled her forward, demanding her attention.

      When they entered the fête, she gasped. The ballroom took the foyer’s excess and magnified it. “Cupid himself was in charge of the decor,” Lydia whispered.

      Ivy garlands twined up the fluted columns and around the promised caryatids before looping across the balconies, dotted with stiff silk roses. Crimson, pink, and white ribbons cascaded from the chandeliers, trembling so that the ceiling resembled a gaudy rainbow. Along the mirrored wall, gilt hearts were pinned in patterns, each with a slip tucked beneath, waiting for some guest’s verse.

      Simon paused to read one aloud:

      My heart is thine, though you are cold / If love could be bought, I’d give you all my gold.

      He snorted. “Goodness. That’s awful.”

      Lydia leaned in and read. “Be kind, Simon. Someone’s valet spent his entire afternoon drafting that one.”

      “You don’t like my verse, Everly?”

      The cold, rich timbre reverberated behind them. Lydia straightened and turned to find herself face to face with William. For an instant, she was overwhelmed by the details of him: the severe line of his jaw, the gleam of candlelight against his hair, the same gray-green eyes she’d once tried and failed to capture on paper.

      And then she remembered herself and breathed. It was only William.

      The problem was, that had never been true.
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      William watched as Simon and his companion turned. She was, by God, stunning. He blinked, his breath catching in his throat before his mind caught up with his eyes. Her figure was lush, curving in every place he’d ever dreamed a woman might. But it was her espresso eyes, brilliant in the light and sparkling with amusement that caused curiosity to shoot through him.

      Who was she? She couldn’t be Simon’s mistress—Everly would never mix demimonde with beaumonde. And Simon wasn’t courting anyone, either. A cousin, perhaps? He hoped so. He studied her features, grasping at familiarity.

      She pursed her lips for a heartbeat and recognition flooded him.

      “Miss Everly,” he said stiffly, his lips rigid with shock. “It’s been an age.”

      “Lord Hertford,” she replied, a smile lighting up her amused face. “It must have been eons for you to have turned to verse in my absence. I’m glad to see you’ve let neither sense nor meter hinder the true expression of your feelings.”

      She grinned again and that smile punched him in the gut—how could this possibly be the same girl he once knew?

      “Lydia,” Simon sighed, “please desist from baiting my oldest friend. Hertford, you remember my sister.”

      Not like this, I don’t.

      He remembered quite fondly the girl who hovered at the edge of their schoolboy summers, charcoal smudges on her brow, cheeks round and rosy. And he remembered the seventeen-year-old on the cusp of womanhood, catching his eye when she oughtn’t and unsettling him.

      This woman had the same twinkling eyes, but the rest had altered. Her hair, once plaited, was now swept up to bare the line of her neck. Pearls glowed against her sun-kissed skin. Her gown mirrored the blush on her cheeks.

      His gaze lingered too long on her mouth. Lips soft, curved, quirking upward—he could almost imagine leaning in to taste that smile⁠—

      He jerked his head back. Hellfire. This was Lydia. Simon’s sister. Not the sort of woman for wanton fantasies, least of all in the middle of a Seymour House ball.

      “Hertford?” Simon asked, when William had said nothing for several heartbeats. “Are you well?”

      William rallied, bowing. “Yes, of course. Miss Everly, I’m delighted you could attend.”

      She dipped into a curtsy, gifting him a sight of her bosom he rather wished he hadn’t seen. The remembrance of it was going to haunt him.

      “My lord,” she said.

      There was a long, awkward silence and William realized Simon was watching him expectantly, but he hadn’t caught a word of what his friend might have said. The whole conversation had gone pear-shaped, which made him frown.

      “Don’t brood. We didn’t mean to insult your verse,” Lydia went on lightly, picking up the earlier thread of their conversation. “Did we, brother?”

      William’s frown only deepened, prompting Simon’s bark of laughter. “Don’t look so affronted, Hertford. You truly are brooding.”

      “I am not.”

      “Would you prefer looming?” Lydia said with an affectionate laugh. “We needn’t parse.”

      To his surprise, William’s lips twitched against his will. The siblings shared the ability to make him laugh too, it seemed. “Everly,” he said, “have you secured your sister a dance card?”

      Simon shook his head. “Not yet. But I see the first set is forming. Perhaps you’ll do the honors while I fetch her one?”

      “I have a better idea,” William cut in. Too quickly, he knew. But he could not possibly dance with Simon’s sister. “Miss Everly’s conversation will want an audience more capable than mine. Ashwell, for instance. I hear he frequents the Royal Academy.”

      He beckoned to the fair-haired man hovering by the palms. “Ashwell, you know Everly. May I present his sister, lately returned from Italy? Miss Lydia Everly.”

      Ashwell bowed awkwardly. “Miss Everly.”

      “Miss Everly adores art,” William added smoothly. “I told her you were the very fellow for such a discussion.”

      The man flushed scarlet and Lydia smiled at him graciously. Though the glance she shot William could have felled him. “I do enjoy art, Lord Ashwell. Which are your favorite painters?”

      “Sir Joshua,” Ashwell said promptly. “No one equals him in the Grand Style.”

      Lydia’s eyes flicked, almost into a roll that she stifled at the last moment.

      “And you, Miss Everly?” William asked, curious despite himself what had caused such a reaction in her. “Which artists do you prefer?”

      “My sister likes Goya and the outlandish ones,” Simon said.

      “They are not outlandish! Goya captures feeling in every brushstroke and his larger canvases all but overwhelm with their presence. Do you know his Caprices, Lord Hertford? The aquatint pools and the etched line—they are truly genius.”

      “God save us,” Simon murmured. “She’s on about aquatint.”

      William found himself smiling at her obvious passion. He rarely had time for art, but he recalled one afternoon he’d wandered into a new private gallery after an argument with his father’s steward. He’d sat for hours there, studying the line and color. He hadn’t thought of that in years.

      He cleared his throat. “I believe the next set is forming. Ashwell, here is your chance to debate aquatint while dancing with the lovely Miss Everly.”

      Ashwell colored but seized the opening. “Miss Everly, may I have the honor?”

      Simon arched a brow after Ashwell led his sister away. “What was that about?”

      “You wished her matched.”

      “Not with Ashwell. For heaven’s sake, I’d rather stab a fork in my eye than sit across the dinner table from that man for the rest of my life.”

      “Miss Everly likes art. He likes art. They will have much to discuss.” William quashed the idea that he might like art a great deal more if he had Lydia Everly on his arm to discuss it with.

      “You are a regular paragon of romance,” Simon muttered. “Cupid must be beside himself to have your aid on this, his most holiest of days.”

      “Hertford.” His father’s voice cut in before he could retort. He turned from Simon to find the Duke approaching with a young woman in tow. She was handsome enough, in a rigid, glossy way. No twinkle in her eyes, though.

      “Miss Honoria Fortescue,” the Duke announced. “Fortescue’s eldest.”

      She curtsied with exquisite care, her eyes raking over him and then flickering over his shoulder to assess the room. “My lord.”

      William bowed, his father murmuring, “Be agreeable,” in his ear.

      He was rather perversely delighted that his father was suddenly telling him to behave for once. Was this what his siblings felt, animated by mischief as they did what they pleased? The thought almost made him smile before obligation settled its hand upon his shoulder as it always did.

      “Am I ever anything but?” he muttered and offered his hand to Miss Fortescue. “May I beg this set?”

      They took their places and Miss Fortescue smiled a tight, controlled smile that made his heart sink for reasons he did not care to articulate.

      “Tell me of your interests,” he ventured as the music began.

      “You don’t have a dog, do you?”

      He nearly missed a step at the strange turn of her conversation. “Why do you ask?”

      “I detest dogs. Better to say these things upfront, I think. We had one once but it would not stop breathing loudly on me. And it left its hair everywhere.”

      “Breathing?” It was all he could think to say. His eyes wandered up to see Lydia with Ashwell. She was laughing good-naturedly as they swung around the room.

      He and Miss Fortescue made their own turn and he forcibly unfurrowed his brow. “What else do you detest, other than dogs?”

      It wasn’t a question that should ever have left his lips. He’d meant it solely as a way to carry the conversation on to other topics, but she answered him comprehensively nonetheless. Her long list of dislikes included such innocuous pleasures as music and picnicking.

      “Ants,” she’d added derisively, when he asked why one might ever detest a picnic.

      “Quite right,” he murmured helplessly and looked around again, hoping for another glimpse of Lydia Everly.

      His eyes landed on Sophie instead, sitting to the side with her cane draped over the back of her chair. She tapped her foot to the music, and wrinkled her nose at him as they passed.

      “Your attention wanders,” Miss Fortescue observed, aggrieved.

      “My apologies.” This was surely the longest song ever played.

      He was growing tired of displaying the manners ingrained into his very marrow. But the heir to the dukedom did not go around insulting young misses, no matter how insufferable they were. Especially not at his own ball. He returned his attention to her for the rest of the dance by sheer force of will.

      “Well?” the duke demanded, appearing at his side as he deposited her with her chaperone and made his way back to Everly and, he found himself hoping, Lydia.

      “She did not tread on my toes.”

      “That’s all you have to say?” the duke asked, punctuating the words with a curt tap of his cane. “Perhaps not just anyone will do, after all?”

      “Truly, Father,” William replied, exasperated and not trying to hide it. “Just pick someone. Anyone. As you’re so fond of saying—Per Unitatem Fortitudo. Strength through unity. That’s the point, isn’t it? A good marriage, a solid alliance—who cares if the bride’s a stranger so long as the family stands strong?”

      His father sighed and William savored a flicker of triumph at the role reversal. How does that feel? To be the responsible party?

      He abandoned his quest for Everly and turned toward the private corridors. He needed a respite from this confounding night.

      “Where are you going?” the duke demanded.

      “To have a drink,” William said, stalking off. “I believe I deserve one.”
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      Lydia did her best to smile at Lord Ashwell as he guided her through the set. He was kind enough, if pale as pudding, and he didn’t tread on her slippers. But his conversational offerings were as thin as his hair.

      “Sir Joshua, as I said,” he repeated, gaze fixed earnestly on her brow rather than her eyes, “is the very pinnacle of portraiture. His color, his composition—it is all quite…grand.”

      “Indeed,” Lydia replied, ducking her head so he would not see her grimace. How many times could a man extol Reynolds without offering a single original thought? She could sketch the conversation itself in three strokes: the stiff tilt of his chin, the faint sheen of perspiration on his upper lip, and her own polite but weary smile.

      She might have borne it cheerfully, if not for her attention straying to the far side of the room to where William danced with Miss Fortescue.

      He was graceful, despite the stiffness in his shoulders. His hand rested correctly at her back, his steps precise, his bow measured. He was utterly proper. Entirely William. She shouldn’t be tickled by so much propriety, but she was. She found herself wishing she were the one dancing with him, if only so she could reach up and muss his hair.

      Then his eyes flicked across the room and caught hers. Her breath snagged, and she looked away.

      Ashwell droned on. “Of course, no one equals him for the Grand Style. No one.”

      “Of course,” Lydia echoed, though her gaze slipped back to William. He looked as though each bar of music were a trial. Miss Fortescue, meanwhile, was likely cataloguing her list of dislikes. Lydia smiled privately. She remembered Honoria’s jeremiads well enough.

      Ashwell spun her, and over his shoulder she glimpsed William’s jaw clenched tight. And drat—he was looking at her again. He raised one brow, a challenge if ever she saw one. Double drat.

      She laughed too loudly at whatever Ashwell had just said.

      The set dragged on, interminable. At last Ashwell returned her to Simon, bowing so deeply his nose nearly brushed his waistcoat. Lydia murmured thanks, her eyes elsewhere.

      William was handing Miss Fortescue back to her chaperone, jaw tight as if he’d bitten something sour. His father intercepted him, but after a few short words William strode away, cutting a swath through the crowd.

      Curiosity and worry flared in her, but she could do nothing to assuage them because her mother approached—fan tapping against her gloved palm and the too-bright smile on her face that meant criticism was coming. Lydia braced herself. During her time away, she’d all but forgotten how small her mother made her feel, especially when she was criticizing her for being overly large.

      “Lydia,” her mother said through clenched teeth. “What did you do to that poor man? Half the ballroom saw you laughing at him.”

      Lydia followed her gaze to Ashwell, who seemed perfectly composed across the room. “Er… nothing?”

      “I hardly think that’s accurate.”

      Several heads turned their way at once, curious for scandal, although to Lydia’s eyes Ashwell seemed right as punch. She hadn’t laughed at the poor man, she’d laughed with him. Although her mother would never see the difference.

      Thankfully, Simon stepped in, as he so often did lately. “Hot in here, isn’t it? For February?”

      “Lydia,” her mother pressed, “you may have lost your manners while playing the artist in Italy, but you’re back in London now, and I expect proper behavior from my children. I also expect to see at least three bouquets in the foyer tomorrow.”

      Lydia schooled her features, though her jaw hurt from the effort. “I am six-and-twenty. Well and truly on the shelf. No one here will give me a second glance. ” Which was for the best. All she could expect now was a widower with children, and she did not long to trade freedom for that kind of encumbrance.

      But her mother continued, undeterred. “An invitation to promenade along the Serpentine wouldn’t be undue either⁠—”

      “Mother—” Simon interrupted, glancing around the room for some diversion that might rescue them.

      “You have too much of your father’s coloring,” their mother went on, her cold eyes sweeping across Lydia.

      “I can’t help my coloring, Mother,” Lydia said evenly. She had once been heartbroken by such remarks; now she was simply tired of them. “Or my figure. I would, however, appreciate an evening without commentary.”

      Her mother’s eyes turned glacial. “Lydia Arminthia Everly.”

      Lydia pretended to examine a rip in her gown that was not there. She needed space. She needed to breathe. “I do believe I’ve torn a seam,” she said. “Forgive me.” And then she spun away before either of her family members could stop her.

      The Ball must have had a retiring room, but Lydia didn’t seek it. She drifted into the corridor instead, where carpets hushed her steps and music faded to a murmur.

      She pressed her hand to her forehead. Her mother’s barbs hadn’t been the worst she’d endured, but she still felt raw. Perhaps she was out of practice. Or perhaps it was simply the time of year; the last bite of winter, just before the jonquils bloomed, always made her heart ache. Painful memories might dull, she now knew, but they never vanished completely.

      A door stood ajar just ahead of her, so she eased it open and stepped inside. Her eyes took in the long, velvet-upholstered chaise and the crackling fire behind it. The room was drenched in shadows, cozy and warm. Just the place for a few moments of reprieve before she slipped back into the Ball to hear the betrothal announcements.

      But she was not alone. A tall figure stood at the sidebar, his back to her. William. She knew him instantly. Propriety demanded retreat, but she wasn’t ready to return to the ballroom yet. And this was Simon’s oldest friend. Besides, Italy had loosened whatever desire she’d once had to follow every one of the prim rules English Society demanded of their young ladies.

      He started at the click of the door and turned, brandy decanter still in his hand from where he’d been pouring himself a drink.

      “Miss Everly?” His voice was rougher than usual, his expressive brows drawn low. “What are you doing here?”

      She ignored the disapproval she heard in his words. “Taking a moment to rest between sets. What are you doing? Preparing your betrothal announcement?”

      He gave a humorless huff. “I required some air. And brandy.” He lifted the glass. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      Lydia shrugged, tilting her head. “Better here than listening to Ashwell go on about Joshua Reynolds. Thank you for that, by the way. Most gracious.”

      William raised an eyebrow. It was indecent how much he could communicate with a single brow lift. This one meant sardonic disbelief and she wondered if she could accurately capture it in a drawing. “I thought you would enjoy conversing about art with someone who knows the subject matter.”

      “Did you? Just as you seemed to enjoy your conversation with Miss Fortescue?”

      His other brow rose in surprise. “What makes you think I didn’t?”

      She felt unsteady at how easily she could read him. You’re an artist, she reminded herself, that’s what you do. Still, she doubted anyone else saw William Seymour quite so clearly.

      “Mostly your expression,” she said. “You looked as though you'd bitten a lemon. And then you fled the room. Are you well, William?” She bit her tongue, realizing she should’ve called him Hertford like everyone else. But he’d been William to her for so long, and she remembered him so fondly, that she didn’t wish to change now.

      He barely blinked at her slip anyway as he said, “I guarantee your partner’s conversation was better than mine. At least he likes something.”

      “Oh, did she give you her list of dislikes? It’s a bad habit of Miss Fortescue’s.” Lydia wrinkled her nose. “Last week at a Venetian breakfast I heard she ranted about grass. Grass!”

      “Indeed. Who dislikes picnics? Or dogs?” His mouth twitched, nearly a smile. “I believe I… disliked hearing so many dislikes.”

      Lydia’s laughter bubbled up between them. “Was that a joke, William?”

      He smiled then—truly smiled—causing his eyes to glint. Which in turn caused butterflies she hadn’t been acquainted with in ages to stir low in her belly.

      “We must face our fates,” he said. “But first, we need to fortify ourselves. Come, I’ll pour you a drink.”

      “Thank you.” She stepped forward but turned her head sharply back at the sound of a bolt scraping into place. “What was that?” Foreboding pricked at her.

      William set down his glass, strode to the door and twisted the handle. “That was the lock.”

      He pressed his palm flat to the wood. “Some blasted mischief-maker. Alex, perhaps—no, more likely Addy.”

      “Or Simon. But truly, who in our families would bother? Likely an accident by a parlor maid.”

      “Seymour House maids do not make mistakes of this sort, Miss Everly.”

      She bristled at the sudden chill in his tone. “Then it must have been Cupid, clearly. His quiver contains keys as well as the usual arrows.”

      William’s glare was swift and hard. “This is no jest. If we’re discovered⁠—”

      “Our reputations will survive a few minutes’ solitude,” she replied, sinking into a leather chair. “We’re childhood friends. Unless, of course, you mean to ravish me.”

      She meant it in levity, but his voice dropped low, rough as gravel, as he said, “Do not even suggest such a thing. And you presume too much of my intentions.”

      She blanched at the insult but refused to look away. She was twenty-six now, not seventeen, and would no longer be buffeted by the shifting winds of his affection. Or lack thereof. “If you mean to insult me,” she said instead, “don’t bother. There’s no barb you could hurl that Mother hasn’t already used.”

      He pulled back, obviously startled. “I meant no such thing.”

      The silence stretched between them, taut as a drawn bowstring. Outside, the low hum of the party and the music wore on.

      “Miss Everly—” he began, but she only waved away whatever apology might have followed and sank deeper into the chair.

      He stared at her, jaw working. She was tilting him off-balance, she thought, and the idea gave her an odd kind of thrill.

      “Well then,” she said at last. “I do believe you promised me a drink.”

      He hesitated and for a moment she thought he’d refuse. Then William poured a second glass and handed it to her.

      She raised it in a mock toast. “To Cupid.”

      William scowled, but he drank.
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      William set his glass down with deliberate care, though his hand itched to hurl it against the desk. He had been maneuvered before—at gaming tables, on hunting fields, by flatterers and debutantes eager to climb—but never into anything so compromising as this: locked alone in a study with Simon Everly’s sister.

      He told himself he knew the pattern: a quiet room, a closed door, a reputation at risk. Why should this be any different from all those others? Yet some traitorous part of him almost wished it were. Especially when he saw her there, draped in the chair like a queen on her throne, a dimple denting her full, rosy cheek. Perfect.

      He looked away.

      “Someone will come along in a moment,” he muttered, pacing. “This nonsense cannot last.”

      He was aware the quiet should have soothed him; it’s what he’d escaped to the study for, after all. But he couldn’t relax with Miss Everly so close and his ever-present list of unfulfilled duties pressing in, as it always did: Take Addy’s temperature on Lord Stanley. Meet Alex’s new wife. Comfort Sophie. Muzzle Sebastien’s politics. Check Father’s impulsiveness before too much damage was done.

      And on and on and on.

      “No need to look so grim,” Lydia said, pausing him mid-step. “I’ll swear upon my life you were perfectly respectable when that door opens.”

      “Respectability has nothing to do with it,” he snapped, turned, and began to pace in the opposite direction. “Appearances are everything, Miss Everly, and this has every appearance of a scandal.”

      He had built his reputation so carefully over the years. Laying stone by stone of it to repair the damage done by his father’s profligacies. He would not see it crumble tonight.

      You can repair this too, he reminded himself. Just as you have everything else. No need to be so peevish.

      But then Lydia said drily, “I knew I should not have returned to London. Not with all its inane rules of propriety.”

      He found himself shaking his head at her. “You take this far too lightly. To mock propriety is to mock your own good name. And Simon’s as well. Unless—” He peered at her suspiciously.

      “Unless what?” She glared at him before the understanding of his meaning dawned and she laughed outright. “Wait a moment. Do you imagine I contrived to be locked in here with you? You give me too much credit. And yourself too much allure.”

      She straightened her gloves, as if she were the most prim and proper of young misses. Which was useless, because he already knew her thoughts on propriety. And no one with a smile that mischievous could ever be called prim nor proper anyway.

      “How am I to know you didn’t? I am the ducal heir. Others have tried.”

      “If I wished to compromise myself, sir, it would not be with you.”

      That struck deeper than it should have. He actually stepped back. “What the devil is wrong with me?”

      “Nothing. You are the very picture of a betrothal checklist made by some overly eager mother: lineage, fortune, title.” She tapped her palm with every quality she mentioned. “Conventional from the tips of your toes to the very crown of your head.”

      “There is nothing wrong with convention,” he bit out. “Particularly not in a bridegroom.”

      “Not for you, no. I should imagine your own future bride will be selected in exactly the same manner as a prized heifer at market. But I, for one, have never cared for it.”

      William felt the heat rise up his neck. Was he blushing? Curse it, he was. “You presume too much.”

      “So you’ve said.” Her brows lifted then, mocking his own which he knew were hovering somewhere just shy of his hairline. “Go on, then. Tell me why your cheeks are red. Or more like—” She examined him quite closely, and he felt himself stir slightly under her perusal. “Coral. Your cheeks are actually quite a becoming color of coral.”

      “Do be quiet, Miss Everly.”

      He did not want to discuss the color of his blush, or why her gaze unsettled him. Nor the truth that he must marry for respectability’s sake, to cloak his siblings’ bastardy in his own unimpeachable match.

      “Happily,” she said, “but not before pointing out you didn’t deny it. So, what are your requirements for a duchess?”

      He folded his arms. “Healthy. Fertile. Well bred. Sensible.” A sound list.

      “Just as I thought.” Lydia flopped back with a sigh. “Not a single word about wit, or kindness, or joy. No mention of feeling.”

      “Feelings do not secure an estate.” His scorn came out, biting like a whip’s lash. “And since you mock me, Miss Everly, what is on your list? I know your brother is out there at this moment endeavoring to secure a match for you. You must have one.”

      “Less a list and more a want,” she said and smiled. It was a soft, fleeting thing that made his chest twinge sharply. He wasn’t quite sure why.

      His voice was quieter too as he asked a second time. “What is it, then, that you want?”

      “I want someone who makes me feel the way I did when I first laid eyes on a Botticelli. As though the world were lush and wondrous, ripe for the taking. Someone eager to let me embrace that world. And even more than that, someone eager to embrace it with me.”

      Her eyes shone, and William’s throat tightened. His body gave a small, involuntary twitch. It was likely the talk of lushness and ripeness that unsettled him more than he cared to admit.

      He frowned, trying to tamp down the heat her words had kindled. And the flicker of impossible longing they’d roused. What stirred in him wasn’t merely desire but a tangled miasma of yearning and hope, and the quiet despair of knowing such things could never be his.

      “You see?” she said gently. “We are opposites. Which is why you needn’t fear this lock-in. You are not on my list, Lord Hertford.”

      “Nor you mine.”

      He paced again, energy coiled too tightly within him. She propped her chin on her hand, watching for a moment, before she said, “Do sit down, or you’ll wear a trench in the carpet.”

      “I prefer to stand.”

      “Suit yourself.” She reclined a little further, clearly intent on provoking him. “If we’re trapped, we may as well make the best of it. Shall we play a game?”

      His eyes narrowed. “A game?”

      “Yes. Truth or Dare.”

      His jaw actually dropped, which only widened her grin. “Absolutely not.”

      “Why ever not? Unless you’ve a sketchbook and some graphite hidden in that desk, I’ll need something to occupy myself.”

      “Miss Everly,” he said, voice full of long-suffering exasperation, “I am not twelve.”

      “Neither am I.” Her eyes glinted with irreverence and…fun. “Which will make it all the more entertaining. Come on, William. For old times’ sake. Play with me.”
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      Lydia tipped her glass against her lips, hiding a smile. William Seymour, otherwise known as the Marquess of Hertford and heir to the Somerset Dukedom—the most proper man in all of London—looked as though she’d suggested they strip naked and dance on the table, not play a child’s Christmas game.

      It was all she could do not to giggle in delight at the prospect. “Truth or dare?” she pressed, feeling giddiness bubble up inside her. She might get the chance to muss his hair after all, metaphorically speaking.

      His scowl deepened and she was absolutely certain he was going to say no, when he said “truth.” The fact that his tone was that of a man on his way to gaol made it all the better.

      She clapped her hands in delight. Leaning back against the chaise, she took another sip of brandy and considered her opening move. “All right, then,” she said at last, tapping her chin with one finger. “Tell me, William, when was the last time you did something purely for yourself? No duty, no propriety, no thought of your father’s approval. Just something you wanted to do, for the pleasure of it.”

      His brow furrowed. “Must it have taken place outside my home?”

      She bit back the teasing reply that rose to her lips. There were, after all, several activities that could be enjoyed in the privacy of one’s home—and most of them would make him blush. And her, if she let herself imagine them. Which she decidedly was not doing.

      Instead, she said lightly, “Not necessarily. As long as it was for you alone, and for the sheer enjoyment of it, the location hardly matters.”

      She watched him while he thought. Lydia knew of at least five things she’d done before breakfast purely for pleasure: savored a second spoonful of sugar in her tea, sketched a robin, run her fingers along the length of a new satin ribbon—but she kept those to herself while the silence stretched between them.

      It went on so long she thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then he said abruptly, “In my second year at Oxford. I was meant to attend a dinner with the Dean but instead remained in my rooms and read a treatise.”

      She struggled to choke back her laugh. “You read a treatise?”

      “On sheep breeding,” he replied, defiantly, as if daring her to mock him. “It was very interesting, I’ll have you know. And I’m glad I did. If Sebastien ever deigns to speak to me on the subject, I’ll have something of value to say.”

      Lydia caught the slight dip in his tone when he mentioned his brother, but her instincts told her not to press. Instead, she teased, “You stayed home to read about rams and ewes? For fun?”

      “The Suffolk breed,” he added primly. “A new crossbreed between Norfolk Horns and Southdown rams.”

      “I stand corrected. No wonder
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