
      
         [image: Cover image: Like in Love with You by Emma R. Alban.]

      
   
      
         [image: Title page: Like in Love with You by Emma R. Alban. Published by Avon.]

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Dedication
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            I’m the luckiest, to gain a sister like you
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            Chapter One

         
         
            Rosalie

            
               Bath, 1817

            

            “Are you listening to me?”

            
            Rosalie looks up from her slouch on Mother’s stiff pink fainting couch, the latest copy of Debrett’s crinkled in her hands. “The Duntons would like to meet the Spokes, and their son should dance at least one set with Henrietta.”
            

            
            Mother narrows her eyes and Rosalie stares back just as pointedly. She may not actually care about tonight’s ball, but she’s
               still her mother’s daughter. Not missing a trick is practically part of their family crest.
            

            
            “Good. Miss Raught could use a few more dances, and it wouldn’t hurt to turn Mr. Spokes away. Wouldn’t want him getting any
               ideas,” Mother says.
            

            
            Rosalie watches Mother consider her reflection in the three-pronged mirror. She has a small dais set up in the corner of her
               expansive, blue-wallpapered bedroom, and she spends at least an hour at it before every ball, perfecting every single part
               of her outfit.
            

            
            Rosalie spends her fair share of that hour primping as well, but Mother is always the last one ready to leave. Well, unless
               Father is attending. It’s equally possible he’ll be running late tonight.
            

            
            They’re well suited, and always at least an hour late.

            
            But it saves Rosalie another hour at the Assembly Room, for which she’s grateful. Every ball is the same people, the same
               introductions, the same dances. It’s perfunctory.
            

            
            Spending her whole night deterring men like Mr. Spokes, lest he, or anyone else, get the idea that Rosalie could be stolen
               away from the most eligible Mr. Dean, gets tired. Rosalie sometimes quietly wonders if she might like to be stolen.
            

            
            Mother would have kittens. Mr. Dean is by far the best prize of Bath. Far better than Rosalie could do if they’d chosen to
               present her in London. Father’s estate has a sizeable living and they’re exceedingly comfortable here. But she knows her dowry
               wouldn’t command nearly the same attention in London, nor would Father’s young earldom command the same respect.
            

            
            Other girls might pout, but Rosalie can’t imagine going through all of this on a larger scale. Being a big fish in the small
               pond of Bath suits her, her parents, and her brother, Christopher, when he’s at home. It used to be fun, even, running the
               ton, everyone catering to them, especially if Aunt Genevieve and Uncle Walter were in town.
            

            
            But lately it just feels . . . hollow. Christopher’s off at school and Aunt Genevieve won’t arrive for another two weeks.
               Tonight is going to be interminable.
            

            
            At least Mr. Dean doesn’t fawn. He’s a quiet, sturdy kind of man, of rather few words. Rosalie doesn’t mind so much. She doesn’t
               think their life together will be filled with witty conversation or sparkling attraction, but it should be a good life. She’ll
               have a staff and the money to give her children a comfortable upbringing.
            

            
            It’s what her mother has had. And Mother is happy with her lot.

            
            Rosalie should look forward to one day putting her daughter through—helping her daughter through—the marriage market. Presenting Rosalie, seeing her happily wed, is something Mother’s dreamed about
               for years. Rosalie should be overjoyed with all that she has, like her mother is.
            

            
            “All right, I can’t do anything more,” Mother declares, spinning back to get last looks from Rosalie.

            
            “You are absolutely stunning,” Rosalie says, the smile in her voice almost genuine.

            
            Mother, of course, does look beautiful. Her cream muslin gown, overlaid with a beautiful lace covered in little rosettes,
               is gorgeous. Her bountiful dark brown hair is swept up against the back of her head, and the gentle curls that frame her face
               only accentuate her rosy cheeks and bright brown eyes.
            

            
            A smaller, near-perfect copy of her mother, Rosalie knows she’s equally beautiful. Has never had to doubt it. But Mother has
               always needed more reassurance. Rosalie wishes sometimes her mother wanted more than this. More than the most recent fashions
               and hair and beautiful compliments. Wishes there were more for her to want.
            

            
            Rosalie wishes there were more for her to want too.

            
            “You’re sure it’s—”

            
            “Perfect. Everyone will be absolutely green with envy. Mr. Dean might even forsake me for you.”

            
            Mother snorts. “One too many. You always go one too many.”

            
            Rosalie laughs. “Come on, Father might actually be waiting for us this time.” She takes Mother’s hand to pull her out of her
               suite and down the hall to the massive staircase that wraps around and down into their grand foyer.
            

            
            It’s the perfect place to make an entrance, and all four of them enjoy doing so. Christopher likes to slide down the polished mahogany banister when he’s at home. Rosalie used to do the same, until she turned fourteen and it was suddenly brazenly unladylike to make that much of an entrance.
            

            
            Still, Father beaming at them as he waits for them to descend, beautiful in his own right in his navy waistcoat with a pink
               necktie to match the rosettes on Mother’s dress, is lovely enough.
            

            
            “You have outdone yourselves,” he declares, meeting them at the bottom of the stairs, his grin stretching across his narrow
               cheeks, brown eyes crinkling.
            

            
            He touches Rosalie’s chin and then looks at Mother, hearts practically coming out of his eyes. He takes her hands and helps
               her down the final step before twirling her. Her laughter fills the foyer and Rosalie’s shoulders come down just a hair.
            

            
            In thirty minutes, they’ll be their most prim, proper, and intimidating selves, presiding over the ton. But right now, they’re
               just her parents as they truly are. Happy, soppy, and really far too much sometimes.
            

            
            She supposes that’s the real difference, isn’t it? Mother may have little with which to fill her time, but she and Father
               do love each other.
            

            
            “We’re going to be late,” Rosalie says after giving them the requisite two minutes of fawning over each other.

            
            They’re easier to handle when Christopher is home. Or at least she can commiserate with someone when he’s here, equally exasperated
               along with her. It’s always worst when Father’s preparing to return to London for Parliament too.
            

            
            “We’re already late,” Father says, even as he steps back from Mother, sedately offering her his arm.

            
            “We’ll miss the opportunity to make an entrance,” Rosalie counters. “We can only be fashionably late so long.”

            
            “Well, you two took forever getting pretty.”

            
            “How long were you waiting?” Rosalie asks, ushering them both toward the door. Mother just eyes them with fond exasperation.
               They do this dance every time. Rosalie kind of loves it, and kind of hates it.
            

            
            “Thirty minutes.”

            
            “Oh, George, really,” Mother cuts in.

            
            “Miss Wrigsby?” Rosalie calls out, glancing toward the servants’ wing.

            
            Their lady’s maid, Miss Wrigsby, pokes her head out and looks among them, her big brown eyes narrowed, lips suppressing a
               cheeky smile. “M’not sure it’s in my best interest to be truthful.”
            

            
            Mother cackles. “Less than five minutes!”

            
            “It was at least ten,” Father counters.

            
            Rosalie winks at Miss Wrigsby before shooing her parents out the door and into their waiting carriage.

            
            

            For all his charms, Father abandons them almost immediately for the cards room, leaving Mother and Rosalie alone to push through
               the stifling crowd toward the ballroom at the Upper Rooms.
            

            
            Every six steps there’s someone they need to greet. She can feel Mother’s fingers pressing indentations into her arm even
               through both of their long white gloves.
            

            
            Eventually, they make it through the foyer and into the two-story rectangular ballroom. With its vaulted, half-dome ceiling and tall white columns, the room is a breath of air, even packed as it is with bodies. There’s space in the center for dancing, and an orchestra set up at the far end. Still, the perimeter is easily ten people deep on every side, with more packed into the alcoves created by the overhanging balcony and interspersed pillars. 

            
            Rosalie gratefully notes Henrietta Raught and Amalie Linet across the room, loitering in one of those alcoves, momentarily
               out of the fray. Their yellow and green dresses are easy to spot and complement each other nicely, a truly welcome sight.
            

            
            “I’m going to . . .” Rosalie says over the din, jerking her chin toward her friends.

            
            “Keep an eye out for Mr. Dean,” Mother whispers, tugging Rosalie in for a moment in a wordless farewell before she sets her
               free.
            

            
            Mother’s immediately swarmed by her own circle, a group of mothers equally intent on finding their daughters proper matches.
               It’s like watching Mother be swallowed by a sea of white muslin. Rosalie leaves her to swim on her own, lest she get sucked
               in as well and stuck in an endless round of thinly veiled insults dressed as compliments. Mother’s much better at navigating
               these events than Rosalie is, even though she doesn’t have bosom friends to fall back on.
            

            
            Mother always has endless acquaintances, of course—and she’s invited to every tea—but outside of Aunt Genevieve, it’s like
               she’s never wanted to make true friends.
            

            
            But Rosalie doesn’t want to feel sad about her mother’s lack of friends tonight, not when she has twenty minutes of politely
               declining dances and pretending not to see men’s advances ahead of her. Amalie and Henrietta simply watch her struggle, sipping
               their drinks and smirking.
            

            
            They used to be a phalanx ten girls strong, all moving about the room together, making pacts and architecting charming bumbles to intersect with their chosen suitors. Rosalie adored those balls; she was always good at making sure the right girl stumbled into the right boy. 

            
            But now, it’s just her, Amalie, and Henrietta—a lone trio inching toward spinsterhood and left at the perimeter of the room.
               Well, Amalie and Henrietta are concerned with spinsterhood. Rosalie has Mr. Dean, of course.
            

            
            “Lady Rosalie—if I may, I wanted to introduce you to Mr. Thomas Pilkey.”

            
            Mrs. Thornson steps directly into Rosalie’s path, her pinched face split in an overly polite smile. Beside her, the aforementioned
               Mr. Pilkey stands awkwardly. He’s nearing thirty, at least. There’s a cowlick at the back of his hair and his shirt is unevenly
               buttoned beneath his waistcoat.
            

            
            She’s sure he’s lovely, but he’s so far below what her mother would ever consider—never mind that Rosalie feels not an ounce
               of attraction to him at all—it would be cruel to even entertain the introduction.
            

            
            “Mr. Pilkey, a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Rosalie says, dipping in a light curtsy to both of them. “And Mrs. Thornson,
               so kind of you to make the introduction. I’ve promised my dances for the evening, but Mr. Pilkey, I’m sure my father would
               be pleased to meet you, if perhaps Mr. Thornson might like to introduce you?”
            

            
            Mrs. Thornson’s smile turns hard, but Mr. Pilkey looks frankly relieved.

            
            “That would be most pleasing, Lady Rosalie, I thank you,” he says, his voice halting.

            
            Mrs. Thornson nods and ushers him away, sending Rosalie a cutting look. She has a new cousin to introduce to Rosalie at every single ball. If she hasn’t gotten the hint by now, she never will. At some point Rosalie is sure Father will revoke her allotted two brush-offs; it can’t be pleasant for his card games to be interrupted with inane introductions either. But for tonight, she’s grateful for his largesse. 

            
            It only takes dodging five further introductions until Rosalie . . . not scurries, for ladies never scurry . . . but hurries over to Amalie and Henrietta, slipping into their alcove with true relief.
            

            
            But it’s hardly a warm greeting. They’re both staring across the room, and Henrietta’s biting at her nails through her gloves.
               Rosalie reaches out and swats her hand down. Only then does Henrietta look over, her round face wilting, blue eyes wide.
            

            
            “Oh, thank God,” she says, gripping at Rosalie’s hand with her slightly damp one. “It’s absolutely dreadful.”

            
            Amalie nods, her auburn curls bouncing rapidly around her high cheekbones. “I’ve been telling her it’s not, but it is, Rose.”
            

            
            “What, exactly, is the cause for such histrionics?” Rosalie asks.

            
            She follows Amalie’s pointed finger and looks across the dance floor. There, surrounded by a cluster of gentlemen, stand two
               dark-haired women she’s certain she’s never seen before. And the gentlemen are acting like they’ve never seen anything like
               them in their lives. It’s a veritable swarm. The group includes Henrietta’s latest suitor, the broad-cheeked Mr. Rile, and
               his two friends, Mr. Plory and Mr. Cason. She’s been planning to keep Plory and Cason on reserve for Amalie and Henrietta.
            

            
            “Mrs. and Miss Pine, new to town,” Amalie mutters.

            
            The mother is certainly striking, but it’s the daughter who catches Rosalie’s attention, her breath stalling in her chest. Dressed in a white muslin gown embellished with gold trim and blue ribbon, Miss Pine almost glows. Her tall, lithe frame suits the current popular silhouette in a way almost no one manages, making her look like she’s floating in her dress. Her light brown hair is shiny and studded with little gemstones. The capped sleeves show off her delicate arms, and the shelf on her bodice . . . 

            
            What man wouldn’t be enraptured? Rosalie’s having trouble tearing her eyes away. And then Miss Pine glances over, catching
               Rosalie’s gaze. Miss Pine’s deep brown eyes sparkle even at this distance, curious, and inquisitive, and far too keen. Rosalie
               actually has to look away.
            

            
            Well. This won’t do at all.

            
            “She’s so beautiful,” Henrietta says mournfully. “How can I compete with that?”

            
            “You’re equally beautiful,” Amalie insists.

            
            Petite, with charming curves and a round, open face, Henrietta is perfectly handsome and lovely in her own right. But Henrietta
               doesn’t have the captivating effect Miss Pine does simply by standing there.
            

            
            “Isn’t she?” Amalie prompts, nudging Rosalie.

            
            “And smart, and funny, and winsome,” Rosalie says, smiling brightly at Henrietta. “We’ll take care of this, don’t you worry.”

            
            She squeezes Henrietta’s hand and exchanges a look with Amalie before leaving the protective cover of their alcove.

            
            Oh, excellent, there’s Mr. Ebert. He’ll do nicely. Rosalie’s personally responsible for his marriage. He owes her this favor,
               and at least five more. Not to mention his wife, Laura, is stuck up north heavy with child.
            

            
            Better yet, he’s talking with the haberdashery owner, Mr. Higgs, who can hardly rebuff her interruption, not when she and
               Mother practically keep his shop in business.
            

            
            “Pardon me, Mr. Higgs, may I steal Mr. Ebert away? My friends and I are desperate for news of his dear wife,” she says, slipping in beside Mr. Ebert. 

            
            Mr. Higgs nearly jumps out of his skin. He’s easily six inches taller than Rosalie, and Mr. Ebert an inch taller than that.
               She can be very surprising at five feet, sneaking up on people. It helps keep them off-kilter.
            

            
            “Oh, of course, of course, Lady Rosalie. Please do give your parents my regards,” Mr. Higgs says quickly.

            
            “I will,” Rosalie says sweetly, looping her arm through Mr. Ebert’s to pull him away. She steers him back toward Amalie and
               Henrietta. “I need you to go grab Mr. Rile and bring him to me,” she says.
            

            
            “Hello to you too, Lady Rosalie. You look very well,” Mr. Ebert says.

            
            “And you look like you’re having an awful lot of fun while Laura suffers bringing your heir into the world,” Rosalie says,
               looking up to meet his light brown eyes.
            

            
            He shakes his head, but can’t help the grin that crosses his stupidly square jaw. She picked a handsome one for Laura. Their
               children should be beautiful.
            

            
            “What would you like me to say to Mr. Rile to remove him from . . . whatever situation he needs to be removed from?”

            
            “You’ve business in town. Make something up,” Rosalie says, turning them so he can see Miss Pine’s little gathering. “Now
               go.”
            

            
            “Yes, captain,” Mr. Ebert mutters, releasing Rosalie’s arm to march around the perimeter and retrieve Mr. Rile.

            
            Rosalie heads back to Henrietta and Amalie. “He’ll be with us presently.”

            
            “What did you have to tell Mr. Ebert?” Amalie asks.

            
            “Only that Laura’s nearly bursting with child and he’s here drinking and carrying on.”

            
            Amalie snorts. “You didn’t want to go with him still owing you nearly five pounds off that game of whist?”

            
            “I much prefer my bets paid in favors,” Rosalie says with a shrug. Money she has. Social capital—now that’s much more important.

            
            “If he ever coughs it up, I’d take the money,” Amalie says archly.

            
            “I’ll keep it in mind. But Laura will have your hide. I gave up that debt as a wedding present.”

            
            Amalie laughs loudly. A few gentlemen turn around to look at them and Henrietta nudges them both. Amalie shrugs, still giggling,
               while Rosalie lets Henrietta force her back on task.
            

            
            It only takes Mr. Ebert a minute to extricate Mr. Rile. Mrs. Pine looks bemused, but Miss Pine is busy talking to Mr. Finch,
               the account manager at the high street bank. Father mentioned Mr. Finch had cousins coming to town. The Pines must be his
               relations.
            

            
            Mr. Finch is too old to truly tempt any of the girls, but maybe she ought to convince him into a dance with Amalie or Henrietta—make
               it clear that she’s calling the shots here.
            

            
            Mr. Ebert and Mr. Rile approach their group, and Henrietta glances at Rosalie, gratitude bright in her large blue eyes. Rosalie
               squeezes her hand and then gently pushes her toward Mr. Rile.
            

            
            “You promised Miss Raught your first dance, did you not, Mr. Rile? How fortuitous Mr. Ebert has brought you by.”

            
            Mr. Rile’s brown eyes go wide and he snaps to attention, ignoring whatever Mr. Ebert was just saying. He quickly steps forward,
               offering Henrietta his sturdy arm.
            

            
            “Of course. You look lovely tonight, Miss Raught,” he says.

            
            Henrietta blushes and lets him lead her out onto the dance floor for the next set. Rosalie watches them go, pleased. They look good together. Tall and burly, Mr. Rile towers over Henrietta, but he always touches her delicately, which only accents her bright, cheerful smile. 

            
            Amalie sighs quietly beside her, swishing her green dress and watching Henrietta out on the floor.

            
            Rosalie withholds a laugh. “Mr. Ebert, we can’t waste your dancing prowess. You ought to invite Miss Linet to dance, in Mrs. Ebert’s
               honor.”
            

            
            Mr. Ebert quirks a brow, but gallantly offers Amalie his arm. Amalie grins at Rosalie, and Rosalie all but pushes her into
               him. They stride onto the floor, a graceful couple of friends, and Rosalie looks around for a drink.
            

            
            She notes the drinks station has been moved to the far side of the room tonight and girds herself, preparing to take the entire
               four-dance set to make her way there and back. Perhaps she can even find her suitor along the way. Mr. Dean is certainly taking
               “fashionably late” to an extreme.
            

            
            She smiles and nods as she’s approached and introduced, and makes her polite excuses. She notices her mother standing amongst
               a cluster of her society friends across the floor, all of them glancing down the room to where Mrs. Pine and Miss Pine are
               still holding court. They’re fresh meat, she supposes—a natural source of interest.
            

            
            But in a few weeks’ time they’ll be old news, and some newer, possibly younger, woman will take Miss Pine’s place as the curiosity
               of the week. Rosalie, Amalie, and Henrietta will just soldier through until then.
            

            
            Though Rosalie does note Mr. Sholle and Mr. Jenkins glancing down toward Miss Pine as well. She’d earmarked them as backups for Amalie and Henrietta too, should Mr. Rile and Mr. Fortes, Amalie’s current suitor, prove disappointing. 

            
            Rosalie may not be at all eager to see her relationship—such as it is—with Mr. Dean progress any further just yet, but Henrietta
               is getting antsy for a match. And Amalie deserves someone who will make her happy, someone who will protect and support her
               like she’s protected and supported Henrietta all this time.
            

            
            “She’s a pretty young thing,” Rosalie hears as she finally reaches the drinks station. She takes a waiting glass of champagne
               and turns, noting a group of older women loitering at the edge of the dance floor.
            

            
            “The mother’s a jewel as well,” another woman says.

            
            Rosalie follows their gazes across the length of the room to where Miss Pine is now chatting with Mr. Jenkins.

            
            “I feel as if I’ve seen her before,” one of the women says. “The daughter looks so familiar.”

            
            “Likely the spitting image of Mrs. Pine when she was young. But I can’t remember her maiden name.”

            
            “We should make our way over,” the oldest woman says.

            
            The group scoffs and Rosalie hides a laugh. Getting four matrons around the dance floor could take the rest of the evening.

            
            Rosalie battles her way back toward Amalie and Henrietta’s alcove. She glances at the Pines as she gratefully slips back into
               her spot, most of her drink already gone. Mrs. Pine is laughing at something Mr. Finch has said. Mr. Jenkins is still speaking
               with Miss Pine, but she’s clearly not listening. Instead, Miss Pine is watching the dancers, like she’s studying the steps.
            

            
            And then her eyes flick upward and find Rosalie’s. They stare at each other for a moment. Miss Pine glances at the dancers, and Rosalie can see her spot Henrietta and Mr. Rile. She looks back at Rosalie, those large brown eyes narrowed, and then she turns to Mr. Jenkins, like nothing at all has happened. 

            
            This one might really be more than just a pretty face. Rosalie’s going to have to keep a close eye on her. Make sure she doesn’t
               cause her friends any problems.
            

            
            And if she should keep shooting Rosalie those frustrated, heated looks, well, that will just be a side benefit, won’t it?

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            Catherine

            Catherine isn’t surprised to find she’d rather be home reading the final chapters of The Mysteries of Udolpho, but she’d been hoping the ball would be more interesting. She’s been talking to Mr. Jenkins for a solid fifteen minutes. She
               likes his gray waistcoat, and supposes that his flop of dark blond hair is becoming. His voice isn’t as grating as Mr. Helm’s
               was, at any rate. But he’s hardly keeping her attention.
            

            
            Dear Cousin Louis has been dutifully bringing eligible young men into their circle for the last hour. Mother’s hovering at
               her elbow, interjecting every so often to gently interrogate the gentlemen. The gold ribbons on the lace overlay of Mother’s
               white muslin gown accent her light brown hair, and her warm brown eyes suit the colors wonderfully. She looks exquisite and
               heads have been turning throughout the room to look at them all night.
            

            
            For all of Mother’s anxiety about this evening, their first dress ball at the Upper Rooms seems to be going decently well.
               Except that, somehow, just before each gentleman is about to ask Catherine to dance, they’re abruptly pulled away.
            

            
            She can even see it coming this time, Mr. Rile approaching behind Mr. Jenkins, hand outstretched to tap him on the shoulder.
               Mr. Rile, of course, has some urgent business they need to discuss, and whisks Mr. Jenkins swiftly away, the two of them lost
               in a sea of tailcoats and white muslin.
            

            
            Mother sighs gustily and Cousin Louis forces a smile, wiping at his shining forehead. “I’ll find some others, don’t you fret, Mrs. Pine,” he says, squeezing Mother’s arm before scurrying away. 

            
            Catherine withholds her own sigh and steps closer to Mother, offering her the final sip of her champagne. The thought of crossing
               the room to get more is abhorrent, but it might be better than losing yet another dance whenever Cousin Louis returns with
               his newest victim.
            

            
            This is supposed to be Catherine’s entrance to society. She’s supposed to be impressing all the gentlemen, lining up outings,
               generally making herself as desirable as possible. Which . . . is all kinds of horrible in its own right, but at least she
               had a plan coming into tonight. Perhaps if Father had been feeling well enough to attend with them . . .
            

            
            “I simply don’t understand,” Mother mutters.

            
            Catherine stays quiet, watching Mr. Rile bring Mr. Jenkins around the floor to be handed off to the tall, auburn-haired young
               lady in the green dress who’s been receiving half of Catherine’s prospective dances for the last hour. The other half have
               gone to the full-figured young woman in yellow with the pretty brown hair studded with little yellow daisies.
            

            
            None of her dances have gone to the mysterious petite woman loitering in the alcove behind them, but Catherine knows she’s
               to blame. Her shiny dark brown hair, small upturned nose, and sharp cheekbones, coupled with her gorgeous light pink dress,
               should give her an angelic presence. But Catherine’s seen her whispering in the ear of each man who’s come to steal Catherine’s
               suitors. The devil on their shoulders, so to speak.
            

            
            The woman happens to look up as Catherine glances at her, and Catherine feels her breath stall in her chest. She’s never seen eyes like that before—gray blue, penetrating and extremely intense, even from this distance. 

            
            Catherine wants to stalk across the floor and ask what the hell her problem is. At the same time, she’d like to just keep
               looking into those icy gray eyes. Which is thoroughly confusing and infuriating.
            

            
            The woman looks away, leaving Catherine alone with her excited stomach. Catherine does sigh then and Mother nudges her arm.
               
            

            
            “It’s that girl,” Catherine whispers.

            
            “Who?” Mother asks.

            
            Catherine tips her empty champagne glass toward the woman in the alcove. “She’s been stealing my dances.”

            
            Mother follows her gesture and goes perfectly still beside her. Catherine glances at her and finds her face pale, back ramrod
               straight.
            

            
            “Mother?”

            
            Her head whips around, neck craning this way and that until she stiffens again. Catherine follows her look. That’s— No, it’s
               not the same woman. But they’re very close. Wearing a cream gown with little pink flowers, the woman standing by the refreshment
               table across the room looks almost like an exact replica of the girl in the alcove, just twenty-five years older. Mother and
               daughter, and no surprise, the mother is surrounded by a throng of friends too.
            

            
            “Do you know her?” Catherine wonders. Maybe Mother can introduce her to the daughter so Catherine can get to the bottom of
               her meddling.
            

            
            “That woman ruined my entire life twenty-five years ago,” Mother hisses.

            
            Catherine’s jaw drops. “Beg pardon?”

            
            “Lady Tisend,” Mother snarls quietly. “Ruined my reputation with a vicious lie. My parents could hardly go to the Pump Room. I couldn’t even leave the house. If it wasn’t for your father deciding to marry me and take me to Idless despite—” She breaks off, heaving in air. 

            
            Catherine reaches out, taking her hand, heart in her throat. She can barely hear the ball around them now. “How awful,” she
               whispers. “I’m so sorry.”
            

            
            “My parents left Bath right after the wedding, so I hadn’t heard— But of course I knew she’d be here. To have her daughter
               stealing your dances even now is abhorrent.”
            

            
            Catherine blinks. That seems an awfully damning conclusion to jump to. “Mama, I’m not sure—”

            
            “She ruined me to protect her match then, and she’s trying to do it again,” Mother insists. “We have to—”

            
            “I’ve a few more gents coming our way as soon as their card game has finished,” Cousin Louis says, appearing on Mother’s other
               side, blocking their view of Lady Tisend. It doesn’t stop Mother from glaring, seemingly through his shoulder. “Everything
               all right?” he asks.
            

            
            “Mother’s just spotted an old . . . acquaintance,” Catherine hedges. “Lady Tisend?”

            
            “Oh, yes,” Cousin Louis says, glancing over at her. “Just bumped into her daughter’s suitor, Mr. Dean. The viscount’s not
               in attendance, as usual, but his son always attempts to make an appearance.”
            

            
            “Lord Dean’s son?” Mother asks.

            
            “Came back from Oxford about two years ago,” Cousin Louis says. “He and Lady Rosalie have been courting since last year.”

            
            So that’s the petite woman with the blue-gray eyes—Lady Rosalie.
            

            
            “Rumor has it he’ll propose before the season’s out, and she’d accompany him to London when he takes his father’s seat. Oh, there he is, by the entryway,” Cousin Louis says. 

            
            Catherine glances toward the doors, and Mother tugs on her hand, abruptly marching forward.

            
            “Come with me,” she insists.

            
            Cousin Louis yelps, dropping the lone profiterole he’d been intent on, as Mother grabs his wrist and hauls him along as well.
               Catherine does her best to apologize to the myriad people they’re bumping into, but once Mother’s determined on something,
               there’s rarely any stopping her.
            

            
            Cousin Louis glances at Catherine, who shrugs, both of them trying to look like they’re not being dragged through the room.
               When they reach the doorway to the ballroom, they come face-to-face with a tall, dashing young man. A strong jaw, beautiful
               chestnut hair, and large dark eyes—he could be the romantic hero in one of her gothic novels.
            

            
            “Cousin, I know you were eager to introduce us,” Mother says to a baffled Cousin Louis.

            
            Cousin Louis glances from Mother to the gentleman and back. Mother’s giving him quite a look.

            
            “Oh, well, yes. Right. Mr. Dean, a pleasure to see you again,” Cousin Louis says as he extricates his arm from Mother’s grasp.

            
            Catherine would laugh at the way he’s subtly wringing out his hand if she couldn’t see Lady Tisend starting to push her way
               through the crowd behind him.
            

            
            “May I present my cousin and her daughter, Mrs. Pine and Miss Pine. They’re new to Bath.”

            
            Mr. Dean looks at them, clearly caught off guard to be bombarded with an introduction without even stepping into the ballroom. Though, as the son of a viscount, Catherine figures he must suffer through introductions by the minute at these events. 

            
            Everything about him is as perfect as she imagines a suitor of Lady Rosalie’s should be. So perfect that it boggles the mind
               to think he’d ever have an interest in Catherine, of all people.
            

            
            “It is such a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Dean,” Mother says, her eyes twinkling. “I’ve heard such lovely things.
               I’m told you’re an excellent dancer.”
            

            
            Mr. Dean puffs up a little bit. Oh, that’s just too easy.

            
            “I do rather like a turn about the dance floor, yes,” he says, smiling at Mother. It’s a ridiculously charming smile. “Is
               Mr. Pine in this evening? I ought to make his acquaintance before asking your lovely daughter to dance.”
            

            
            That was fast. A little too fast for a man who’s supposedly almost engaged to Lady Rosalie.

            
            “He isn’t in attendance tonight, unfortunately,” Mother says quickly. “But he would be delighted to meet you later this week
               at his club, or the Pump Room, if it pleases you.”
            

            
            “We’ll find a time,” Mr. Dean agrees. “Please tell him I’m looking forward to it. And I suppose now I must be a bit gauche
               and offer Miss Pine my first dance, if she has any room on her card.”
            

            
            “She’ll make room,” Mother says.

            
            Catherine winces; too pushy, too desperate, too everything—but Mr. Dean just grins and offers her his arm.

            
            Is it that easy? She’s been putting in effort all night, making sparkling conversation (if she does say so herself), and then
               losing her potential dances to Lady Rosalie’s machinations. Does this mean she could have just stood there all night and said
               not a word?
            

            
            Mother and Cousin Louis walk with them to the edge of the dance floor, almost bodily blocking anyone from approaching Mr. Dean. Catherine can see Lady Tisend fighting her way toward them through the throng of onlookers, but they reach the dance floor before she can manage. 

            
            Mr. Dean walks out with Catherine and they step apart to join the uppermost quadrille just as the band is warming up for the
               next set. Mother grins victoriously, and a few yards away Lady Tisend stands seething, glaring daggers at Mother.
            

            
            Not that it’s Mother’s fault, really. Mr. Dean asked Catherine to dance after all.

            
            Catherine’s grateful she remembers the steps to the minuet. There have already been multiple dances she’s never seen tonight.
               It turns out Idless doesn’t get all the newest each season.
            

            
            She focuses on her footwork for the first few minutes, making sure to smile at Mr. Dean, who smiles back, but offers nothing
               by way of conversation as they twirl around each other. He’s handsome, and he seems perfectly nice from their brief interaction,
               but he doesn’t seem particularly special.
            

            
            The reaction to their dance is special, though. The whole room is focused in, whispering about them while they move up and down the line of dancers. Catherine
               gets a glimpse of Lady Rosalie when they make it to the other end of the line. Her look of loathing rivals that of her mother’s,
               and Catherine has to withhold a grin.
            

            
            See how she likes it, having her dance stolen.

            
            Bolstered by Lady Rosalie’s reaction, Catherine looks up at Mr. Dean as they join arms to skip down an aisle formed by the
               two rows of dancers.
            

            
            “Do you attend all of the balls, Mr. Dean?” Catherine asks.

            
            “Most,” Mr. Dean says, smiling down at her. “I enjoy a good dance and a round of cards, and here I can have both.”

            
            And then they break apart, returning to their sides of the dance aisle. She expects him to ask a question in return as they step forward and meet hands. But he doesn’t. 

            
            Then she expects him to ask a question when they meet in the middle to circle each other. And then when they join in the middle
               to take each other’s hands, spinning around once before returning to their lines. But he doesn’t.
            

            
            He doesn’t ask her even a single question for the rest of the dance. He just keeps smiling that bafflingly beautiful smile
               at her.
            

            
            Other couples are talking as they dance. Lady Rosalie’s friend in the yellow dress with the round face and Mr. Rile are talking
               and laughing up a storm. They look like they’re having fun. She didn’t find Mr. Rile nearly as interesting as Lady Rosalie’s
               friend seems to, nor does she find Mr. Dean as charming as everyone else.
            

            
            He’s very polite. She ought to be flattered he gave her his first dance.

            
            Maybe something’s wrong with her.

            
            Then the dance ends and she’s curtsying to Mr. Dean, unsure of her next move. Does she try to bring him back to her mother?
               Does she invite him to get drinks? She realizes with panic that she has no idea how to . . . keep a man’s interest. Hasn’t
               ever wanted to.
            

            
            “Mr. Dean.”

            
            Well, it hardly matters, does it? Because Lady Tisend has found them. Mother’s glaring at her from the edge of the dance floor,
               but Mr. Dean turns affably to bow to her.
            

            
            “Lady Tisend, a pleasure as always. Have you met Miss Pine? She’s a most charming new addition to our circle.”

            
            Lady Tisend’s eyes narrow just slightly while she gives Catherine a broad smile. If Catherine didn’t know better, it might seem genuine. But remembering her mother’s words makes Catherine see the calculation behind her eyes. 

            
            “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Pine. But I’m afraid I need to steal Mr. Dean away. I had promised to introduce him to several
               of Lady Rosalie’s and my friends.”
            

            
            “Of course,” Catherine says, helpless to come up with a way to make him stay.

            
            Mr. Dean gives her a bow and another handsome smile, then offers Lady Tisend his arm. Catherine stands alone on the dance
               floor for a moment before making her way back to her mother, trying hard not to feel the eyes of the entire room on her.
            

            
            Was it a triumph to get Mr. Dean’s first dance? Or is it more embarrassing to have him stolen away by her competition’s mother?

            
            “Lady Tisend was practically green with envy and Lady Rosalie looked ready to combust,” Mother says, tugging Catherine in
               as soon as she’s within reach. “You’ll surely have his first dance at the next ball, and I believe we could even get a promenade
               out of him if we were to run into him at the Pump Room. We’ll have to go each morning this week.”
            

            
            Catherine looks over at Mother. Something pointed and intense has come over her face. It’s unsettling.

            
            “Mama, I’m not sure I truly like him—”

            
            “You’ll be the one marrying him by season’s end, mark my words.”

            
            “What?” Catherine exclaims.
            

            
            “We are going to make that woman pay,” Mother says, turning with a glint in her eye that’s cold and frenzied in a way Catherine
               has never seen her mother look before.
            

            
            “. . . By stealing her daughter’s suitor?”

            
            “He hasn’t offered a ring yet. You’re every bit as lovely as her precious Lady Rosalie, and we’re going to make you a viscountess.”

            
            Catherine just stares at her mother. “You want me to become a viscountess”—an absurd notion in its own right—“to get back
               at Lady Tisend?”
            

            
            She must hear how ridiculous this sounds.

            
            “Not entirely, but it will be an enormous bonus,” Mother says, grinning at Catherine.

            
            “I don’t think that’s a—”

            
            But Mother takes her hand, squeezing too tightly. She’s trembling a little. “You’re going to have everything you could ever
               want, and be the envy of the ton,” Mother says softly. “Wouldn’t that be grand?”
            

            
            Catherine meets her eyes. She looks so animated. Ever since they arrived in Bath she’s seemed . . . anxious, strange. Now
               Catherine supposes she knows why. But is this really the only way to help her gather her confidence?
            

            
            And could she really do it, steal Lady Rosalie’s suitor? Find it in herself to play the marriage mart the way her mother wants
               her to?
            

            
            Mother loops her arm through Catherine’s, starting to rattle off a list of outings and activities they’ll have to arrange.
               It seems an answer isn’t necessary; the decision’s been made.
            

            
            Catherine stares out at the dancers, her stomach clenching with unease. Mr. Dean seems like a man of few words and meaningful
               looks. She could grow to be interested in that, couldn’t she?
            

            
            Cousin Louis steps up on Mother’s other side, looking as pleased as Mother. It’s loud, and far too warm, and Catherine is suddenly rather exhausted. She decides she can let Mother and Cousin Louis guide her around the room for the rest of the evening and make decisions later. She can pretend at ease and comfort. Perhaps a few balls from now she’ll truly feel it. 

            
            But after an hour of harried scheming that seems to require none of her actual involvement, Catherine needs to escape. She
               leaves Mother and Cousin Louis in the tearoom at a table with some of Cousin Louis’ acquaintances and heads to the cloakroom
               with promises to hurry back.
            

            
            Stepping inside is an immediate relief. The dark, green-velvet-lined room is quiet and empty. Catherine stands at the threshold,
               looking around at the light green settees and the large vanity mirrors over the counter along the wall that abuts the water
               closets. Candlelight flickers, casting everything in a warm glow. It makes her want to linger.
            

            
            When she’s done with her business, she goes to return to the peaceful anteroom, planning to sit for a few minutes and gather
               herself. But the water closet door won’t budge.
            

            
            Catherine jiggles the handle, pushing on the heavy wooden door, painted green like the cloakroom. It doesn’t move. She puts
               her shoulder into it, tries to shift the door side to side, up and down, to get it to unstick. Nothing works.
            

            
            She leans against the door, blowing out a slow breath. Everything’s fine. This is not a dire portent of things to come. Another
               woman will need the lavatory before the end of the night, and she’ll be rescued. The water closet isn’t that small. She’s
               fine.
            

            
            She presses her ear to the door, hearing nothing on the other side. Slumping, she rests there against the door, trying to
               convince herself that this respite in the pungent water closet is just as good as sitting on one of the overstuffed settees
               out in the cloakroom.
            

            
            Thankfully, just as her sanguine attitude begins to crack, she hears the cloakroom door open. Moments later, someone tugs on the door from the other side. 

            
            “Oh goodness,” she hears through the door.

            
            “If you pull, and I push, we can get it open,” Catherine calls hopefully.

            
            There’s a short pause. “Are you stuck in there?”

            
            “Terribly!”

            
            “All right, three, two, one . . .”

            
            Catherine pushes with all her might, and slowly, the door groans open, until it swings back into the cloakroom, and Catherine
               goes tumbling into her rescuer.
            

            
            It’s Lady Rosalie’s friend dressed in yellow. Her big blue eyes are wide with surprise as she helps Catherine stand back up.
               There’s an uncomfortable moment, before the lady in yellow starts giggling. Catherine follows suit, and they stand in front
               of the open door to the water closet laughing together, bright-cheeked.
            

            
            “Thank you,” Catherine manages after a moment.

            
            “Of course,” she says. “How dreadful to get stuck. We should tell someone about that.”

            
            “Would have been an awful way to spend the whole ball,” Catherine agrees.

            
            “Oh, gosh, yes,” the woman says. “Glad I found you.”

            
            “Me too,” Catherine says genuinely. She may be Lady Rosalie’s friend, but she’s been a colossal help, and she seems sweet.
               They can’t all be mercenary masterminds, right?
            

            
            “I’m Miss Henrietta Raught,” the woman says.

            
            “Miss Catherine Pine,” Catherine replies, ducking in a very belated curtsy.

            
            Miss Raught sucks in a breath and curtsies herself. “We’ve been watching you. I mean—it’s nice to meet you, I haven’t seen you at the balls before,” she continues, her voice going a little meek, cheeks pinking further. 

            
            She steps backward and moves to stand in front of the mirrors, avoiding Catherine’s eyes. Catherine considers her. Lady Rosalie
               was stealing dances for her all night. She may not have any part in Lady Rosalie’s schemes and might merely be the beneficiary.
            

            
            She could be a wealth of information, and it wouldn’t hurt to try to befriend someone tonight. Surely Mother would approve
               of her trying to make a friend, even if Catherine hasn’t entirely accepted her crusade for revenge yet. And if that friend
               can give her some insight into Lady Rosalie’s intentions, all the better.
            

            
            “It’s nice to meet you as well,” Catherine says, stepping to stand in front of the mirror beside Miss Raught’s. “How long
               have you been in Bath?”
            

            
            “About ten years,” Miss Raught says, her face relaxing. “My father has a solicitor’s business.”

            
            “Do you like it here?” Catherine asks, pretending to adjust her curls.

            
            “Most of the time,” Miss Raught says with a shrug. “It gets a little dull after so many years, but we keep busy.”

            
            “We?”

            
            “Oh, my friends. Miss Linet’s been here for her entire life, and Lady Rosalie. They adopted me into their group when we moved,
               and we’ve been friends ever since.”
            

            
            Catherine wonders what it must be like to have a friend like Lady Rosalie. To walk about the ballrooms with someone like that.
               To be under her care and protection . . .
            

            
            “That’s lovely,” Catherine says. “Bath seems such a busy place. It must be nice to have such good friends.”

            
            “It is,” Miss Raught says, taking a short breath before finally looking back at her. “How are you enjoying Bath so far?”

            
            “It’s been an adjustment,” Catherine says carefully, watching the way Miss Raught’s face is going slightly wooden, her jaw
               tight, lips poised for another question.
            

            
            “I’m sure you’ll get the hang of it quickly. You certainly have made an impression tonight,” Miss Raught says, a little fast.

            
            Catherine hides her smile. It seems she struck a nerve, gaining Mr. Dean’s first dance. Though she thinks Miss Henrietta Raught
               was perhaps not the most subtle of friends to send on a reconnaissance mission. “I get the sense that any newcomer causes
               some minor fuss, but I’m sure there’ll be another in a few weeks.”
            

            
            “Oh, but none so pretty as you. All of the suitors are interested, I can tell,” Miss Raught says.

            
            “Do you have a formal suitor?” Catherine asks.

            
            “Not . . . officially. But Mr. Rile comes to call quite often,” Miss Raught says, blushing.

            
            “He seems taken with you from what I could see.”

            
            Miss Raught’s face relaxes and her shoulders come down. “Oh, thank you.”

            
            “And your friends, are they courting too?” Catherine asks, hoping it comes off as casual.

            
            “My friend Miss Linet and Mr. Fortes are close, I think. He seems very set on her.”

            
            “But not she on him?” Catherine wonders. She didn’t get a close look at the third woman in their trio.

            
            Miss Raught’s smile drops. “Oh, well, I don’t know. I’m sure she’s very—she’s very fond of him,” she decides.

            
            “That’s good,” Catherine says quickly. “It’s always nice when there’s mutual regard in a potential match.”

            
            Miss Raught’s eyes brighten. “Was there anyone you danced with tonight with whom you think you could have a spark?”

            
            This is what she was sent in to ask. Catherine could demur, could play it safe. But where’s the fun in that?

            
            “Well, Mr. Dean is surely quite handsome,” she says, withholding a laugh when Miss Raught’s face goes scarlet.

            
            “He’s courting Lady Rosalie,” she says loudly, glancing at the door to the cloakroom. “Surely . . . surely he must have said.”
            

            
            “We didn’t say much to each other,” Catherine admits. She got her answer, no need to antagonize the poor woman. “And a single
               dance doesn’t mean anything.”
            

            
            “It was the first dance, though,” Miss Raught says, her words not quite a whisper, her eyes darting back to the door again.
               “That can mean things here, Miss Pine.”
            

            
            “Oh, well, I suppose I’ll keep that in mind,” Catherine says. “I appreciate you looking out for me.”

            
            Miss Raught’s face drains of color and Catherine feels a pang of remorse. It’s not Miss Raught’s fault that she’s rather bad
               at subterfuge.
            

            
            Thankfully, the door to the cloakroom opens, interrupting whatever further questions Miss Raught might have tried to stumble
               through. Though the figure entering doesn’t put Catherine any more at ease.
            

            
            Because here is Lady Rosalie, up close, in person, and thoroughly, stunningly intimidating. Her cheeks are a bit flushed,
               her dark brown hair beginning to go frizzy with the humidity of the ballroom. And her eyes, oh, her eyes are simply dazzling
               at this distance. The whole effect is awe-inspiring. Which is quite a feat at five feet tall.
            

            
            “I worried you’d gotten locked in the water closet,” Lady Rosalie says to Miss Raught. Her voice is low and rich, not at all what Catherine expected. 

            
            Miss Raught looks flustered and glances at Catherine as if they’ve been caught somehow. Which is absurd; Lady Rosalie was
               clearly listening at the door.
            

            
            “She actually saved me from that fate,” Catherine says, her voice only a little tight.

            
            Lady Rosalie looks over and meets her eyes. Catherine wonders if her face has gone as flushed as Miss Raught’s was a minute
               ago. There’s just something about Lady Rosalie that seems to make one a bit unbalanced, a bit stunned.
            

            
            “How heroic of Miss Raught,” Lady Rosalie says.

            
            “Lady Rosalie, this is Miss Catherine Pine,” Miss Raught says hurriedly. “We were just talking about this being her first
               ball. She says Bath has been an adjustment, but that she’s enjoyed her dances.”
            

            
            It comes out rapid-fire, but Lady Rosalie doesn’t look surprised by the delivery. Catherine wonders if Miss Raught is always
               this flustered around Lady Rosalie.
            

            
            Catherine can hardly blame her if she is. When Lady Rosalie looks Catherine up and down, it sends a shiver of something other
               than cold down Catherine’s spine. The sensation isn’t wholly unpleasant, but it’s foreign, and makes her want to blush too.
            

            
            But she doesn’t want to appear unsure or discombobulated. She can’t show weakness here. Clearly, she stood up well enough
               to Miss Raught’s interrogation, or she doubts Lady Rosalie would have approached her.
            

            
            “We do a lot of dancing in Bath. I’m sure you’ll have the opportunity to dance much more as the season progresses,” Lady Rosalie
               says, her voice even.
            

            
            “I certainly hope so,” Catherine agrees. “Do you like to dance, Lady Rosalie? I didn’t see you on the floor, though Miss Raught and Miss Linet danced a fair few.” 

            
            Catherine feels a little thrill at the way Lady Rosalie’s eyes narrow just a touch at the insinuation.

            
            “She was dancing with Mr. Dean when I came to the cloakroom,” Miss Raught says loudly.

            
            Lady Rosalie closes her eyes for a moment. Catherine’s touched a nerve just by existing somehow. Thrown what she imagines
               is a well-oiled social machine all out of whack, and now Lady Rosalie must repair it.
            

            
            “Mr. Dean and I did dance,” Lady Rosalie agrees, giving Miss Raught a very tight smile before meeting Catherine’s gaze again.
               “And he told me you are a talented dancer yourself.”
            

            
            “Oh,” Catherine says, surprised. “Well, that’s kind of him. I wasn’t entirely sure of the steps.”

            
            “No one else noticed,” Lady Rosalie says.

            
            No one except Lady Rosalie, apparently. “Oh, well, that’s good. Dancing is not my forte,” Catherine says humbly, wanting to
               put her at ease.
            

            
            “And what is your forte?”

            
            If only Lady Rosalie would extend her the same courtesy. “I enjoy music,” Catherine replies honestly. “I play pianoforte rather
               well. And I like to read, which I suppose isn’t really a skill.”
            

            
            Lady Rosalie considers her for a moment. Miss Raught opens her mouth but Lady Rosalie raises a hand, as if able to anticipate
               whatever she would have said. “We’re having a private concert next week. You ought to attend. Your parents as well, of course.
               It will be the best performance you’ll see this season. My father knows the best musicians.”
            

            
            Catherine blinks, surprised. It’s a bold move to invite Catherine to a private gathering so soon. Miss Raught looks surprised as well. 

            
            “You can enjoy the music, and then I can help you line up your dances for the next ball.”

            
            “Lady Rosalie knows everyone worth knowing. She’ll find you the perfect, proper suitor in no time,” Miss Raught says eagerly.

            
            Lady Rosalie shoots Miss Raught a sharp look.

            
            So, it’s about keeping your enemies close, is it?

            
            “I’m sure your cousin will introduce you to a good number of men, but he doesn’t know the young ton like we do,” Lady Rosalie
               says, her voice calm, but just a hair too quick, trying to undo the damage of Miss Raught’s honesty. “We can help you fall
               in with the right crowd, if you’re interested.”
            

            
            Catherine meets her eyes. Lady Rosalie wants to keep tabs on her, orchestrate her matches, and keep her far away from Mr. Dean,
               all under the guise of friendship. Killing Catherine with very precise kindness.
            

            
            Two can play at that game.

            
            She thought Mother’s scheme utter madness not an hour ago. But now, she wants to meet the challenge in Lady Rosalie’s eyes.
               She wants to find out what will happen if she lets Lady Rosalie think she’s controlling her. She wants to see the inner workings
               of her world, and her mind, and find out how she ticks. And then she’ll use it all against her while Lady Rosalie thinks she’s
               got the upper hand.
            

            
            “I would be delighted to attend your concert,” Catherine says sweetly.

            
            Lady Rosalie’s lips quirk in a smile. “Wonderful. I’ll have Mother send an invitation for you tomorrow morning.”

            
            “Thank you,” Catherine says. “And I would appreciate your help with the marriage mart. It’s so hard to know who to trust.”

            
            Catherine could get used to seeing the challenge in Lady Rosalie’s eyes. It’s exciting. She feels a little breathless, and
               hopes it doesn’t show.
            

            
            “You can trust Lady Rosalie,” Miss Raught says.

            
            Catherine almost jumps. She’d nearly forgotten Miss Raught was there. Lady Rosalie sighs quietly.

            
            This is going to be interesting.

            
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         
            Rosalie

            Rosalie grimaces as she swallows the last of her cup. She’s never gotten used to the waters. The light smell of sulphureous
               rotten eggs gets her every time.
            

            
            “Manage your expression, dearest,” Mother whispers, pressing Rosalie’s elbow into her side.

            
            Rosalie smooths her face, gratefully depositing her cup onto the tray of a passing attendant. It’s crowded in the Pump Room
               today, and the attendants seem to pop up every few minutes to keep things orderly.
            

            
            Not that Rosalie and her mother ever frequent the bright, airy Pump Room at any time other than its busiest. Eleven each morning,
               they’re here to sign the book, take their waters, and walk up and down the creaking wooden floorboards. Mother recounts gossip
               while Rosalie people-watches, or stares out the enormous floor-to-ceiling windows at the abbey churchyard below, pretending
               to listen to Mother’s prattle.
            

            
            It’s dreary out today, like it is most days in March. There’s a steady drizzle, and while it’s nice to be warm and inside,
               the room is crowded. The mended cuff on her blue pelisse is a little tight, and with Mother holding her arm in a death grip,
               it’s pinching her wrist.
            

            
            “He’ll be here any minute,” Mother says, her voice soothing.

            
            Let Mother think she’s worried about Mr. Dean being late for their arranged indoor promenade. It’s a little mortifying that Mother’s still overseeing her courtship so intently. A year of courting in, Rosalie and Mr. Dean ought to be able to manage their outings themselves with servants for chaperones. 

            
            Then again, Rosalie might forget to arrange an outing for weeks without Mother’s prompting, and Miss Wrigsby has much better
               things to do than choke down pump water with her every morning on the off chance Mr. Dean might show.
            

            
            “I’ve arranged for the linens, and Mr. Brook is digging out our finest stemware for this weekend,” Mother continues, diving
               into another recounting of all the preparations they’ve discussed six times already for the concert at the end of the week.
            

            
            Mother’s rather obsessing over it. Rosalie usually couldn’t care less, but she’s been making plans of her own. The seating
               has to be perfect: Henrietta, Mr. Rile, Amalie, and Mr. Fortes in between Miss Pine and Mr. Dean. For her mother’s nerves,
               Rosalie’s going to ensure that Miss Pine has no further opportunities to speak with Mr. Dean, let alone secure any of his
               time or dances.
            

            
            Further, and far more importantly, she has to keep Miss Pine away from Mr. Rile and Mr. Fortes. She worries about Mr. Rile.
               Henrietta is sweet, and delightful, and a perfect match, but Miss Pine is clever.
            

            
            She talked rings around Henrietta without even trying at last week’s ball; got all kinds of information out of her as if it
               was nothing. Rosalie knows she should have sent Amalie in instead, but Henrietta volunteered. She wanted to repay Rosalie
               for getting Mr. Rile to dance with her, and how could Rosalie refuse?
            

            
            Now she’s had to invite Miss Pine to her concert. She can’t be left to her own devices, not when she’s clearly so bright and observant. Rosalie needs to pick a suitor, set them up, and see Miss Pine sorted in short order. Someone perfect, appropriate, and bound to take her far away. Rosalie’s worked with much worse and made excellent matches. Miss Pine, with all her allure, and wit, and entrancing eyes, should be no trouble at all. 

            
            There’s a thump near the entrance and Rosalie looks over to see Miss Pine and Mrs. Pine struggling to hold up a thin, unsteady
               man with gray hair. It’s as if she conjured them.
            

            
            Miss Pine is valiantly trying support the man Rosalie assumes is her father. He’s clearly saying he’s fine, but Miss Pine
               still leads him over to a bench at the side of the large white entrance doors. Miss Pine says something to Mrs. Pine, and
               Mrs. Pine turns, wiping her hands nervously on her gray pelisse before heading for the logbook.
            

            
            Mr. Pine leans lightly against Miss Pine, who’s pointing out the window and talking as if nothing is wrong. Her lighter gray
               pelisse only highlights her brown hair and eyes. She can see Miss Pine’s tight grip on her father’s arm from here. Rosalie
               feels a sudden surge of genuine concern, wanting to walk over and help distract Mr. Pine.
            

            
            Surely Rosalie could do more to help than the three glasses of waters Mrs. Pine brings over to the two of them. Sulphureous
               vapors hardly seem like a proper cure for whatever makes a man lean on his daughter like that.
            

            
            She glances at her mother, an absurd urge to ask to go sit with them on the tip of her tongue, but Mother is already looking
               at her, her gaze sharp. Rosalie forces a smile and turns them to walk toward the back of the room, away from the Pines.
            

            
            “We don’t put ourselves out for those who cannot help us in return,” her father used to say when she was small. “It’s not
               what we do.”
            

            
            It’s a phrase that’s never sat overly well with Rosalie. How can you know who could help you in return when they’re in need? And isn’t there value in helping those who cannot help you or themselves? 

            
            Rosalie shakes herself. She’ll help Miss Pine by finding her a proper suitor. Perhaps find her someone with wealth and acumen
               enough to help Mr. Pine as well. And if it takes her out of the courting pool at the same time, well, no one ever said charity
               can’t also be self-serving.
            

            
            She needs someone pleasant, kind, and inoffensive, with money, and a need for marriage. Rosalie casts about the room, searching
               for viable candidates. They’re
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