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        She stole his heart, but can he walk away when another man claims to have married her first?

      

        

      
        Thaddeus Berringer has reconciled himself to a future of great riches, but also unceasing responsibility as the Duke of Exeter’s only heir. He’s in no hurry to be leg-shackled, despite his cousin’s urging. But he’s keenly interested in bed sport with a certain spinster who’s proven more wanton than wallflower. Eugenia Hillcrest’s passions and expectations for a brief fling match his own completely, delighting him in every way. But just as he’s considering the advantages of a lasting connection with her, he’s stunned to learn his perfect lover was never his to kiss in the first place.

      

        

      
        Eugenia has for years lived as a spinster, and is certain she’ll remain one. So it was with little hesitation that she begins a thrilling affair with the Duke of Exeter’s handsome heir, Mr. Berringer. She revels in every stolen kiss and caress, but expects to lose him to a wife one day. Never in a million years did she imagine she’d lose him to a husband. Her dead husband back from the grave. Confused and unconvinced, Eugenia is willing to do anything to keep control of her life—even if it means leaving her life and the man she loves more than she’d dreamed possible.
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        May 1816

        London

      

      

      

      “Why are you deferring to Sylvia at home? It is not as if she’s becoming royalty,” Eugenia Hillcrest complained to her youngest cousin as they entered Wharton House, the Marquess of Wharton’s grand London mansion in Cavendish Square, after a night of rubbing shoulders with the cream of society.

      “Close enough,” Aurora noted as she passed off her shawl and reticule to a hovering servant. “Sylvia is to marry one of the most eligible bachelors and popular lords in society. Everyone had been trying to catch his eye until our cousin seduced him.”

      “She did not seduce him,” Eugenia hissed and then moderated her tone down to a whisper. “They fell in love in the best way. Secretly.”

      “I still cannot believe she didn’t say a word to warn us of the blossoming romance, and she should have given us time to prepare for all this,” Aurora said, casting a glance up at the vaulted ceiling, where a pastoral scene had recently been painted. Gilt and mirrors, too, as far as the eye could see. “I thought we had a pact to share everything.”

      Eugenia had thought so, too. But Sylvia had deceived them both, meeting secretly with a marquess for weeks before they’d both borne witness to the most startling marriage proposal from Lord Wharton. Although annoyed with Sylvia, Eugenia could understand why she had kept her silence about the affair. There were some situations in a woman’s life that were impossible to explain properly, especially when one’s heart was deeply involved.

      The Marquess of Wharton was quite the catch, but he had flaws, too. The first being, he was extremely high-handed. They would never have imagined such a powerful man might be drawn to their dear but poor cousin. But he was utterly besotted with Sylvia. She was glad Wharton had done the honorable thing in the end and proposed a partnership of love and trust.

      It helped that Sylvia loved Wharton to distraction, too, and had declared him her perfect match in every way that mattered. Wharton’s respect for Sylvia’s opinions, even when they were the opposite of his own, had made it easier for Eugenia to accept the match in the end. With Sylvia’s marriage into an important family, though, Aurora and Eugenia were both under the continual scrutiny of the unforgiving ton forevermore.

      And members of the ton were easily provoked to spiteful tattling. Even women of her age, seven and twenty, came in for censure for misbehavior, real or imagined, all the time. It was fortunate she had no expectation of making a match herself, but she did worry about spoiling her younger cousin’s chances by putting a foot wrong.

      A hard rap on the door sounded behind them, and the butler sprang into action to admit a dozen titled gentlemen, wives, and bachelors who had been invited to follow them home. Lord Wharton liked to entertain.

      “Ooh, look. More company for tea,” Aurora crooned in obvious delight.

      Actual tea at this hour of the night tended to be in short supply for Wharton’s impromptu parties, but spirits and wine were always plentiful and far more popular.

      Eugenia glanced over her shoulder as a pair of late stragglers were admitted. Mr. Thaddeus Berringer, a dark-haired gentleman she’d admired from afar for a while, and Lord Sullivan, a former client of the Hillcrest Academy, strode into the chamber and looked about them, smiling.

      Eugenia uttered a happy sigh.

      The attendance of the Duke of Exeter’s heir would make the evening more enjoyable for her. Good-looking men were meant to be appreciated from all angles and from top to firm-muscled bottom.

      She leaned toward her cousin. “Lord Sullivan is here.”

      Aurora made an unhappy sound but did not turn to see. She had never hidden the fact that she thought little of Lord Sullivan.

      Eugenia sighed. “Why can you not be kinder to our former client?”

      “I have my reasons,” she said loftily.

      Sullivan was a nice man. Wealthy. Softly spoken when in the company of ladies. He had not been keen to marry the last time they had met, although he was being pressured by his family. She shrugged away her curiosity about Lord Sullivan’s arrival or situation. They were no longer in the business of helping gentlemen prepare to find a bride. Sylvia’s engagement had made continuing their work impossible.

      She resumed her discreet admiration of Mr. Berringer. “Do you think Exeter’s heir has a mistress yet? There is any number of ladies I know trying to catch his eye.”

      “All the ladies I know who have tried have been soundly rebuffed,” Aurora confided.

      That made Eugenia even more curious about him. It was no hardship to imagine he could have his pick of lovers. “Married or other?”

      “Married,” Aurora said with a heavy sigh. “It seems our Mr. Berringer has a severe dislike of becoming an adulterer, and he avoids marriage-minded spinsters, too.”

      “Society is overrun with both.” She chuckled. “Widows will be overjoyed if they figure out they have the best chance of becoming a duchess one day. But I like him all the more for his restraint when it comes to avoiding married women,” Eugenia murmured. “I dislike the idea of anyone coming between a couple, even if they are poorly matched.”

      “Do not disregard the appeal of illicit love,” Aurora warned. “He’s a man. He’ll find someone willing, I’m sure,” she said with a decidedly wicked laugh.

      He might, too.

      Thaddeus Berringer was handsome, of sober habits so far, and a duke’s heir. It was widely reported that the Duke of Exeter had settled funds and property on his heir last year. There would be no limit to the vices and scandals he might indulge in one day, if he had the money and the company of wicked friends. He had little influence yet, though, and did not appear overly ambitious. Everyone gossiped over the tiniest details about his days. She had heard he’d left Town two weeks ago, and everyone speculated that there’d been a falling out in the family.

      Utterly unfounded, most likely. She had borne witness to the Duke of Exeter and Thaddeus Berringer laughing together with pleasing frequency.

      But debutants constantly followed him around ballrooms, hoping to be noticed and singled out for attention. Little was known of his reputation with the ladies at all, which was likely why she found him fascinating.

      If he turned out to be as predictable as all other lords in society, Thaddeus Berringer would align himself with a woman of fortune and family in an attempt to gain power and influence over society, even before he became a duke.

      They flowed along with everyone else to the drawing room as conversation sprang up between guests. Aurora and Eugenia were largely ignored. They had neither fortune nor fame. Although Sylvia looked their way with an expression of longing, they knew better than to believe she would join them tonight. Wharton talked of politics a great deal at these sorts of things, or he flattered Sylvia outrageously. Neither Eugenia nor Aurora enjoyed such talk for too long, but Sylvia hung on his every word—as it should be.

      Besides, there were other topics that interested Eugenia and Aurora, which could entertain them for hours. Their favorite subject would shock prudish members of the ton.

      Eugenia drew her younger cousin along, circling those gathered. She leaned close to Aurora to whisper, “Who would you have?”

      “Tonight…” Aurora pursed her lips briefly, a small smile emerging as they strolled about the chamber considering the choices before them. “I think I should like tall, dark and,” her eyes lit up, “mysterious.”

      Eugenia scanned the crowd again. Tall, dark, and handsome was in plentiful supply. Mr. Berringer was present, and Eugenia’s interest had become sadly fixed of late on him—the unobtainable man. But then a new man caught her eye—a stranger to Wharton’s late-night gatherings who seemed to match Aurora’s description. “I wonder who he could be?”

      “Who cares who he is. It’s what he can do for a lady that is the real question.”

      Eugenia hid a smile and discreetly observed the fellow, from the top of his perfectly tousled dark hair to the nicely formed bulge in his black satin breeches. “He seems quite well turned out. Meyer?”

      “No, he wears a Weston creation, I believe.” Aurora made an approving sound as she twisted a lock of hair around her gloved fingers. “Delightfully fitted garments, one and all. I swear I can estimate his measurements even from here. I wonder if our cousin has the time to introduce us.”

      Sylvia had her back to them and was laughing in Lord Wharton’s company.

      “Patience, cousin. Anticipation is half the reward.” And it did not do to appear too eager at these sorts of gatherings. Some gentlemen took exception to women they considered forward, and all men gossiped as well as women. If they put a toe out of line, they could find themselves on the outs very quickly with this persnickety set. That might impact Sylvia’s standing in society, too.

      Aurora pouted. “But am I not deserving of a reward as enticing as he appears to be?”

      “Rewards might have to wait until Sylvia is actually married, and we can be ourselves again,” Eugenia said, reminding Aurora of their mutual decision to be on their best behavior. Eugenia appreciated a well-proportioned man as much as Aurora did. But the way they had pursued pleasure before Sylvia’s engagement was markedly different to how they could do so now.

      There were many delights Eugenia had forbidden herself. Dalliances with anyone connected to the Marquess of Wharton’s family were a risky venture. She might talk of hope of seduction, but that was as far as she dared imagine for now. And since they mingled almost exclusively with Wharton’s set of friends, opportunities for trysts were virtually nonexistent.

      A woman joined the mystery man, capturing his arm and full attention. She clung to the man with a proprietary air, so it seemed clear he belonged to some lucky woman. A wife?

      Aurora sighed sadly. “Sometimes wondering is more enjoyable than discovering the truth that a man might be married already.”

      “Indeed, it is.” She flashed a conciliatory smile in Aurora’s direction. “We can still observe and imagine.”

      “Indeed, we will, cousin,” Aurora promised.

      A call rang for everyone to move along to another room where refreshments had been laid out, and they followed with the masses again into the long gallery. After Wharton and Sylvia’s engagement had become common knowledge, they had all been pressed to come and live under Wharton’s not unsubstantial roof. Not for his benefit but for his mother’s health and happiness. Lizzy, the Marchioness of Wharton was still recovering from her breast surgery and remained in a delicate state of health in her chambers upstairs.

      They had come along with Sylvia to cheer up the marchioness, distract her from the pain if they could. Neither task was easy, but none of them minded very much. Out of the three of them, Sylvia was most often in her future mama’s company. The marchioness had a dry wit Eugenia found compatible with her own, and she didn’t mind feeding the older lady harmless tidbits of gossip discovered during their outings.

      But their new lives were not confined to sitting by the marchioness’ bedside every day. They had been invited to make themselves at home. Sixteen bedchambers, a ballroom, a vast library, a dining room, and a long gallery were now their playground. They were to enjoy themselves at any of Wharton’s impromptu gatherings as if they were family already, too. They could drink and entertain their friends as much as they liked.

      Until the marchioness’ strength returned, the wedding ceremony had been delayed indefinitely, so they lived in wait for that happy day to come.

      Eugenia smiled, knowing her evening was likely bound to be long, but the view always pleasurable. The opulence of the marquess’ home had been startling at first, but she’d grown accustomed to gilt everything, and even being introduced to members of the king’s family, too. The marquess and his mother kept a large circle of acquaintances from all walks of society, and close friends tended to drop by at all hours.

      However, despite Eugenia’s love of conversation, she was often relegated to the sidelines due to circumstances beyond her control. First, she was a woman, considered by society as dependent on Wharton’s charity because of Sylvia’s future elevation to marchioness.

      Second, she was considered a bluestocking sort of woman. She had been the driving force behind the Hillcrest Academy—managing the accounting and negotiations for their little enterprise. No one seemed quite sure what to make of their ties to trade. But she had been told that an unmarried cousin of a future marchioness could not possibly earn her own way in the world without facing criticism from all quarters. The Hillcrest Academy was no more.

      And third, unfortunately, the best conversations tended to be led by the very same irritating creatures who constantly overlooked that she was more educated than the wealthy debutants they circled. They only asked exceedingly naive debutants of fortune their opinion on any number of topics they could never have knowledge or experience of at their tender ages.

      Eugenia possessed a brain and the will to use it. She refused to become a sheep—following nose to tail because she was expected to be like every other lady. She was more intelligent than most debutants and unimpressed by what was considered popular.

      As expected, Wharton swept Sylvia into another political debate, leaving Eugenia and Aurora to their own devices as usual.

      “There they go,” Aurora grumbled. “Forgetting us again.”

      Eugenia sometimes preferred it that way. An hour with Wharton pontificating on what society needed to do, or stand for, tended to give her a sore head.

      Little groups sprang up immediately; gentlemen with their wives and friends attracted most of the bachelors for the present moment. “Would you care for a breath of fresh air, cousin?”

      “Yes, indeed I would.”

      Arm in arm, they sauntered away from all to the quiet end of the long gallery, where a grouping of chairs had been placed beside a window they could open a crack to let in some night air. Eugenia positioned herself directly in the cool draft and signaled to a footman. “Tea, please, Mr. Bloom.”

      “I’ve already had it sent for, Miss Hillcrest,” he said with a tilt of his ginger head.

      “You are a treasure,” she enthused, pleased with the new footman’s thoughtfulness. “He’ll do well if he keeps this up,” she whispered to Aurora when he was gone.

      Aurora smiled. “I think he is trying to impress you.”

      “He’s the new man below-stairs hoping to make a good impression on all of us to advance his career. If he pleases me, he probably hopes I’ll put in a good word for him with the future marchioness.” She shrugged, having already made such a recommendation for him to Sylvia a few days ago. “Besides, we’re entirely predictable. We always end an evening sipping tea in our corner.”

      “How terrible to be so predictable.”

      “We’re likely the only ones who are.”

      They remained on the edge of the crowd in the long gallery, sipping their tea when it came. Happy with their own company and confidences. Though not technically correct for them to remain apart from everyone, they resisted society’s rules as often as they could, especially here. Wharton had tried to insist they should have a chaperone when they had first moved under his roof. However, he’d quickly changed his mind when Sylvia had suggested she needed a chaperone now, too.

      “Look at them,” Aurora whispered.

      Eugenia studied the end of the room, where their cousin stood encircled in her future husband’s arms. It was a quick embrace, laced with much laughter and tenderness. At home, Wharton could barely keep his hands from his future bride. A chaperone would undoubtedly have gotten in his way.

      Eugenia glanced down at her empty teacup and then put it aside. “Still very much in love.”

      “I hope that never changes,” Aurora whispered.

      “I’m sure it won’t.” Eugenia inched closer to her cousin and fluffed out the skirts of her favorite plum-colored gown. She usually favored dark colors, though her family tried to lure her into white or brighter hues. She held on to her individuality as hard as she could. “When two people love each other in that fashion, nothing but death will keep them apart.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded slowly and smiled. “I knew a woman once who proved my point. As a young woman, she was utterly swept off her feet by a man she knew but half a day. She married him by banns a month later and had just one blissful night in his arms as his wife, before he left her.”

      “This doesn’t seem a happy story,” Aurora chided.

      “It’s not, I suppose. When word reached her of his death, she cried for weeks. Bereft and facing a future alone, she could have fallen down and never gotten up again. But that brief love comforts her to this very day. Love, true love, never really dies for the one left behind.”

      Aurora frowned. “Why did he leave her?”

      “She begged him not to,” Eugenia swallowed the lump that had suddenly sprung to her throat. Partings were never easy. “He had a mother who waited for his return far away. He was supposed to break the news of his marriage gently, since his mother’s health was delicate, and then return to Hastings. But he drowned before he even reached his mother to tell her.”

      “How sad for both of them. Did they ever meet? The mother and new widow?”

      “No. Unfortunately, the lady had been left with insufficient funds. She never did seek out her husband’s final resting place to mourn. She wanted to go so very badly, but…”

      “What happened to her? The widow. Have you kept in touch with her?”

      Eugenia nodded. “She’s content. She lives with her cousins.”

      “Just like us,” Eugenia noted.

      “Yes, exactly like us.” Eugenia didn’t like to imagine how her life might have gone on if not for the love and support of her cousins. Together, they had started a new and more exciting life than she’d dreamed.

      “I’m glad she had a family to support her,” Aurora whispered.

      Aurora and Sylvia could never understand how much Eugenia had needed them in her life. “I am, too.”

      Aurora sighed. “I can’t wait to fall in love like them, your friend and Sylvia, I mean.”

      “You’ll be next, I’m sure,” Eugenia promised. She ran her eye over the visitors to Wharton House. They were the same men they’d known for almost a year. None had expressed interest in courting Aurora, and Eugenia was disappointed by that. She’d always thought Aurora, being the youngest, would be the first of them to marry, if a marriage was in the cards for any. Aurora was the prettiest and most bubbly of personality, too. Sylvia the most agreeable, while also being the most stubborn.

      What society thought of herself, Eugenia had no idea…but she hoped they didn’t ever inquire too deeply into her past.
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      If mingling with society could always mean a night spent in a private home, devoid of matchmakers seeking to tempt him, Teddy would be entirely happy with his new life. Two years ago, his circumstances had been very simple. He’d spent his early mornings mucking out stalls at a posting house stables; occasionally served ale to weary farmers on Sunday evenings, who spoke mostly of the chance of rain or praised the cook’s fine stew. No one had cared about his opinion there. No one had reason to curry his favor…because his connection to the Duke of Exeter had been a closely guarded secret at that time.

      And he’d been happy with that life, until family concerns had taken precedence over his desire for obscurity and set him down in the heart of London’s social whirl. And that had made him a target for everyone with a daughter, niece, or widowed sister of a certain age to marry off.

      Every word he said now, every smile he bestowed, was considered, pondered, and reflected upon by those who claimed to know what he wanted. Recognition seemed to be the greatest disadvantage of being a duke’s heir, after the loss of his liberty, and of course, the memory of the taste of Cook’s stew had long since grown dim.

      Teddy circulated the Marquess of Wharton’s long gallery at the end of another endless evening on the Town, his mind half on what he overheard tonight and the rest contemplating a future of more of this. He was a bachelor still, and a bachelor he’d remain for some time. For this season, at least, or perhaps even longer yet.

      He was only just six and twenty. Much too young to need a wife.

      Wharton’s long gallery was filled with the cream of society, as it was on so many nights. These were the people his cousin Sinclair, the Duke of Exeter, claimed he must mingle with and get to know. Lords and ladies, some already fast friends, and a few unknowns to be introduced to as the night wore on. There were spinsters and widows too, but he made sure not to single any out for particular attention.

      As usual, the Hillcrest cousins were included in their number, despite them not being married or engaged or even in the center of things. There were three Hillcrests. Until recently, they had all engaged in a business, offering advice to gentlemen in search of a bride. Not matchmaking them, he believed, but helping to make them over into a more appealing version of themselves, or so he’d heard. A finishing school for gentlemen. Dance practice, love letter writing, courtship offerings.

      He had a long acquaintance with one of the Miss Hillcrests, through the Duchess of Exeter’s friendship with her, and the other two only by association as a consequence of attending the same events.

      Sylvia Hillcrest, the duchess’ friend, recently become engaged to the Marquess of Wharton. She smiled his way but remained close to her betrothed. Once upon a time, he might have considered she could be a very good friend of his—and perhaps more could have come of their association. But with her engagement, any particular interest he’d had in her welfare or future ended. He did not pursue engaged women, or married ones either. That way led to strife.

      He would much rather pursue a woman with no impediments, when he eventually did.

      Giving up on Miss Sylvia Hillcrest had been easier than he’d first thought it might be. Teddy could only conclude that the feelings he’d held for her had not run very deep. He wished her happy with Wharton, but he was not heartbroken as many seemed to suspect.

      The other Hillcrest women sat apart from everyone. He envied them their seclusion over there on the far side of the chamber with their cups of tea. They always seemed content with their own company, while he was frequently bored to death with his.

      But this was his life now, waiting for something to be given him to do. Although he had money to invest and a home to furnish one day, thanks to his cousin’s—the Duke of Exeter’s—generosity, not much else appealed in Town. Gambling didn’t interest him in the slightest, nor did whoring—a popular pastime of bachelors in the circles he moved in now. He’d come very late to riding, and ownership of horseflesh and breeding them interested him only in that it mattered to Exeter. There was always the hunt, but it was the wrong time of year for the chase.

      Which left him stranded in London for the season in search of any amusement that didn’t result in his imminent marriage.

      “I’m going to have another crack,” Lord Scarsdale muttered at his side.

      Teddy looked at Scarsdale, startled, and then around the room, until he spotted a popular widow. “How many times will you suffer the rebuff before giving up on her?”

      Scarsdale, a young man with the temperament of an overeager puppy, rubbed his hands together briskly. “As many times as needed until Miss Hillcrest gives in to temptation.”

      “Miss Hillcrest? I thought you were speaking of your infatuation with Lady Parry,” Teddy whispered. Lady Parry welcomed pursuit, and engaged in them, too. Teddy had been the recipient of her overtures already, but he’d known of Scarsdale’s interest and had politely declined.

      “My interest ended when I saw her kissing Lord Molesworth last night,” Scarsdale complained.

      Teddy blinked. “He’s married.”

      Scarsdale scowled. “Deeper pockets than mine, too.”

      “So, you’ve decided to court a spinster instead?”

      Scarsdale snorted. “Are you mad?”

      “Not that I can tell,” Teddy answered, but he thought that Scarsdale might be. Flirting with spinsters was risky, almost always ending in a marriage. But pursuing a close connection of Wharton’s might just shorten one’s life, too. “Which Miss Hillcrest has caught your fancy?”

      “The younger, of course. She’s more my type than the older,” Scarsdale said with an exaggerated wiggle of his brows.

      Teddy had sensed no particular interest in Scarsdale from the lady in question. Miss Aurora Hillcrest had flirted with Teddy, not that he encouraged her or wanted her to. “What is your type? Uninterested?”

      “Oh, she’s interested,” Scarsdale smirked. “You know why they sit away from us, don’t you?”

      “I thought it because they preferred tea to late-night political debate.”

      “They remain apart, night after night, discussing us. Men.”

      Teddy laughed at that. “There is no law against it. Most unmarried ladies probably do that a great deal. How else would they know who to encourage and the scoundrels to avoid?”

      Scarsdale turned to him slowly, one brow raised. “Debating our attributes without leaving clothes on us?”

      Teddy laughed again. “Come now. Surely that cannot be the case.”

      “I tell you, none of them are as prim as they appear. For example, you only have to consider that Wharton is marrying one of them. The other pair must be just like her. I poured out my heart to them in a series of interviews, only to later overhear a shockingly personal discussion about a fellow they’d just met with. I bet they talked of me that way, too, after I left. Discussing my size and proportions like they did him, as if they were in the market for a man to warm their beds. Well, I plan to make it clear I am available for closer inspection.”

      “You should not have been eavesdropping on a private conversation,” Teddy chided, knowing his complaint would fall on deaf ears. Men spoke of women that same way all the time in private. While perhaps scandalous, he didn’t understand why Scarsdale was in high alt over the women talking about men that way, too. But any suggestion that the Hillcrests were fast could only lead to gossip that would harm all their reputations. And Wharton would not care for that. “Let me wish you a hearty congratulations on your upcoming marriage.”

      Scarsdale smiled. “I’ve no need for a wife, though don’t tell them that.”

      “Why?”

      “I pretended an ailment to get my foot in the door,” he confessed. “Wanted to see what all the fuss was about.”

      Teddy stepped closer to Scarsdale and lowered his voice, so it didn’t carry. “Meddle with any of the Hillcrest ladies in any way now, and you’ll have to answer to Wharton. He treats them as family already. I warn you to leave them alone.”

      Teddy glanced at the pair of ladies now and hoped Scarsdale listened to him for a change.

      Aurora Hillcrest, Scarsdale’s new infatuation, was a bright woman. Open and exuberant and rather fun, the few times he’d engaged in any prolonged conversation with her. She was undoubtedly the favorite in the family. Both Sylvia and Eugenia tended to promote their cousin for notice of any gentleman they met over themselves. He wouldn’t like to see any lady embroiled in a scandal.

      Scarsdale tugged down his waistcoat. “I tell you they’re not as they seem—and I’ll prove it to you.”

      Teddy glanced at Scarsdale in annoyance. “What good will that do?”

      “Wait and see.” Scarsdale tilted his head a certain way and strutted off in their direction.

      Teddy raked a hand through his dark hair, exasperated by Scarsdale’s plans to make trouble where none ought to exist. What did it matter if women had opinions about the gentlemen they met, or imagined them naked, too? Women could study Teddy all they liked, so long as none wanted to marry him.

      Teddy turned to view the Hillcrest cousins again. Aurora was already being engaged in conversation with Scarsdale, but the elder, Eugenia, was being ignored.

      He’d spoken with Eugenia Hillcrest a few times when he’d called upon her cousin, Sylvia, before Sylvia had become engaged. What he remembered of Eugenia was that she seemed a polite if reserved woman, someone who had seemed straightforward around men, blunt almost.

      Fearing that Scarsdale’s interest in Aurora would seem too obvious to others, he felt he had no choice but to join them to at least even the numbers.

      Teddy approached and bowed. “Good evening, ladies.”

      “Surely it must be almost morning, sir,” Eugenia answered with a welcoming smile. “Please do join us.”

      “Yes, do join us,” Aurora gushed, clearly too happy to have more company. She even patted the space beside her.

      After careful consideration, Teddy sat down beside Eugenia instead. He would do nothing to encourage the young woman. He would direct his attention to the older cousin, who had never once flirted with him. “How are you bearing up?” he asked of Eugenia.

      “I shall be very happy to go to bed, but I do not think it will be for a while yet.” She twirled her feet in circles in front of her.

      “Footsore?”

      “Not really. My feet have pins and needles, a dreadful sign that I might be growing older. But do not worry about me.” She smiled quickly. “We haven’t seen you in society for a while. Where have you been hiding of late?”

      “We heard you went away,” Aurora said, pouting as she moved her chair closer, farther away from Scarsdale, he noticed. “And you didn’t even say goodbye.”

      Teddy ignored Aurora’s pout. “I spent some time by the sea on the duke’s business, as I conducted an inspection of one of his grace’s properties there. Boundary fences, kitchen gardens. Orchards. Very dull by comparison to a night in London,” he promised.

      Teddy had wanted to escape from society, actually, though he wouldn’t mention that fact out loud here. It hadn’t all been work. He’d finished his business in two days and then spent what remained of a week in joyful isolation to celebrate his birthday. The sea views had been spectacular from his large empty bed each morning as he woke to a day of nothing much to do but read and take long walks.

      But he’d found he soon tired of that long-wished-for escape from society and returned late yesterday afternoon to London, where his cousin had immediately complained he’d been gone too long.

      He’d missed the company of Sinclair, and his wife Kitty, too.

      “I wish I could visit the sea,” Aurora gushed. “You were so lucky to grow up in a port town, Eugenia. Nothing ever happened in my village. We must go back one day soon so you can show us where you grew up.”

      “Must we?” Eugenia grimaced. “I could do without the long days of travel being thrown about in a carriage to reach the coast. Besides, we cannot possibly leave the marchioness’ side until she’s completely well, you know that.”

      “It’s something to look forward to still,” Aurora countered. “Maybe she’d like to visit the sea, too. I wonder if Wharton has a seaside property somewhere on the coast. I must remember to ask him or Sylvia later.”

      “We might all go to the sea together one day, but likely it will be some other year,” Eugenia said firmly, waving aside the topic with one elegant sweep of her hand.

      Aurora seemed not to be finished planning for the future, though it was clear that Eugenia was tired of the topic. “We could visit Hastings and your old friend there, as well.”

      Eugenia shrugged. “She doesn’t live in Hastings anymore, but I could put flowers on my brother’s grave if we went back.”

      Aurora sighed heavily. “I wish we’d lived closer growing up. Just imagine the mischief we’d have gotten into together.”

      Teddy glanced at Eugenia, full of curiosity. “I thought you lived with Sylvia in Marlow before you came to London?”

      “No. Sylvia was born in Marlow. Aurora, in a village not even on the map.”

      He guessed he’d never really known much about the Hillcrest women after all. He’d thought they’d been close their entire lives, but it must only be a recent development. “And how is the adventure going, might I ask?”

      Eugenia darted a glance down the long gallery to where her cousin stood. “Quite a bit differently than we first dreamed it might.”

      Teddy chuckled. He was sure Sylvia hadn’t planned to one day become a marchioness in the beginning, either. “That sounds like my life. I can never tell what will happen next.”

      “Poor Mr. Berringer. Life is not supposed to be predictable.” Eugenia glanced sideways at him. “But I suppose for you, it’s a different story altogether. Everyone must quiz you to find out if the Duchess of Exeter is showing any sign of increasing, so I will not bore you by doing the same.”

      “They do, and she’s not.”

      Eugenia smiled. “She and Exeter are happy, and that is all that matters, yes?”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” he said, relaxing a bit more. Some acquaintances would hint that he must be champing at the bit to inherit Sinclair’s title and lands. The duke’s late marriage to Kitty had surprised everyone, himself included. But he was happy about it. Few understood the depths of his affection for his older cousin, and his pleasure at seeing Sinclair reunited with the woman he’d loved long ago and thought lost to him.

      “A marriage with love like that is the ideal every couple should aspire to,” Aurora declared passionately, leaning a little more in his direction. “Isn’t that true, Mr. Berringer?”

      He kept his eyes on her face and refused to let them fall to her chest where, he suspected, her bosom was on inappropriate display now. “Indeed.”

      Beside him, Eugenia smothered a laugh.

      Scarsdale, who’d been silent during their exchange, shuffled his chair closer to Aurora’s now. “Are you to attend the Sanderson route tomorrow night? I’m a much sought-after dance partner,” Scarsdale boasted. “You’d do well to give me your dance card to sign now, before I’m snapped up by your competition.”

      “Sir, you are sadly misinformed,” Aurora murmured, sitting up again but casting a cheeky smile toward Teddy. “I have no competition!”

      Teddy laughed heartily at her claim. Aurora’s humor was one of her best features. They could possibly be friends one day, he suspected. If she ever stopped flirting with him, that was. “Quite true.”

      Scarsdale, though, continued to try to charm his way onto Aurora’s dance card for the route and any balls beyond. The younger Hillcrest cousin was frequently seen on the dance floor while the older, more serious Eugenia often was not. It was rude of Scarsdale to single out the young cousin for attention and ignore the elder, who, in Teddy’s opinion, was just as worthy of a good time.

      “I should be happy to dance with both of you,” Teddy promised.

      Aurora smiled her thanks, but Scarsdale continued his barrage, claiming to be the superior dance partner and warned that Teddy had two left feet.

      Teddy shook his head. “Scarsdale, you speak nonsense.” And if this was how Scarsdale planned to capture Miss Aurora Hillcrest’s interest, he was going about it all wrong, too.

      Lord Sullivan strolled over then and joined in with Scarsdale and Aurora Hillcrest, commenting on the prowess of their friends on the dance floor.

      “Might I give you a compliment, sir?” Eugenia whispered out the side of her mouth. At his nod, she whispered, “You dance very well, sir.”

      Teddy smiled. They had not danced with each other, but he’d seen her dance once, and clearly, she’d been watching him dance to have formed any opinion. “Thank you,” he whispered back, turning toward her slightly. He placed his arm on the back of their chaise and rested his chin on his fist. “You do not dance very often. Why is that?”

      A brief wince flashed over her face, and her gaze flickered toward her cousin for a moment.

      Eugenia Hillcrest was an attractive woman, easygoing in nature and good company tonight. She should have been chosen to dance with any night, at any ball. She’d never stomped on any toes of her partners that he knew of.

      “Tell me,” he pressed.

      She considered him for a moment and then shrugged. “Because men are fools who think women want nothing more than to be married.”

      “I don’t follow. Weren’t we talking of dancing, not marriage?”

      “Dancing is considered by society to be the first step toward matrimony—the beginning of any courtship. So, I do not often dance because… Well, for many obvious reasons that I shouldn’t need to spell out for you.” Eugenia heaved a heavy sigh. “I have the same expectations as many gentlemen do.”

      That was definitely a complaint against his sex. He wasn’t offended but found his interest and curiosity were unexpectedly increasing to hear more of her thoughts. “What might those desires amount to, if it is not an expectation of marriage?”

      She studied him for a long moment. “The occasional flirtation or stolen kiss is always pleasant.”

      Teddy nearly choked. This from a spinster. He was on dangerous ground now. “You don’t say?”

      She nodded slowly, a tiny smile tilting her lips up at the corners.

      Eugenia Hillcrest was enjoying his shock. Cheeky minx. And clearly, she was not as reserved as he’d first thought. “Pray continue,” he murmured, although he checked that the others were well engaging in debate first.

      “It seems to me that if a lady openly shows enjoyment of either of those things—kissing and flirting—and not a marriage, she’s considered odd and, of course, fast. Gentlemen reinforce society’s rules and only seek out young, well-dowered women from good families for dancing and consideration to be wives, but widows and wives for dalliances.”

      Teddy straightened. “I’ll take no part in adultery.”

      Eugenia nodded approvingly. “A commendable moral stand in a society that thrives on sin and vice.”

      Teddy nodded. He’d not imagined Eugenia would be so aware of the failings of so many in society. But perhaps in her former business, she’d been exposed to the frequent disappointments and regrets of her clients. And clearly, she was not just talking of her own experience, but the situations of other ladies not married, too. “So, you feel older spinsters unable to marry, through no fault of their own, are excluded from enjoying the season fully because men can either marry you or cause your ruin.”

      “Ridiculous, isn’t it?” She shrugged. “Our friends often lament the lack of excitement in their lives as they remain in the company of largely unnecessary chaperones.”

      “It should not be that way.”

      “Sadly, it is so for a great many wildflowers, incorrectly labeled a wallflower because they sit on the sidelines due to a lack of dowry. Relegated to watch all the fun simply for the lack of youth or exalted connections, too. The nights passed in boredom for lack of excitement is criminal. My young cousin is better at putting herself forward than most, and dances often, but after a while, for the rest of us, it becomes harder to hope for a little harmless excitement of any other kind. There are only so many times you can be amused by some scoundrel spiking the punch with rum.”

      Teddy laughed as he regarded Eugenia Hillcrest. He’d overlooked a great many unwed ladies for all the reasons she’d just complained of. Yet those ladies—wallflowers, he’d labeled them—might have been as bored as he’d been, but he’d never sensed it. And he really should have paid more attention to Eugenia Hillcrest—a wildflower keen to kick up her heels.

      “I see now why you were so highly regarded by the gentlemen who speak of their visit to the academy. You make us open our eyes and see the world from the other side.”

      “It is the same view.”

      “So it is.” He glanced across at Aurora Hillcrest, whose attention Scarsdale and Sullivan were still monopolizing, to be sure his next words might not be noticed. “I should also very much like to continue our conversations concerning the needs of a particular wildflower one evening soon. Might I claim your first dance tomorrow night?”

      Eugenia Hillcrest regarded him a long moment. So long that he feared he’d mistaken the nature of her interest in him. He was quite willing to flirt and kiss spinsters, provided they understood he would not seek to ruin or marry them.

      Eventually, she inclined her head. “It would be an honor to dance with you tomorrow night.”

      “We could talk more then, too, about your desire for other amusements,” he offered. He normally avoided spinsters, but he’d make an exception for Eugenia tomorrow night.

      “I would like to talk more about fulfilling your desires as well,” she murmured. “In private.”

      He did his best to keep a straight face, but he wanted to laugh out loud. The best flirtations were the ones kept private, after all, and almost always totally unplanned.
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      Eugenia woke and stretched and became instantly aware that she was not alone. “There are twelve unused bedchambers in this mansion. Why are you both in mine?”

      “Well, you don’t come to mine anymore,” Sylvia complained.

      “That is because the chances of finding a marquess in your bed are so very great.” Eugenia raised her head, grinning. Her cousins were gathered around her, still in their nightclothes, and both seemed wide awake. “What time is it?”

      “A little after one in the afternoon.”

      “Only just past the middle of the day!” She collapsed back upon her pillow. “Could we not have slept till it was almost time for dinner? The bags under my eyes will have bags under them again.”

      “We’re tired, too,” Sylvia promised.

      Eugenia sat up immediately and slid her sleeping cap from her hair, allowing it to tumble down over her shoulders and back as she studied her cousins’ faces. Since coming to live under Wharton’s roof to be of help with the marchioness, they all kept very odd hours. Sleep time was precious and usually guarded well. “What has happened to the marchioness overnight?”

      “Nothing has changed for her, but Aurora couldn’t sleep.”

      Relief swept over Eugenia. It was known that the marchioness’ health fluctuated depending on the day, and sometimes the hour, too. But the news that Aurora couldn’t sleep was disconcerting. “You sleep like the dead unless you have a man on her mind.”

      “I do, but it’s not the usual,” Aurora said and then sighed. “I wish it were as uncomplicated as lusting after the unobtainable.”

      Eugenia narrowed her eyes. “Scarsdale? Or is it Sullivan again?”

      “Scarsdale,” Aurora whispered. “I don’t like that he’s singled me out for attention, even here.”

      “Perhaps he loves you,” Sylvia said with a hopeful expression.

      “Love is not what is on his mind,” Aurora warned. “All of last, he kept hinting at things a proper lady ought not to understand. Even Lord Sullivan caught his meaning, and you both know how dense he can be.”

      Eugenia had missed that last night. Her attention had been too fixed on Mr. Berringer and his distracting nearness. “Did Scarsdale make overtures toward having you?”

      “No, but it’s in his eyes. I fear he’s become infatuated. That’s why we woke you. I hoped I had imagined it.”

      “I’m sorry to say I was distracted by Mr. Berringer’s conversation last night and heard nothing that gave me alarm.”

      “Yes, you did seem more entertained than I was,” Aurora noted. “I had to rely on Lord Sullivan’s tedious conversation about his family to offer a reprieve from Scarsdale.”

      “I could ask Wharton to warn him off,” Sylvia offered.

      “I’d rather not go that far yet. The man is his friend.”

      “And frequently visiting my betrothed here,” Sylvia reminded her. “If you’ve not encouraged Scarsdale, and you don’t use Wharton to keep him at bay, what else can you do to drive him away from your side? You can’t resort to unladylike behavior here. Lord Sullivan won’t always be around to curb any scandalous conversation.”

      “I don’t know what I can do, but it must be something, and soon,” Aurora shivered. “Last night, I couldn’t shake the feeling that he was waiting to pounce on me. Thank heavens Mr. Berringer offered to see Scarsdale home when the evening came to an end. The look in his eyes as he kissed the back of my hand in farewell haunted my dreams and made sleep impossible.”

      Eugenia climbed from her warm bed, pulled on her robe, and then went to her cousin. Aurora sat at the very end, hugging her knees now. Clearly more than a little unnerved. She was the beauty of the family and was no stranger to lustful men devouring her with their eyes. But she really must be frightened if she dreamed of a man she didn’t want. Eugenia embraced her. “We’ll stay together. I won’t let him corner you again. Where you go, I go now, too.”

      Aurora hugged her back, then smiled up at her. “Thank you.”

      “You’ll have me as well,” Sylvia reminded them.

      “But you’re busy with the marchioness so much and…”

      “Scarsdale visits at any hour,” Eugenia murmured, rubbing her cousin’s back when she shivered. “He could easily corner her in the morning room alone.”

      “A pity you cannot always carry a parasol in the house in case you need to beat him with it,” Sylvia suggested with a frustrated laugh. “Oh—if we had our own servants, she might never be surprised by scoundrels.”

      Eugenia nodded slowly. “What is on our agenda for today?”

      “A meal with Lizzy, and fittings.”

      “Fittings?” Both Eugenia and Aurora said, startled.

      “The marchioness insists you both need a new wardrobe. A modiste will come here, and she plans to help with the selection,” Sylvia said with a wince of apology.

      The marchioness, Lizzy, had a great many opinions, most of which had only been imposed upon Sylvia until now. But lately, she’d been commenting on the quality and style of Eugenia’s gowns, and Aurora’s, too.

      “Apparently, we are not acceptably dressed, cousin,” Eugenia said to Aurora, pulling a face in the hope of making her laugh.

      “At least fittings and discussion of fashion will keep all men at arm’s length for today,” Aurora murmured, leaning back against Eugenia.

      It was the days after, at the frequent late-night parties to come, where Scarsdale might seek out their cousin again. If only they did have their own servants in the house. A footman wasn’t much of a deterrent for a libertine with sufficient coin to bribe them away on an errand, but they did have their uses. They could fetch one of them, or the marquess even, to put a stop to any importuning going on.

      They really did need their own loyal servants again. Eugenia regretted allowing their few former employees to be pensioned off by Wharton upon their move into his home.

      She gave Aurora one last squeeze, thinking hard about their options. So many of the decisions they’d made and taken for granted were no longer in their control. She could protest, but she’d lost more battles than she cared to recall since moving here. Was it only a month ago that they’d all moved in? It was starting to feel much longer.

      “She means well,” Sylvia promised, appealing to Eugenia not to make a fuss over the new gowns the marchioness wanted her to have. “She wants you both to be seen as the equal of everyone you meet.”

      Aurora fiddled with her nightgown. “It is kind of her to worry about us, given her poor health.”

      “We’re merely a distraction from the pain,” Eugenia noted, turning to her wash basin and making a sour expression. “Please thank her, but do tell her I couldn’t possibly need another gown.”

      Sylvia sighed. “Why must you always be difficult and try to thwart her plans?”

      “Because a lively debate means more to her than gracious acceptance. She thinks of her own mortality less when she faces my opposition.”

      “You’re evil,” Aurora whispered.

      “It does no good to coddle the sick,” Eugenia said. “I cannot sit about patting her hand or wringing mine, hoping for a swift recovery for her. She wants only
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