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  CHAPTER ONE

  


  A man’s life can change in an instant. Lucian Dorlingsley, Viscount Asquith, heir to the Earl of Finleigh, had heard this aphorism many times, but until that particular August morning, he had never experienced such a profound moment. Not throughout his sheltered childhood at his familial estate. Or during the more arduous years at Harrow and Cambridge. Not even during the long continental tour from which he had just returned.


  Yet here, in the sleepy town of Watersham, where he was stopping briefly with the Colburns on his way home, his life had been rocked down to his very essence.


  “I’m in love, Reggie!” He paced the length of the veranda where they were enjoying an al fresco luncheon. The sky beyond was a cerulean blue and the weather, for once, that rare balance of very English sunshine (and he had now seen enough of the world to know that sunshine had a different quality in different places) tempered by a delicate breeze. In other words, the perfect day to fall in love.


  His friend, the younger brother of the Duke of Orland, looked at him doubtfully, a cautious smirk on his lips.


  “Who is she, then? A Parisian dancer from the opera? An Italian nymph? What paragon did you meet on your travels that has you so bound up in a paroxysm of amorous emotion?”


  Reggie saw the world as one large jest, and on most occasions that was one of his charms. In fact, his boisterous manner was what made him so easy to be around. Often Luc could simply follow him about and be amused without having to put himself forward in any way. It was also, at this moment, the one thing Luc did not need. Not about a matter so serious.


  “No, nothing so cliché as all that. I saw her here in the village this morning. I stopped by the apothecary and there she was.”


  “And did you pledge your undying love to her?”


  Luc shook his head, ignoring Reggie’s exaggerations and persistent humor for a confessional honesty. An honesty that he had with few others, including his sisters. But Reggie had been the foremost companion of his youth, his roommate at Harrow and later at Cambridge. At least for the one year that Reggie attended before he decided the pretense at study was a waste of his time. He’d been gallivanting about London ever since. Still, Luc said the words with shame. “I could hardly approach her.”


  “I shall never understand how such a giant as yourself is one of the most painfully shy men that I know. One would think a Grand Tour would cure you of that.”


  Europe had cured him in many ways. Out of the shadow of his gregarious father, away from the judgments of his usual society, he had been able to be more himself. But now he was back in England, and . . . this was not just any woman.


  “Miss Mansfield, they called her,” he said instead. “Do you know her? Can she be mine?” Not that he had ever thought twice about marriage before this point. He was still young and most of his friends unattached. Yet the idea of such beauty being his . . . His own Botticelli. He looked expectantly at Reggie, but his friend’s usually round, smiling face looked aghast.


  “What? Is she promised to someone already? Are you in love with her, Reggie? Or is Peter?” He tried to calm his sudden fears with levity. “Have I lost my heart to some untouchable?”


  “Untouchable, perhaps,” Reggie choked out, taking a moment to twirl the long hair that fell over his forehead in sandy curls. “I didn’t realize Kate was back from Brighton. But listen, Luc, this one— Forget about her. She might be a success in London these last two seasons, but everyone in these parts knows her for the brat that she is.”


  Brat? Luc couldn’t reconcile that word with the image that still lingered in his mind. Honey-blond hair framing a rosy-cheeked countenance. Eyes as blue as today’s perfect sky. A paragon of quiet English beauty, in fact.


  “She seemed quite well liked. She had a charming smile and manner. Brat seems like an unfair epithet.”


  “Not for Kate, but oh! Perhaps it was Bianca. Your Venus, was she fair or dark?”


  “Fair.”


  “Aha, the mystery is cleared,” Reggie said with a smile, slapping his knee. And then the smile faded. “I would be more than happy to introduce you to Bianca Mansfield, younger sister to the cursed Kate, but it wouldn’t matter in any event. In fact, her father would likely not let you near if he thought you a suitor.”


  “She is taken.” Of course, she would be.


  “Quite the opposite. It’s very clear, Luc, that you know nothing about the family. If you’d been in London these last two years instead of traveling across the continent, you would know all about Catherine.”


  “It isn’t Catherine I want.”


  “But Catherine is unmarried and refuses to allow her sister to have a season this year and upstage her in London.”


  That sounded ridiculous, impossible, and positively Shakespearean.


  “And their father allows this?”


  “Mr. Mansfield has allowed Catherine her own way ever since their mother died. And his current wife seems to support the situation, as well. Not that Bianca has ever been seen to complain. In fact, as best I know, she couldn’t care less and is completely immersed in her books.”


  Books. That little insight added slight shading, a rounded curve to his previous image of her. What kind of books did she prefer to read? Poetry? Minerva’s Press? Greek philosophy? His own preference was modern philosophy. Voltaire, Rousseau, Locke, Herr Kant. Not that he read every word of any given tract. He’d done quite enough of that during his rigorously classical education. No, now he preferred a looser approach, to simply catch the gist of an author’s argument. And really, when it was all about ideas, who needed to have all those extra words?


  “How do you know this?”


  “The servants, of course. I don’t know how your father thinks you’ll ever make a proper earl. You, my friend, are the embodiment of naïveté.”


  A social reticence, Lucian would admit to, but naïveté was a different matter and the words rankled. Especially as Lucian had spent two years abroad gaining a continental education while Reggie had never once left England’s shores.


  Yet, ultimately, the slur to his worldliness aside, Reggie had given much food for thought. Lucian sat down in his chair somewhat dejectedly. Naturally, when Cupid’s arrow finally struck, the object of his desire would be unattainable.


  “I can still introduce you to her,” Reggie offered. “You never do know. Perhaps her father will be so impressed by your ancestry that he will risk strife in his own home.”


  “Thomas Mansfield, that is not how gentlemen sit when they take tea!” Charlotte Smith scolded. Bianca sat up straighter herself at the governess’s strident tones. Not that there was anything wrong with her posture, at least at the moment. Lottie (Bianca had only been allowed to use that familiar name two years earlier) had ensured that over the last ten years.


  “It’s how Father sits,” Thomas rebuffed. He was eight and, ever since recovering from the illness that kept him from attending Eton with his closest friend, he had been increasingly obstreperous. But he was still too weak to be sent off this quarter.


  “If you wish to not be a laughingstock, you will learn basic manners.”


  Wisely, Lottie had not addressed the issue of Bianca’s father, who was a country gentleman through and through, and very happy with his hunting and sport.


  “Go on and read it. It is simply ink on paper and can hardly bite you.” This chastisement was in fact addressed to Bianca, and she looked down at the letter in her hands. While Bianca and Kate were not close, had not been since the day Bianca watched their mother die and been unable to do a thing to stop it from happening, Kate always sent regular letters when she was away from home. They were usually long, and fraught with details about clothing and society events, about people of whom Bianca knew nothing. As if she was taunting her with the life she refused to share.


  Not that Bianca cared.


  In fact, there were only three things in the world that she did care about: books, music, and Thomas. She had decided several years earlier, while still a child, that the rest of her family wasn’t worth worrying about, from her sister’s constant demands and histrionics to her father’s inability to refuse Kate anything.


  Bianca was a fortress, not only physically, thanks to her sister’s decree that she could not enter society until Kate found a mate (the rhyme brought a small smile to Bianca’s lips), but also emotionally. No one and nothing could hurt her if she didn’t care.


  Although she did feel deeply. When she read Mrs. Burney’s Evelina again for the fourteenth time, she still sighed over Lord Orville, preferred him in fact to all the heroes of Miss Austen’s works. Although Mr. Darcy’s letter to Elizabeth never failed to thrill and Captain Wentworth’s final speech to Anne was the epitome of romance.


  Romance that Bianca would never experience. Unless perhaps this letter contained news of Kate having formed a tendre for some gentleman.


  But no, Kate was far too happy flirting and flitting about to settle down just yet. And thus, at nineteen, Bianca was still stuck here at home.


  Not that she would wish to leave Thomas’s side until he was completely mended and off to school. She did love him desperately. In some ways she was more a mother to him than a sister, as his own mother, her stepmother, was always off accompanying Kate, from London to Brighton to Bath and back to London. Henrietta had knowingly married a country gentleman but she refused to remain in the country herself.


  With a sigh, Bianca unfolded the missive. The mere sight of the familiar script sent dread seeping down her body.


  She skimmed the letter, only registering a few lines here and there.


  The Season is over and next week we shall move to Brighton, where we are staying with our cousins, the Plimptons.


  Their mother’s family. Bianca had only met them once as their mother had not been close with her siblings. However, she had never felt one of them. Kate, who had inherited her dark hair and eyes from that side of the family, had always seemed to fit in.


  I hope Brighton is its usual effervescent self. It will be such a relief to enjoy the sea air after all those months in London. London is wonderful and diverting, but a change of scene is very welcome.


  Not that Bianca had ever experienced a change of scene, which Kate knew very well.


  And without the eternal presence of our neighbor, as His Grace usually chooses to return home this time of year.


  Peter Colburn, the Duke of Orland. Whom Kate disliked for some unknown reason. She never failed to post some snippety snippet about him in her letters.


  I look forward to Christmastide and seeing you again. It has, as usual, been too long.


  Bianca had a very faint memory from early childhood of toddling behind her sister, looking up at her in the hazy sunshine. Loving her.


  Sometimes she longed for that falsely idyllic image. Longed for an older sister the same way she missed her mother.


  Sometimes she longed for a mother.


  Which Henrietta, her stepmother, would never be. No, Kate, in her usual way, had demanded all of the attention. Even before her sister had actively been antagonistic toward Bianca. And thus there was only Thomas. And Lottie.


  Thank goodness for Lottie.


  There were other homes, she knew, where there was a more conscious separation between master and servant. Indeed, between the regular staff, the parlor maids and footmen and so forth, yes, there was. But as her governess, Lottie was simply part of the family. And in many ways, the entirety of Bianca’s family.


  P.S. If Mr. Buncombe comes calling, you should decline his suit by reminding him you may not marry before me!


  Bianca read that last with a mixture of disgust and anger. Disgust because she would never consider marrying the much older, newly widowed Mr. Buncombe. Yes, his was one of the first families of the area, but his daughters were older than she and all already married. She didn’t need that ridiculous proclamation to keep her safe. All the reference did was make her burn with resentment. Just as she had burned for two years, despite her efforts to not worry about the things she could not control.


  It had been the end of Kate’s first London season. Those four months had been the most pleasant of Bianca’s life in years. But then, in usual Kate fashion, her sister had come home for one week and turned Bianca’s world upside down. Kate had been in a rage from the first moment she walked into the house and no one had been safe. Bianca’s clothes were ugly, her posture slouched, she smelled of fish (yes, she had just returned with her angling rod). And when Bianca, excited for her own incipient season, dared to ask how Kate’s season had been, for details that were not in her sister’s letters, the infamous proclamation was made.


  “You’ll have to wait for your season, Bianca. You shan’t marry before me!”


  Terrified that her sister actually meant the flippant words, Bianca had said nothing more on the matter. After all, Kate was stubborn and would likely dig her heels in out of spite if pushed. But at the dressmaker several days later, the proclamation was reiterated. Then, after much ado, supported by their step-mother, upheld by their father, Bianca’s fate sealed. Choices about her life made by everyone but she.


  In a world where she could not control much of anything. Where she couldn’t stop her mother from dying . . .


  She shook the thoughts away, invoked the peace of the stream, of focusing on the perfection of the cast. Found a sense of calm determination and looked up at Lottie.


  “It is much the same. A pretense at sisterly affection while teasing me with the life she will not share. I do not see why you insist I read these.” And as she said those words, she realized that was one thing she didn’t have to do. She crumpled the letter up decisively. “In fact, I won’t anymore. That is the very last one.”


  There was something freeing about that decision. A bittersweet freedom.


  But she was nineteen, and she refused to live her life any longer according to her sister’s whims.


  


   


  


  CHAPTER TWO

  


  Anticipation was causing havoc with Luc’s palms. They were damp. Thank goodness for gloves. Ostensibly, he and Reggie were riding to Hopford Manor to invite the family to dinner, but it was entirely possible that he would meet Miss Mansfield. Bianca.


  A groom took their horses, and once dismounted, Luc wondered if he smelled too much of horse, if the breeze had disheveled his hair in the least artful way possible.


  He had never overly cared for his appearance, after all, when one was as large as he was, one was never in fashion. Unless for war, and Luc had the pleasure of coming of age in a time of nascent peace. At least between England and France.


  But now, perhaps it mattered.


  He almost hoped that they did not see her today. That the first official meeting was two days hence at the Orland estate.


  From the drive of Hopford Manor, Luc could see where the relatively new neoclassical mansion had been connected to an older medieval manor house. He had visited more than his fair share of country estates over the years, though admittedly the majority were on the Continent and in a more European style, and had come to appreciate the details of architecture. Hopford was an unexceptional example of the revival of all things ancient and Greek.


  As the front door opened, the interior appeared similarly unexceptional yet pleasing to the eye. No ornate Rococo frivolity here.


  “Good afternoon, Lord Reginald,” the butler greeted Reggie and ushered them into the hall.


  “Miss Smith, it seems a strange request.” Luc could hear the booming voice clearly from beyond an open door to their left. He refrained from peering in, even though he longed for a preview of the man he needed to impress.


  “To you, as well, Edwards. Is Sir Richard at home?” Reggie asked with a bit of his usual smirk, which confirmed for Luc that the male voice they had heard was indeed Sir Richard Mansfield.


  “Sir Richard,” a female was saying, presumably Miss Smith, “he needs a tutor. A male tutor. One who can provide him with an education in the classics.”


  “I shall see,” the butler said with full awareness of the ridiculousness of his words, when it was obvious to everyone Sir Richard was in the house merely footsteps away.


  They watched Edwards enter the adjoining room. Luc took a deep breath, straightened his body, tried to suggest confidence from his stance. To seem the sort of man any father would wish for his daughter.


  “You taught Kate and Bianca Latin, mathematics, French, natural sciences—”


  “Yes. It is not that I cannot teach Thomas, but that he would benefit from a male. He feels very keenly what he is missing by staying at home, and resents learning from a female.”


  “Lord Reginald Colburn is here to see you, sir. With a friend.”


  A friend. He hadn’t given his name. A faux pas before he even met Mr. Mansfield. But then, he calmed himself, the butler had not asked, either.


  When Reggie turned to him with sparkling eyes, a frisson of tension curled in Luc’s gut. He’d seen that look dozens of times before and always just before his friend dragged them both into some scheme likely to get them in trouble, whether with the headmaster at Harrow, the faculty at Cambridge, their parents, or any other authorities.


  “Whatever you are thinking—” The entrance of the butler stopped his warning, but did not dim Reggie’s grin.


  “Don’t worry, Luc,” he said in a whisper as they followed the butler toward the distant voices. “I’ve a brilliant idea. Guaranteed to let you get to know your lady. Follow my lead.”


  As they reached the door to what would presumably be Mansfield’s study, an older woman in a severe blue gown exited. She gave them the most cursory of glances before continuing on her way. From her outfit and the overheard conversation, Luc presumed this Miss Smith was the woman who had raised Bianca and Catherine, and now Thomas. If he were a more strategically minded man, he would befriend the governess and gain insight into Bianca’s innermost desires, into the best way to woo her.


  In fact, Luc was quite good at strategy. Where he failed was in putting that strategy into action. The very idea of speaking to Bianca was terrifying. What if he said something stupid or banal? What if she thought him a hulking clod? What if with one utterance he ruined any chance he had?


  The thoughts were crippling to action. Better to love and admire from afar. And yet . . . here he was, in her home, about to be introduced to her father.


  He had thought himself cured of his reticence, but apparently when the stakes were high, he was still beset by that failing.


  Luc had enjoyed the grand scale of Paris, the palazzos and warrens of Venice, the more humble beauty of Prague, and yet, there was something absolutely comforting about Mansfield’s study. It was a bastion of the country gentleman, with classic hunting green the primary color, wood-paneled walls and deer’s heads masquerading as trophies.


  Mansfield himself was very like the room. Portly and tall, though not quite as tall as Luc, his thinning blond hair clumped in tufts about his head, his eyes a pale shadow of the vibrant blue of his daughter’s.


  “Colburn, good to see you,” Mansfield said, rising from his chair behind the large wooden desk that took center stage in the room. Reggie strode forward and shook the man’s hand. “How are your brother and Lady Orland?”


  “Peter is in London dealing with business. He should be back any day now. Mum is doing very well. In fact, I came by to invite the family to dinner, but I couldn’t help overhear that you are in need of a tutor for Thomas.”


  “Offering up yourself?” Mansfield ribbed with a chuckle. “Your mum despaired of all your scrapes when you were away at school.”


  Luc listened attentively, trying to determine Reggie’s newest scheme.


  “Hah, no. My Greek is barbaric at best. But I happen to be accompanied today by Mr. Dore, who recently returned from acting as companion and tutor to my good friend, Earnest Bunbury. He’d be a perfect candidate for the position. Excelled at Cambridge.”


  Mr. Dore?


  “Really?” Mansfield peered at Luc, who struggled to keep calm at the fiction. This was a drastic mistake. He should never have let Colburn act on any of his ideas. As Mansfield had said, Reggie’s years at Harrow had been spotted by any number of pranks. In fact, their friendship had always been one of complete opposites than of kindred spirits.


  And what manner of man would inflict such a masquerade upon an unwitting family?


  An awkward silence gathered, and Luc realized they were both awaiting some response from him. He glanced at Reggie, who gave the slightest jut of his chin in encouragement.


  “I did, indeed, recently return from a Grand Tour of the old fashion.” Luc was appalled even as he voiced the words. “I assure you I am fluent in Italian, French, German, and Modern Greek, as well as well versed in the classics—”


  “Enough, Mr. Dore. Lord Reginald’s word is good enough for me.”


  Relief warred with unease. After all, Luc was as learned as he had said, but there was a vast difference between that and imparting said knowledge. Moreover, he wanted only to be a suitor, not a tutor.


  Despite all of that, he found himself agreeing to the employment, effective as soon as morning. It was a terrible idea, but there was something insidiously thrilling about the knowledge that within twenty-four hours he would be sharing a roof with the love of his life.


  The morning proved overcast and chilly, threatening to rain. Appropriate for Luc’s emotions. His pulse raced as he returned to Hopford Manor. He was anxious about everything, from his wardrobe to his horse. Whereas the day before he had worried because the few clothes he had brought with him were a product of a misunderstanding with the new London tailor that had been recommended to him. Now, rather than being embarrassed about the places where they gaped and clung, he worried that the fine cloth was not appropriate to his supposedly lowly status. Surely, under closer inspection, everyone would know him for a fraud. Despite some abominable accommodations on the Continent, and a rather democratic philosophy of mingling with the locals, he was no servant. Certainly no tutor, though he had studied with a half-dozen over the last three years. Become fluent in a handful of languages, learned something of an appreciation for art and music, for architecture and the interplay of history and geography. The travels had done for him what no amount of classical education in the prison of Harrow could do. But a boy of eight such as his young charge would need to learn mathematics, Latin and Greek, natural science and geography. Perhaps draftsmanship, as well. Those were the disciplines that would hold him in good stead when he joined his peers at school.


  Regardless of Luc’s knowledge, imparting it to someone else was another matter entirely. One far more suited to his companion during his travels, Jasper Delacroix. They had parted ways in London.


  He rode up to the front door and then, as he handed his horse to a groom, wondered if he were not supposed to present himself to the servants’ entrance. In the end, he lifted his satchel (luckily he had sent his trunks on to his estate from London) and greeted the butler, who did not seem to think anything amiss. Good. It would likely be harder to fool the staff than the family. He winced at his thoughts. The word fool was dishonorable.


  “Mr. Mansfield wishes you to attend him.”


  The butler ushered him into a room brightly lit by the morning sun.


  And there she was, that honey-gold hair bright like the halo of an angel. It took a moment for him to force his gaze away and notice the other occupants of the table: her father, a young boy who was presumably Thomas Mansfield, and Miss Smith, whom he recognized from the day before.


  “Have you eaten already, Mr. Dore? Come join us?” The invitation took him aback for a moment even though Reggie had suggested that Mr. Mansfield was notoriously informal, especially when his wife was away from home, which was most of the year. “Meet my family.”


  This, too, was rare. Until he was nearly twelve years of age, Luc had taken his meals with his tutors and nannies. Perhaps there had been the occasional quiet dinner without guests, or the nights when he was paraded about like a trained monkey. But Thomas sat at the breakfast table as if this family gathering were a regular occurrence. Would he, as well, be expected to share his meals with the family?


  He resisted wiping at his dry eyes. This morning had been the first in ages that he had awoken before ten. But he needed to adjust to country hours, and to the hours of the schoolroom, which were considerably more rigid than the schedule of a gentleman on his Grand Tour.


  It was far too early for him to even consider food under usual circumstances, but nonetheless, Luc took the seat proffered him, next to Bianca.


  He shook. Or at least his hands did. Hopefully, the slight tremor was undetectable. But . . . he was inches from her and forced to look only dispassionately in greeting. To pay more attention to her younger brother, his new charge.


  After all, he was no longer Viscount Asquith, entitled to respect due that honorific. He was essentially a servant, and a servant did not long for the daughter of the house.


  But, of course, he did.


  It was a relief when Mr. Mansfield drew his attention to her with introductions and he had an actual excuse to look at her.


  “Bianca, this is Mr. Dore, Thomas’s new tutor. Mr. Dore, my daughter.”


  “A pleasure, Miss Mansfield,” he said, taking the opportunity to study her. She was so close to him, and at this minor distance, he could see that the smoothness of her skin was no trick of light and shadow. She had a beauty mark at the top of her cheek, and her pink lips were full and wide and made his own itch to know their touch.


  “Welcome to Hopford, Mr. Dore.”


  Her voice. Prior to that moment he had loved her only from afar, but now . . . her voice was sweetness itself, slightly husky. The sort of voice that melted over a man’s skin. Not that he’d ever heard a voice like that before. But now he had. It fit her perfectly.


  “And our governess, Miss Charlotte Smith. She has been in charge of Thomas’s education until now.”


  Charlotte Smith was a thin sparrow of a woman. In that realm of indeterminate age, in which he could as easily believe her to be merely a few years older than him or two decades. Her brown curls sprung about her head, the sort that a brush would only make worse, and her pale eyes studied him critically and he rather suspected he was coming up short. Although that could simply be his own bias, as he had a young man’s usual aversion to governesses and other figures of schoolroom authority.


  Nonetheless, it would do him well to be in her good graces as she had nearly raised Bianca and her opinion was likely influential.


  Luc nodded his head toward her. “I am certain I will need much of your guidance and assistance in the transition.”


  “I will do my best to help you however you need,” Miss Smith said graciously. Yet he still felt that he was lacking in her estimation. Perhaps it was the deception that made him oversensitive.


  “And last, my son and your new pupil, my little Thomas.”


  “I’m not little, Papa,” the boy protested.


  However, unlike his father and half sister, Thomas was a small child. Luc hadn’t been around any since he was one himself, and he wasn’t certain what an eight-year-old should look like. The boy was thin, too, and pale and had the same coloring as Bianca and her father, though, Luc understood from Reggie’s description of the family, he was a half-sibling,.


  Who was staring at him with wide, fascinated eyes. And seemed on the verge of a question but held his tongue.


  “Compared to Mr. Dore, you certainly are,” Bianca quipped and Luc flushed. Half with pleasure that she was aware of him, half with embarrassment. As he always had been about his towering size.


  “Quite right,” Mr. Mansfield agreed with a laugh. “You cut a rather imposing figure, Mr. Dore. Miss Smith tells me that my son can be rambunctious and disobedient in the schoolroom. I’ve never seen any evidence of that myself.” The words were laced with humor. “But perhaps you can manage him.”


  “Very funny, Papa.” Thomas rolled his eyes.


  Mansfield reached out to ruffle his son’s hair, and the boy squirmed in his chair till he was just out of reach. It was clear he doted on his son.


  “We’ll frighten Mr. Dore away with such talk,” Miss Smith said with a smile, levity lightening the governess’s stern façade.


  Luc laughed. As he’d already embroiled himself in this suspect escapade, nothing could now frighten him away. Not when the woman of his dreams was sitting right next to him.


  It was impolite to stare, but regardless both Thomas and she did so. Lottie did so, as well, but far more discreetly. However, Bianca knew her governess well. Those downcast lashes concealed a sharp perusal, one that Bianca had been the focus of many a time. And now she was using that technique to study the new tutor, who was quite possibly the tallest man Bianca had ever met. He towered several inches over her father and a good half a head above her, at least. In fact, she felt petite and slight in his shadow, something she had never felt before. Unlike Kate, who took after their late mother, Bianca took after their father. But Mr. Dore possessed an athletic build, like some ancient Olympian. His proximity and great height made it difficult for her to notice other details, and instead she formed a vague impression: shaggy brown hair, a prominent nose in a broad face, slightly ill-fitted clothing that was still of good quality, as if originally made for someone other than he. Bianca’s own clothes, a joint effort of the village seamstress and herself, were sewn to her proportions but no more elegantly made.


  “Henrietta and Catherine are off to Brighton,” her father said.


  She should have expected that her father would discuss the letters they had all received the day before. And even if she chose to ignore hers, it would still be a topic of conversation. As usual.


  “My eldest daughter,” he continued, filling Mr. Dore in.


  “Yes, Lord Reginald did mention her.”


  Bianca smirked. There at least she could find some sympathy. She knew Reggie didn’t hold Kate in any particular regard. No, as neighbors they were too close to keep bad behavior secret. If only Kate’s bad behavior wasn’t continually rewarded.


  “Henrietta is particularly eager for the sea air.”


  “I’ve never been to the sea,” Thomas informed Mr. Dore. “Have you?”


  “Yes, many a time. And many seas. My favorite—”


  “Perhaps we should join them,” Bianca interrupted, half-surprised that the words were actually coming out of her mouth, but it was time. Time to stop accepting everything and to confront her father. As much as she loved him, neither of them could live their lives in fear of Kate, in hopes of keeping a peaceful home. This was barely Kate’s home, in any event, as she only resided at the manor a mere handful of weeks a year. “I’m certain Henrietta would love your company.”


  Her father frowned. Sent her a disappointed glare, as if he were hurt and dismayed that she would even bring up the possibility.


  “There’ll be time for that soon enough, Bianca. You’ll be off to London this coming spring.”


  “That’s optimistic of you, Papa, but I shall hold you to that.”


  “You’ll need a new wardrobe,” Lottie added, helpfully. “It’s never too soon to start planning for one’s first Season. We’ll have to hire a new ladies’ maid for you.”


  “What’s wrong with Sarah?” Bianca asked referring to the upstairs maid who also doubled as Bianca’s Abigail.


  “Oh you’ll be wanting a ladies’ maid who is well versed in all the styles and trends of the current season,” Mr. Dore interjected. “I know that my valet studied continental fashions for months before our journey.”


  “Your valet?” Lottie said sharply.


  Her question made Bianca realize just how odd it was that an impoverished gentleman would have a valet.


  “Mr. Bunbury’s valet,” Mr. Dore corrected. “Although he was kind enough to share Geoffrey’s services.”


  “Exactly,” her father said. “You will share Henrietta’s maid when you go to London.”


  Bianca had imagined numerous times what it would be like to go to London for a Season, but in each of those times she couldn’t quite envision it in the company of her stepmother. While Henrietta was unobjectionable, that was purely because she was so often absent. Even before she and Kate had begun their two-year circuit of the social centers of England, her father’s second wife had been nearly absent in Bianca’s life. Partly that was Bianca’s own fault. As much as she loved Thomas, she hadn’t wanted a mother to attempt to replace the one she had loved.


  Kate hadn’t had any such qualms. Naturally. How different they were. That two siblings could be so opposite had always puzzled and amazed her.


  But it didn’t matter. Nothing about Kate was her concern anymore.


  


   


  


  CHAPTER THREE

  


  For the first day after he arrived, she stayed away from the schoolroom. She wasn’t entirely certain what strange shyness had seized her, but she remembered clearly the moment their eyes had met during breakfast. She had felt . . . unsettled. Overly aware of him, especially as he sat beside her. Thus, instead of her usual routine, she crossed the fields on the southern border of the property to visit her friend, Alice Lovell.


  Watersham had always been a small community, surrounded by seven notable estates. Fairview, Hopford Manor, Sir Julian Lovell’s estate, the Buncombes, the Dunnetts, the Brooks, and a minor estate belonging to the Marquess of Penforth, which was rarely visited by the Marquess’s family. In fact, the only times Bianca had ever seen any of them was when they were all invited to a dance at the Fairview, which was the country seat of the Duke of Orland. The Colburns, on the other hand, had shockingly little of the superiority of other well-born families. Or rather, Lady Orland and her sons did not. The late Duke of Orland had been rather intimidating.


  As such a small community, Watersham was immensely safe, but it also offered a limited society of young women of a similar age. Alice was only a year younger than Bianca and, as a result, the two had become friends. However, they had such different temperaments that Bianca often wondered if they would have been friends if their governesses had not conspired to bring them together often. Even now, Alice was chattering on about the new ribbons she’d ordered from London. Admittedly, the red velvet would look fabulous on the chip bonnet against which she was holding it. It wasn’t that Bianca didn’t care about fashion. It simply wasn’t as interesting as a dozen other activities with which she could spend her time.


  “What do you think of John Dunnett?” Alice asked as she placed the ribbon aside and reached for the newest edition of La Belle Assemblee, which had just arrived from London that week.


  John Dunnett, oldest son of the Dunnett family, was a year younger than Alice and about to start Oxford. Over the years, they’d all been thrown together at the occasional “children’s” balls. He was athletic and handsome, but a boy at seventeen was not focused on love and marriage the way a girl was. Other than practicing flirtation, there was little point in forming any sort of tender for someone like John. At the same time, the community had been decimated by the Napoleonic wars and local assemblies were low on eligible men ready to settle down.


  “I think he’s—”


  “Yes, I know he’s young,” Alice said. “But it isn’t as if I’m going to marry him. At least, not yet, and not likely. But he’s grown at least three inches since last summer. And his muscles bulge. He must be quite the athlete. I bet he kisses divinely.”


  Bianca laughed.


  Alice batted her lashes. “Take the bet, would you? Then I have a reason, no, a mission, to discover how he kisses.”


  “I’m not making that bet.”


  “Pfft,” Alice dismissed her. “You’re no fun at all.”


  For a moment they worked on reworking last year’s hats in companionable silence.


  “What about Thomas’s new tutor? Is he handsome?”


  “He’s a tutor.”


  “He’s a man. And young, I hear. Come, fill me in.”


  That was Alice’s minimum criteria. She was interested in any young man, be he butcher or prince. She often compared it to being a connoisseur of art, only she appreciated the male species.


  “He is tall,” Bianca said grudgingly, imagining Mr. Dore as she had seen him just that morning at breakfast. She had been inordinately aware of how tall and broad he was. Sitting next to him, he seemed to take up so much space. “And his shoulders . . .”


  “Broad? Muscular?” Alice sighed with pleasure. “What color is his hair, his eyes? Does he have a cleft in his chin?”


  “Brown. I don’t know. And no.”


  She hadn’t really had much of a chance to look at him despite their proximity. But she had been aware of him. How could one not be aware of such a giant? Or of a newcomer to one’s home?


  “And? What is he like?”


  Bianca sighed and pushed the thought of him to the side, just like she did everything else that had to do with Watersham. Her life wouldn’t really begin until she hit London. Until Kate married.


  “He’s a tutor. What does it matter?”


  After breakfast, Luc was shown to his room, a small chamber just a few steps away from the schoolroom. It was neither the meanest nor plainest of places in which he had ever stayed. There had been that boardinghouse on the border of the relatively new principality of Serbia, an excursion not on the original agenda but half the charm of a Grand Tour was throwing detailed plans away and simply following one’s wont. Regardless, he would be comfortable enough in this narrow room with its narrow bed.


  He put away his belongings and then went to the schoolroom where Miss Smith and Thomas were in the midst of a lesson on geography. Silence met his entrance as they both stared at him. Miss Smith’s gaze was no less assessing than it had been in the morning room. She would not be easy to impress. He focused his attention on the boy.


  “Well, then,” he said, clapping his hands, remembering the gesture from teachers during his own schoolboy days. “I thought today I would observe.” He had formulated the plan overnight, designed to give him time to acclimate to his new position.


  Miss Smith smiled thinly. “An admirable idea.”


  Despite her words, he had the distinct impression she didn’t care for him. The dislike could hardly be due to professional jealousy as he had overheard her the very day before asking Mr. Mansfield to hire a male tutor. Which Luc was. Or was pretending to be. Not the male part.


  Maybe she suspected.


  “I find observation is the key to all manner of study.” Now he sounded pompous, and the little boy was looking distinctly disappointed. As if he didn’t care for his new tutor, either. This was not the best way to begin his employment, or to make a good impression on Bianca. “What do you observe, Thomas?”


  “About what?”


  “About what, Mr. Dore,” Miss Smith corrected.


  “About anything. When you go outside to . . . what do you like to do, Thomas?”


  “Fish. I like to fish.”


  “Very well.” Unfortunately, that was one pastime Luc knew very little about. “When you are out there . . . fishing . . . you decide if you have found a promising spot how?”


  “We always go to the same spot. The stream has plenty of trout.”


  “So you know because you repeat the experiment again and again and get the same result. How would you determine if a different spot had a good supply of fish?”


  “I’d ask my father?”


  Luc laughed. “What if you were by yourself?”


  Thomas’s forehead crinkled as he thought. “I suppose I’d observe.”


  “Observation is very good,” Luc agreed. “For example, today I am observing you and Miss Smith so that I know best how to teach you.”


  Miss Smith laughed and Luc relaxed a bit inside. His very first lesson taught. That hadn’t been so bad after all.


  The day passed painfully slow. He had hoped teaching would not be as interminably boring as he remembered being the student to be. Instead, the day was stressful, as if he were still a student about to undergo exams. At some point during each lesson, Miss Smith turned to him and asked him to elaborate on some small detail. Thankfully none had been about anything he did not know, but there had been a close call with a discussion of Pompeii. Luc had avoided providing the specific year of Mount Vesuvius’s eruption by describing his experience when he visited the archaeological site.


  That offered only brief respite from the agony of his return to the schoolroom, and from being so close to the object of his affections and yet so far. However, after lunch, when he learned Bianca had left to visit a friend and was not expected until the next morning, the rest of the day was like walking through Vesuvian lava.


  Not that he had anything against Thomas.


  In fact, the next day, when Miss Smith left them to their own devices for the morning, Luc started to relax. No longer performing for show, Luc found himself appreciating details of Latin over which he had despaired as a youth. Somehow everything was much easier and it was strange to think it had ever been difficult for him. Better yet, Thomas was clearly intimidated and impressed, and it was fun having a young boy look up to him.


  It was just after lunch, after realizing that once again a day would pass without so much as a glimpse of Bianca because she was attending the dinner at the Colburn house to which Reggie had invited the Mansfields but not their new tutor (an ironic injustice that knifed at Luc incessantly), it occurred to Luc that he could mine Thomas for information. Surely Thomas would have insights into Bianca’s likes and dislikes, dreams and more.


  “Does your sister like lavender biscuits as much as you?” he asked over tea.


  Thomas shook his head. “Much more. Bianca loves anything sweet. Miss Smith says she keeps the sugar trade afloat.”


  “Is there anything else she particularly likes?”


  “Books.”


  “Any hobbies?”


  Luckily Thomas didn’t seem to identify this interchange as out of the ordinary and as the interrogation it so clearly (to Luc) was.


  He thought of the pastries he’d tasted in Vienna, Budapest, and Paris, each more decadent than the last. And there was a little patisserie in London that made a decent effort of his favorite tortes and cakes. If he were not pretending to be an impoverished tutor, he’d send for a box of delicacies with which to woo Bianca.


  Over the course of the afternoon, he peppered in a dozen or so little questions. And by the end of dinner he knew that Bianca preferred cocoa to tea, loved anything a particular shade of yellow, enjoyed walking across the property and the three-mile walk into town (which Thomas didn’t like as much). She hated to be confined for too long and even if the weather was bad, would often take a turn in the garden.


  Her closest confidante was Alice Lovell and Miss Smith let her call her Lottie. The one time Thomas had attempted the familiar address, he’d been punished for impertinence.


  He knew all sorts of details about Bianca Mansfield, but he was bereft of what he wanted most, the pleasure of her company.


  Dinner was the same as usual. Except . . . now there was Mr. Dore. Sitting on the other side of Thomas, recounting to her father how bright he thought her brother was. Buttering him up.


  Smart to do that, she supposed.


  “You didn’t come today,” Thomas said accusingly. “We always go fishing on Thursdays.”


  She frowned. It was Thursday, wasn’t it? She’d completely forgotten. “You have your new tutor, Tom. You could hardly skip lessons.”


  “But I want to go fishing with you. Can we go tomorrow?”


  She shot a look at Mr. Dore, who was watching her rather intently. She flushed. “I hardly know. Mr. Dore? Will he have time tomorrow?”


  “Please?” Thomas begged his tutor before sending pleading eyes at Bianca. “And can Mr. Dore come? I promised I’d teach him about fish.”


  Bianca raised an eyebrow. That was a rather manipulative little technique to try and get his tutor to agree. “And here I thought he was to tutor you.” She slanted a glance at the new tutor.


  “Master Thomas speaks highly of the time he spends with his sister.”


  It was the first time, other than being introduced, that he addressed her directly. There was something about his voice, the precise, cultured deep tones that, partnered with his tall, large physique, made her want to look at him a little bit longer.


  Which she did.


  He was looking at her a little bit longer, too.


  Bianca glanced at Lottie, who raised an eyebrow, her version of what she considered to be indelicate shrugs.


  After wanting life to be different for so long, suddenly everything was changing. Yes, she was part of that, but there was another part that was entirely outside of her control. Unease fluttered in Bianca’s belly with a quiet mix of fear and anticipation. “Very well, then,” she agreed. “Fishing on Friday it is.”


  After breakfast, Lottie pulled her aside, clearly upset by something. It was unusual for her erstwhile governess to show any strong emotion whatsoever.


  “I don’t like it. He’s hiding something.”


  “Who? Thomas?”


  “Mr. Dore.”


  Was there any weight to Lottie’s concerns? True, Mr. Dore was like no tutor Bianca had ever seen before, but then again, her only exposure to tutors were the ones who had worked for the Colburns.


  “He came highly recommended. Granted, from Lord Reginald, but nonetheless.”


  “When I suggested your father hire a male tutor, I did not mean for him to pick the first one who walked by!” Lottie said. “And yet your father, ever looking to walk the easiest path, did just that.”


  Bianca bristled at the insult to her father. She wasn’t blind. She knew the man had failings, his inability to say no to Kate being one of them, but it was hardly Lottie’s place to point them out. Then she felt bad for the very thought. True, Lottie was employed by them, but she was nearly family. Perhaps, though Lottie had suggested the change, she had expected a slower transition. To have time to make plans for her future.


  Her future. Lottie would likely be moving on soon. After ten years. After being more of a mother to Bianca than her own mother and stepmother and more of a friend than her sister. Lottie’s duties were of necessity fewer now. Bianca hardly needed a governess for anything other than propriety, and when Thomas left for Eton, Lottie would be completely superfluous. Assuming Bianca was out in society with her stepmother by then. Not that one could assume that with Kate as a sister.


  Lottie could always act as Bianca’s companion.


  After years of nothing happening at all, too much was changing too fast. Or maybe it was simply that Bianca was changing inside. Growing up, restless, no longer content to wait on someone else’s whim. No longer needing to keep the peace.


  “Will you be my companion when I do have a Season?” she asked, following her thoughts, the original impetus nearly forgotten.


  Lottie looked surprised. “I imagine so,” she said slowly. “We shall see, when the time comes, what your father and stepmother choose to do.”


  Bianca nodded, feeling tremulously near tears but unsure why.


  Lottie stared at her, and then offered a tight smile. “I shall see you at dinner. I must go discuss Thomas’s schedule with Mr. Dore.”


  


   


  


  CHAPTER FOUR

  


  It was cold on Friday morning. And early. No one had any business being up at this hour, let alone exerting themselves out of the house. Luc hunched in his overcoat, despite the fact that it was summer, the warmest time of the year. Of course, he would have to fall in love with a woman enamored of the outdoors. In the morning.


  He liked the outdoors, too, by horseback, at a decent hour. After one had slept off the excesses of the night before. Not that he’d had any excesses last night, but he could still feel the effects of the night before that, when the disappointment of not seeing Bianca had sent him in the direction of a large quantity of brandy. He’d only considered afterward that a tutor probably should not be helping himself to the stock of spirits kept in the library.


  Regardless, Thomas was far too lively. Bianca was far too cheery, as well. Perhaps she was not perfect.


  Admittedly, this spot on the stream that edged the Mansfield estate was lovely. All dewy green grass and sparkling water. Sunshine filtering through a perfect haze.


  And Thomas digging his elbow into Luc’s thigh as he tried to explain about the fishing pole.


  He kept starting and stopping his explanation, getting flustered much the way he had the day before when Miss Smith had asked him to explain to Luc how he knew that four times three was twelve.


  Finally the little boy stopped, took a deep breath, and turned to him with a furrowed brow.


  “It’s best if my sister teaches you, I think. She fishes better than anyone I know. Even better than Father.”


  “Is that so?” Luc eyed her speculatively. Fishing certainly wasn’t a talent he had ever imagined her possessing. A fair hand at a canvas or an instrument, perhaps, or a pretty singing voice and a knowledge of French. But she was currently handing her brother an ugly bit of matter, of which he could only distinguish a feather, without the slightest quiver of disgust.


  Bianca laughed. “It is, though my father would never admit to it.”


  He averted his eyes from the thing hanging from her fingers and focused on her beautiful eyes. Yes. That was why he was here. “So will you? Teach me?”


  “Yes.” But she sounded a bit reserved.


  Thomas grinned, grabbed his angle-rod and bucket, and ran off a few feet to take his position by the stream’s bank.


  “The hardest part is knowing what to use when,” she cautioned, expertly fitting the fly as bait to the hook of the angle-rod. “Some people think this barbaric, but it really is no different from hunting.” She handed him the rod and he took it with false confidence. When she turned from him to outfit her own rod, he glanced to where Thomas stood casting his line into the water for a hint of how to go about the activity.


  Then out of the corner of his eye he caught Bianca matter-of-factly lifting up the hem of her dress and fastening it up to little hooks in the side of the garment that he hadn’t previously noticed. But the hooks hardly mattered to him when he could now admire the curve of her stocking-clad calf, the lovely indent of her ankle.


  When Bianca picked up her rod again and turned toward the stream, he quickly averted his eyes.


  He took a deep breath and swung the rod. The line sailed and plunked down in the water, sending up a spray of water. A small spurt of satisfaction filled him. Not so bad. He could do this.


  “Oh no!” She was next to him in an instant. “Not like that. You’ll scare off all the trout. Now come here. Carefully.”


  He followed her a few steps into the stream, wincing at the squishing of his leather boots through water. This would be the ruin of them.


  “Mr. Dore, this isn’t a game of cricket. You mustn’t think of it as swinging or bowling. Although, perhaps a little bit,” she amended. “Angling is . . . is about peace and elegance . . . and calm. One’s mind clears in focusing on the arc of the cast and the way the line, the fly, falls onto the water. Here, stand behind me. Let me show you.”


  He handed over his rod happily, taking position a mere step behind her. She kept speaking, describing in great and rather poetic detail about the art of this sport, but the words washed over him, like the sound of the water lapping against the stream’s bank. He was all too aware of her, of her scent, her heat. The way her dress, hiked up to keep the hem from dragging in the mud and water, brushed against his leg, a lock of her hair against his arm. Not that he could feel those strands of hair, but he saw them. Wanted to run the silk of it across bare fingers. He turned his face slightly so that he could look down at her face.


  Her head tilted up. Blue eyes met his.


  His breath caught in his chest.


  She looked away.


  Took a step back.


  His cheeks felt hot and he focused on the pole, on the line he’d flung into the water. On the ripples that suggested fish might be near.


  Out of the periphery of his vision, he saw her pick up her own pole, heard the zing of the line being thrown.


  “So tell me, Mr. Dore,” she said, her tone light. “What were your plans had you not taken this position?”


  “I was headed home,” he admitted, quite truthfully. “I haven’t seen my family in nearly three years.”


  “And now it shall be longer.”


  “Yes. Longer.” But worth it, he hoped. He had sent his parents a letter explaining his prolonged absence. Not, of course, the details of this odd situation, but that he would be a few weeks more. A few weeks, surely, would be long enough to have given love its chance.


  Although, standing here with Bianca was nothing like the perfect image he had envisioned. Yes, there had been grass in some of his daydreamed moments. Picnics with her hair entangled in his fingers, her dress spread out over a blanket. But in those visions they never talked. There was nothing beneath the beautiful veneer of their imagined love.


  This . . . sitting here on the damp earth was real. How did one move this awkward conversation toward that idyllic place?


  “But fortuitous. A man should not be without some manner of employment.” Of course, the type of employment a gentleman should take on was that of entertainment, such as gambling and hunting. Painting, even.


  Bianca nodded. “Tell me about your travels, Mr. Dore. I’ve never been beyond Brighton.”


  “As far as that?”


  “Mock me, if you will,” she said. “Women have far less freedom then men, regardless of their place in society. And I less than many.”


  “Yes, I did hear about your sister’s odd decree.”


  “Listen to gossip, do you?” He was too nervous to look away from where his line dipped in the water to look at her, to gauge her mood from her expression. But her tone was light, playful.


  “To Lord Reginald.”


  She laughed. Unreserved laughter that he could take as true. “Yes, one and the same. How did you come to be friends with him in any event?”


  “Harrow,” he said promptly, and then for good measure added, “and his good friend Bunbury.”


  “And where is Bunbury now?”


  Luc blanked. The fictional Bunbury was obviously nowhere. Now he needed to concoct one more lie. Lie upon lie.


  “He chose to stay on the Continent.”


  Thankfully, this didn’t seem to interest Bianca. “Tell me about your family.”


  Was this an interrogation?


  “They are . . . good people,” he said tentatively, before deciding to stick as close to the truth as possible. “I have two older sisters, both married. I am uncle to five, in fact, though I have met only one of those five.” They had each accommodatingly delivered their noble husbands an heir and one more. His eldest sister had added a daughter in for good measure. “My parents are both still living. My father is . . . quite my opposite. Gregarious, outgoing. Always laughing.”


  “Much like Lord Reginald.”


  True. Though he had never considered it before. Odd that the qualities that made living with his father so difficult were the very ones that had drawn him toward his friend. It was a troubling enough thought that he did not wish to examine it further.


  “What about you, Miss Mansfield? Tell me about your family.”


  “I’ve got one!” At Thomas’s cry, Bianca stuck her pole in the ground and waded over to where he was struggling to reel his catch in. She unfastened the net from her dress and a few seconds later a wet, slithery fish flopped about on the embankment.


  “Well done, Tommy!”


  The young boy was beaming from ear to ear so Luc, too, stood up and added his admiration. “Well done.”


  He had green eyes. It was hard to see at first, because he was so tall and she had never before looked at him so directly, but now she knew. They were a murky green.


  And she kept seeing them even though, now that they’d returned to their positions in hopes of catching more fish, her own eyes were trained on the water.


  Not that she should be noticing the eyes of the chatty new tutor. He was friendly. Perhaps overly so. It was clear that he had never before worked in such a capacity, as a servant in a family home. Likely, as companion to that Mr. Bunbury he had been more of a friend.


  He felt like a friend. Like she had known him for ages, could tease him as she might tease Alice. He was surprisingly easy to talk to. And there was that moment when their eyes had met, and it had felt like . . . like by that brief contact of sight they were seeing each other’s true selves. Perhaps it was a fanciful notion, but if he were any other man, if he were eligible, she would have thought that moment meant something. However, she could hardly cast him as an Orville, Darcy, Wentworth, or any other hero of which she had read in fiction.


  In fact, he was a bit too friendly. Perhaps that was the source of Lottie’s discomfort. Her governess was more reserved. Bianca had not witnessed the great majority of their interactions.


  But still, hiding something? That seemed a bit far-fetched. Bianca had discerned no hint of falsehood in his description of his family or of his travels.


  “I don’t mean to be forward, Miss Mansfield, but it was all too obvious at dinner last night that you are not content to remain here.”


  He didn’t mean to be forward, but he was. Nonetheless, he was right. She was not content. Why shouldn’t she speak of it? Why keep it bottled up as she had all these years when clearly all of the village knew? Likely even the neighboring ones. Gossip traveled fast in this quiet area of England.


  “I am not. I am nineteen and we have the means for me to enjoy life. To seek a husband.” She glanced at him out of the corner of her eye. If he was anything like his friend, Lord Reginald, marriage was furthest from his mind. Of course, Mr. Dore’s reasons would also be more pragmatic. How could he afford to keep a wife on a tutor’s salary? And where would he keep a wife? “But please, let’s not talk of this. My life is hardly of interest when one has traveled the world. Tell me a story, anything.”


  “As you wish,” he said, but there was an odd tone in his voice and she spared him another quick glance. He shook his head and gave an ineffectual tug on the line. “One of our last stops was Marseilles. It was there that the indomitable Geoffrey decided he no longer wished to be a valet.”


  Surprised, she looked at him again, forgetting to do so surreptitiously.


  “What did Mr. Bunbury do?”


  Mr. Dore paused oddly. “I believe he planned to do without until he returned to London. He knew how to fend for himself and, of course, I was there to assist if need be. Then he remained on the Continent and I do not know what he has since chosen to do. But the story of interest is Geoffrey. If you had known him, you would have thought him the most staid, proper valet in the world. But he fell in love and ran off with our innkeeper’s daughter.”


  “Love makes people do surprising things,” she said, thinking of Fanny Burney’s Cecilia and the heroine’s willingness to give up her fortune for love.


  Mr. Dore coughed. “Yes,” he said, and there was something in his tone that made her look at him closely. Made her wonder what he had done for love. Made her wonder if she, too, would be equally daring. “Yes, it does.”


  


   


  


  CHAPTER FIVE

  


  “I did a tour in my day,” her father said, in a tone of fond reminiscence. “Before the revolution, of course. I imagine Paris must be different after all that Bonaparte did to it.” Bianca listened attentively. He rarely ever talked about the past, about anything further back than Thomas’s birth. In fact, mealtime conversations usually revolved around hunting, fishing, estate management, Thomas’s education, and all the other mundane details of daily life.


  “Did you go alone, Papa?” she asked, even as Mr. Dore said, “I imagine so.”


  They looked at each other and each laughed. Mr. Dore was tall and big but at the same time he was lean, and when he smiled, the corner of his eyes and mouth crinkled. He smiled and laughed a lot. It was one of the things Bianca liked about him. Not that she liked him. He was just her brother’s tutor and not someone she should feel one way or the other about.


  She tilted her head to indicate that he should continue. She wanted to hear about Paris. After all, it was likely she’d never leave this corner of England her entire life, let alone the country.


  “I was told that the sewers are much improved, as well as the Louvre and the Tuileries.”


  Bianca laughed. “Do you think Bonaparte would have appreciated that his palace is considered as beautiful as his sewers?”


  “Travel is for the young,” her father said, patting his gut, which, though admittedly was decidedly paunchy, hardly stopped him from riding to the hounds. “But I firmly believe every young man should do so, if he has the means. If we’re at peace.”


  “I want to go,” Thomas said.


  “And so you shall.”


  “You’ll be well prepared with Mr. Dore here,” Lottie said. “Perhaps he’ll even be available to accompany you when the time comes. After Thomas begins at Eton, do you plan to continue accompanying men abroad or will you seek another position such as this?”


  Mr. Dore’s smile faded. As if he didn’t like to think about the future. It must be hard for a man who must be independent but also had no income other than what he earned.


  “I hardly know,” he said, “though I wish to settle down.” He glanced at her and for a brief moment she was caught by the intensity of his gaze. Thus far he seemed affable, and at turns serious. But she didn’t think of him as a man of secrets or deep passions. More Orville than Darcy, not that she was comparing him to her favorite heroes.


  But then he looked at her like this, as if he wished to impart some deeper meaning, or as if he were some tortured soul.


  “What of you, Miss Mansfield? Would you like to travel?”


  Everyone looked at her. Her father stared as if he had never imagined such an idea.


  “You could come with me, Bea,” Thomas offered. “Since a lady shouldn’t travel alone.”


  From everything Bianca had ever heard or read of Grand Tours, it was a time for single men to be . . . single men. A sister would likely be in the way. But she refrained from saying so.


  “That’s very kind of you, Tommy. To be truthful, I’d simply like to go to London. And Brighton. And Bath. And all the seaside towns. Sooner, rather than later.”


  Her father huffed. “You’ll go soon enough, Bianca. I want no more talk of such bothersome things.”


  Which was exactly why she never wasted time thinking about traveling. There was no point.


  Despite the slight tension, at night, across the dining table, conversation had never been so lively. Simply having another person present changed the dynamic. Of course, when Kate and Henrietta returned home, there was chatter about everything they had done and everyone they had seen, but that was always underlain with everything that went unsaid, and was said.


  After dinner, as Bianca played on the pianoforte while her father and Thomas played a game of chess and Lottie worked on her sewing, Mr. Dore lingered near her under the excuse of turning her pages for her.


  It was all very proper, but he seemed to be paying her an inordinate amount of attention.


  “You should see London,” he said quietly. “It’s unfair that you should be forced to rusticate while your sister gallivants about.”


  “What do you know of it?”


  “Gossip,” he admitted, using the same word she had accused him of during the fishing expedition. “But your father seemed to give truth to those rumors. You are like the Sleeping Beauty here.”


  “From Little Briar Rose?” She laughed. “How ridiculous.”


  He smiled, too. “You are rather widely read for someone who has never left her village.”


  “Oh, I’ve left. I actually have been to Brighton,” she reminded him. “It’s so close and we do have family there, but only the once. However, books are my escape. It’s how I travel. How I see the world. I suppose that’s why, even though a tutor, you claim to not believe books the source of best knowledge. When one can move freely, experience things for oneself, one need not rely on a book.”


  “Exactly, Miss Mansfield! Have you read any Rousseau?”


  “I have not,” Bianca admitted.


  “In his book, Emile, he says, and I paraphrase, ‘if one would learn, live life.’ If there is one thing I have learned from my travels, it is that education may take place in the oddest of places.”


  “But you were not a boy of eight,” Lottie reminded him loudly. Dear Lord, had she been listening to the entire conversation? Did that mean her father and Thomas had heard? But no, they were across the room, and though they both looked up now, they had been engrossed in their game. Lottie was much closer.


  “Which is why I believe in mixing excursions with more classical learning,” Mr. Dore returned.


  Although not a skilled chess player like her sister, even Bianca knew when a point was won. But it was a point that simply made her resentful of her sister yet again. Of the ease with which Kate went about her life, trampling upon everyone else’s.


  


   


  


  CHAPTER SIX

  


  None of it was proper, but Mr. Dore insisted on coming along on all of Bianca’s outings with Thomas, under the excuse that every experience was a learning experience. That one could learn as much from a morning of fishing as one could from a dry text. It was an interesting theory. Bianca wasn’t certain how rigorously it would prepare Thomas for Eton, but her brother responded to Mr. Dore far better than he had to Lottie. Even if it didn’t seem as though the lessons were particularly advanced.


  None of this was proper. Especially as today, as they stopped for a picnic after a morning of fishing, their small party consisted only of Mr. Dore, Bianca, and Thomas. Lottie hated fishing, well, disliked fish in general, but as long as Bianca had known her, she had begged off joining in on fishing expeditions.


  Which was particularly odd considering the warning she had imparted just the day before.


  “Bianca, I think you have been spending too much time with Mr. Dore.”


  “With Mr. Dore and Thomas, you mean?”


  Bianca had said the words carefully, trying to ignore the way her pulse raced with panic, as if she’d been caught at something naughty. Even though she’d done nothing at all. Nothing but become aware of the tutor as a man, the way Alice was.


  No, not the way Alice was.


  She was aware of Luc because they had shared a moment.


  Many moments.


  Sometimes she even thought of him as Luc now.


  “Yes. But Thomas is no proper chaperone.”


  Bianca had laughed. Yes, Lottie had instilled in Bianca all the niceties necessary for a Season in London, but here in Watersham there was little reason to practice such unnatural behavior. So what if she took long walks alone across the fields, or spent a morning with her brother and his tutor?


  “You’ve been there most times,” Bianca protested. “And Mr. Dore is hardly someone to worry about. Surely by now you’ve amended your suspicions. He is the most amiable, gentle man I’ve ever met.”


  “And how many men have you met?” Lottie said.


  Which had been a good point, but still.


  And perhaps a point she should have considered more. Because as she took a bite of her jam-covered biscuit, she noticed Mr. Dore staring at her.


  “What is it? Why do you stare?” Bianca touched her lips lightly, searching for crumbs or some smear of jam she had missed.


  He flushed. He looked around and she followed his gaze to where Thomas was crouched down several yards away staring at some crawling thing in the grass.


  “It is just . . .” He sounded choked. “Your eyes.”


  She blinked. “My eyes?”


  “I do apologize. I shouldn’t . . .”


  Heat filled her own cheeks and a tingling of awareness scattered over her skin. He was not suggesting there was anything amiss with her at all.


  No. This was admiration. The way Mr. Darcy had complimented Elizabeth Bennet’s fine eyes.


  This was admiration for Bianca’s eyes.


  Shock warred with embarrassment. She swallowed it all down. Forced a small smile. “What about my eyes, Mr. Dore? Do you find them entrancing? They are blue.”


  Perhaps she had not yet officially been out in society, but that did not mean she had not carefully observed human behavior in Watersham for the past nineteen years.


  It was strangely fun to tease him. He had been so effusive a conversationalist only minutes ago when he had commented on her appearance, bordering dangerously on flirtation. But Luc was no cliché of the dancing teacher, sweeping in with his dashing ways to ruin the daughters of the house. Instead, he seemed at this moment painfully shy.


  And yet, he was supposed to be quite worldly. Had traveled the Continent as companion to some rich nobleman. Had perfected his French, Greek, Italian, and German. Had seen all the great art, had experiences Bianca didn’t even know enough of to imagine.


  And yet . . . shy?


  She reached for the bread in the basket to have something to do with her hands. Found his hand an inch away. And then . . . the tips of his fingers touched hers. Her gaze flew to his.


  “They are not just blue,” he said, his voice low and fluid, no trace of the nervous beau at all. And his fingers rested over hers, warming her from the outside in, even as his voice did. “They are the blue of the sky on a clear, sunny day. The blue of a morning of possibility, of joy. Not just blue.”


  His gaze was so intent that she had to look away. Now she was the one with a blush surely staining her cheeks. They felt hot enough. And his fingers were not just resting over hers. They were caressing.


  Seducing.


  All of a sudden he was dangerous. She shouldn’t be alone with him, not that they were alone with Thomas nearby, but nonetheless it was entirely improper.


  He shouldn’t be touching her.


  She pulled her hand away, the bread forgotten.


  “Tell me, Mr. Dore—”


  “Luc.”


  “Pardon me?” Was he in earnest or was this the flirtatious version of him?


  “Call me Luc.”


  “I can’t.” But his name was already running through her mind like water in the stream. Luc. Luc. Luc.


  “Why not? It is my name.”


  “Your Christian name, and . . . it would hardly be proper.”


  “As if that matters to you.” Flirtatious now. Dangerous even.


  “What would you know of it?” she demanded, surprised.


  “We are here together. Your Miss Smith nowhere about to guard your virtue.”


  “Is my virtue threatened?”


  “Not by me,” he said quickly, one hand lifted to his heart in what was likely supposed to be a reassuring matter. But this very conversation was rather rakish, and more fitting of a Sir Clement Wetherby than a Lord Orville. A Mr. Elliot rather than a Captain Wentworth. “But that you don’t think of it. That you go fishing and hike your dress up as if you were still a girl. And as if I were not a man.”


  “As if you were not a man?”


  “As if I were immune to the sight of well-formed ankles and the glimpse of smooth skin above stockings.”


  She blanched. Went hot and then cold. Gaped at him and then frowned. She had not once thought of her lower limbs. Thought herself so on display.


  “I mean it not as an insult but as a compliment. And no disrespect to Miss Smith’s teaching. In the drawing room at night, you do great credit to her. But here, outdoors, it is as if there is a different Bianca. One who is freer. A woodland nymph.”


  “A dryad?” she offered, still reeling from his comment about her limbs.


  “Just so.”


  He leaned forward, and though the distance he was crossed was ever so slight, her stomach fluttered as if he had taken up all the space between them. She hovered there on the edge of being that freer Bianca, the one who wished to lift her skirt ever so slightly more.


  She looked so pretty with that pink flush staining her cheeks, lashes sweeping over her cheeks. He wasn’t entirely certain what had come over him. But it was as if her teasing, her light flirtation, had awakened something in him, some instinctual male need to let her know of his interest. To make her see him.


  He had asked her to call him Luc because every time he heard her call him Mr. Dore, he was reminded of the deception he played upon her. And because he thought of her as Bianca.


  “Look at him,” she said, and it took him a moment to realize she was referring to Thomas. A safe topic. Hardly full of the charged intensity of the last few minutes. He wanted to touch her chin, draw her gaze back to his. Tell her it wasn’t just her eyes he admired, or her limbs, but her rosy lips, too. “He’s doing so well. Three months ago we thought he might die.”


  She closed her eyes for a moment, her expression pained. Perhaps not such a safe topic after all.


  “Was he as ill as that?”


  “Yes. Henrietta almost returned home.” Derision was thick in her voice and he understood. How could a mother leave her son when he was near death’s door? His own mother would have hovered until he improved just to make her go away. “But the doctor thinks his asthma was merely a phase.”


  “I thought it an intermittent but chronic illness, gradually sapping away at a person’s strength?”


  “Sometimes a child grows out of it,” Bianca explained. “We are hoping it is so for him.”


  “I shall hope so as well. Illness aside,” Luc said, “remaining at home an extra year or two is a good thing. Many boys don’t even go until their thirteenth year. The youngest boys always receive the brunt of the pranks and tricks upperclassmen like to play. Much better to attend when one is strong enough to fight back.”


  “You make Eton sound like torture.” She sniffed, wiped at her eyes, and then smiled. A watery sort of smile, as if she weren’t entirely past the emotional turmoil of thinking about her brother’s recent illness.


  “Well, I wouldn’t know, but my first year at Harrow, at the age of ten, was only alleviated by my friendship with Reggie, whose humor and knack for schemes had made him much in demand, and my great height.”


  “Your great height,” she repeated with a laugh. “Surely that alone would have been enough to daunt the fiercest antagonist.”


  “Or attract his attention. There was this one boy, he thought if he trounced me, it would prove he was the strongest in the school.”


  “And what happened?”


  “He would have won, because I hadn’t yet learned to make a proper fist. I assure you, it is a skill I have now attained.” In fact he had dedicated himself to learning the art of fisticuffs after that day. “Reggie came to my rescue. Lessened the tension in the entire situation. Made everyone laugh.”


  “He is charming. When he’s not pushing us to insanity!” She shifted, so that her legs were no longer tucked under but stretched out before her. A flutter of white petticoat revealed equally white stockings over shapely calves. Her knees shot back up to her chest and she yanked the hem of her dress down to her heels. A blush stained her cheeks again.


  His own were hot.


  Though they were outside and space was limitless, the air between them was thick.


  “Thomas,” Bianca called out, breaking the tension. “It’s time to return to the house.”


  She avoided him the rest of the day and the next. Of course, she couldn’t entirely as there was dinner and breakfast and all sorts of moments when their paths crossed. But she wouldn’t meet his eyes, and when they occasionally did, her cheeks burned red.


  Like the inside of his eyelids as he closed his eyes against the light pouring through his unshuttered window. Still unused to fending entirely for himself, he had forgotten to pull the curtain closed. But the light seemed brighter, more yellow. The quality of a late summer morning.


  He reached for his watch. Damn. He should have been at breakfast a good quarter hour ago. As it was, he might very well miss Bianca and then it might be hours before he had a chance to see her again. He quickly stood and went about the process of making himself presentable.


  She was nothing like he had imagined. Beautiful, yes, but he was getting used to that. No longer thrown into stunned silence every time he saw her. Now he noticed all the little details. The slight bump on the bridge of her nose, the slightly asymmetrical tilt of her face.


  But what shocked him most was that she was Bianca. It was silly, but it was somewhat of a revelation to realize she was more than some Pygmalion’s statue come to life. That she had a willful nature and a sense of humor, often biting. That she had a strand of bitterness running beneath the calm surface. Hidden depths.


  It both intrigued him and daunted him. There were moments when he thought she noticed him, as more than her brother’s tutor. Like that day when she had confronted him and then teased him when he’d blurted out some faradiddle about her eyes. How he had expired with embarrassment! And yet, the way she looked when she teased . . . she sparkled, had a beauty utterly different from that created by her still features.


  But then there were moments when she treated him so cavalierly, so utterly unlike the way one would treat a lover.


  Or so he imagined.


  Not that he was her lover.


  Yet.


  He wanted to be.


  He wanted to be everything to her.


  He had been here for almost a fortnight. Had, after the first three days, contrived to spend as much time as possible with her. But none of that was enough. Each glimpse of who she was made him want to know more.


  He hurried down the stairs. This time of year, breakfast was taken in the morning room to take advantage of the summer sun, and once he reached the ground floor, he used the newel post for momentum the way he would have as a child and headed down the hall.


  He saw her form, her head of honey curls farther down the hall, past the open door of the morning room and likely on her way to the library. He was too late.


  But he wanted to see her face. To carry the image of her countenance with him throughout the day. He passed the morning room, picked up pace when she turned the corner, and then followed her into the library.


  He was only a few seconds behind her, but she was bent over a side table next to her favorite chair, placing a cup down.


  Her favorite chair. Her favorite cup. And he spied the spine of the leather-bound tome in her arm, her favorite book.


  He could have listed her preferences even without Thomas’s help. She looked so lovely, so domestic, so . . . comfortable, that he had a sudden image of their life in the future, in his home, side by side, their children about them.


  “Bianca,” he said, but no sound actually came. He was so filled with emotion, with the beauty of that vision, that he could hardly speak. Yet in his head he was saying everything. Come here, my sweet lady. Come here, let me kiss you. Let me love you.


  “Bea.” She whirled around. There was Luc, calling her by that intimate name. He’d watched her so carefully. Knew her habits. Now here they were, alone, quite improperly. Her breath came shallow and fast. Her heart raced in her chest. Yet what she felt was not quite fear.


  She opened her mouth to say something, to say anything that would make sense of this senseless moment. She noticed little things, like his hand that clenched and unclenched as he took a step closer. A step that started to crowd out the air between them, that made her gasp.


  “Bianca, you must know—”


  She’d taken a step forward, too, and the realization made her pause. She needed to think, reason, remember who she was and where she was, but all that seemed to matter was the line of his jaw, the warmth of his gaze, and the shape of his mouth.


  “What must I know, Luc?” The husky timbre of her voice surprised her, but then there was no more room for surprise. No more room for anything but a strong, male embrace, for being enveloped by his warmth, for the touch of his lips on hers.


  Lips.


  Stunned, she parted her own and then all conscious thought was gone.


  Instead, she felt. Felt the sweep of his tongue, the rasp of his teeth. It was hot and all-consuming, and the sensation radiated straight down to the tips of her fingers and toes. There was a rhythm to his movements, and after a moment she followed, matched him, danced with him, even though their feet were still.


  She stumbled back a step, the rush of air between them cooling her heated skin. Still dizzy from the embrace, reeling from pleasure, she stared up at his face. At first glance she had thought his features broad and plain, but now the angles and shadows were clearer to her, even if nothing else was.


  Except the understanding that this kiss had been forbidden, should never have happened. That Luc had taken an enormous impropriety. She lifted her hand before she even consciously knew what she was doing. The slap resounded in the air.


  She took another step back, aghast at the violence of her actions, even if it were the proper response for such effrontery.


  He, too, seemed shocked.


  “I shouldn’t have . . .”


  “No, you shouldn’t.” But she couldn’t imbue her tone with the same severity as that slap. Her lips tingled and her mouth wanted desperately. He’d awoken a physical hunger inside of her, one that had little to do with the romances of her favorite books. This then was the passion that poets lauded and men fought wars over.


  “Will you forgive me?”


  “No.” She shook her head at the words, wishing he hadn’t asked them, that he had simply taken her in his arms again, that she could feel once more.


  He looked stricken. He wasn’t some devil-may-care seducer. She’d known that from the start.


  “For I’m glad you did. Even if it should never happen again.”


  He looked confused, and well he might for she, too, was confused.


  “Now I know,” she continued, “what I am missing, and what this should be like.”


  His brows furrowed but she didn’t want to explain more, talk about the future husband she’d likely have, who would not be him. Not that he was even suggesting such a thing. She sighed, shaking her head at her foolishness.


  “Bea?”


  Her name now sounded like an endearment, and when she looked at him, he felt so familiar, so known. With that one kiss he had changed everything between them, forever obliterated any distance of class or propriety. Yet, it should not happen again.


  But his lips were so enticing, as if they were water and she were parched in some foreign desert. As if she had been some Sleeping Beauty, and awake, all she cared about was touching things with her own lips. Touching his.


  “You must have kissed many women,” she said, trying to stop herself from taking that one illicit step forward back into his arms.


  He flushed. “I was forward, I know, but please, don’t think that this is . . . that I kiss women lightly. Yes, I have kissed before, but I wanted to kiss you. Indeed, that one kiss has obliterated for me the memory of any other.”


  Obliterated. He had used that word, too. As if their desire for each other was so all consuming, so powerful, it could explode resistance to it.


  Resistance that was weakening in her.


  “It was my first kiss,” she admitted, and then she stepped forward, lifted up on her toes, slipped her arms around his neck, and met his lips with hers. Because there were a host of things she “should” not do, had she determined to live solely on her own terms.


  Today, that meant kissing Lucian Dore one more time.


  


   


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN

  


  But it wasn’t one more time. August was a blur of kisses. Stolen moments in the early morning or late afternoon, or on outings with Thomas when they were certain he was preoccupied with other things. They kissed in the schoolroom, and the conservatory, the greenhouse and the library. By the stream and the folly on the north lawn. After she’d slammed his ball into the hedges during a game of pall-mall. And in the upstairs gallery that they’d appropriated for a short and disastrous game of rackets, which he’d learned how to play during his days at Harrow years before. They kissed over breakfast and dinner, though those lasts were only the remembrance of kisses past and the promises of kisses to come.


  Their gazes met again and again, sharp with electric pleasure, before, secret smiles on both their lips, they looked away.


  And every time they did, every time they hid their growing love from the world, a little part of Luc’s soul died.


  Because he wanted more than stolen kisses.


  He needed to speak with Bianca, know he had her heart, and then speak with her father. But at the same time, if he spoke with Mr. Mansfield, that might very well be the end of everything. The man might stay true to his ridiculous decision that Kate marry before he even considered a suitor for Bianca. Or he might be swayed but furious at the deception Luc played. This last was a new terror for him. But he refused to countenance it, to entertain any regrets, because these last weeks had been the most amazing time in his entire life. The moments with Bianca were more delightful than any he had experienced anywhere else on his tour. He knew now that the “love” with which he had been struck that day weeks before had been merely an appreciation of her beauty, thin and likely to fade away. But the love that had grown in recognition of her inner beauty, her kindness and humor, even the rougher edges of bitterness and despair, this was an eternal love.


  As he sat at lunch with the Mansfields and Miss Smith, his gaze slid again to Bianca. As usual, she was dressed in the plainest of frocks. How he longed to give her all of her dreams, the opportunity to see the world, to wear the finest clothes and the brightest jewels. He had the means to do so. She would do credit to the Dorlingsleys, and he had no doubt his parents would welcome her into the family with cheer.


  All of this was why he was going to spend his afternoon off visiting Reggie instead of seeking out Bianca. He needed a strategy. He needed to clear his head and take action.


  But then she met his eyes with her blue ones and his breath caught. The left corner of her lip curved up before she looked away.


  “What do you think of this house party Kate has proposed?” Mr. Mansfield said.


  The table went silent. Bianca’s expression froze, and then settled into that stoic one he was used to seeing whenever talk of Kate came up.


  “I had no idea she had,” Bianca said slowly. “When and why?”


  Luc, too, waited for the answer with bated breath. Because the event could change everything. Could endanger everything. The outside world pressing in, invading their idyll, cutting short their affair and the time he had to make things right.


  “Henrietta wrote me of it,” Mansfield said. “I was certain Kate would have said as much in her letter. Did she not write to you?”


  “I would not know,” Bianca returned. “I no longer read her letters.”


  “A foolishness you will now regret,” Miss Smith admonished.


  “I do not like such strife,” Mansfield complained. “I don’t know why you girls cannot get along. When you were children you always clung to each other.”


  “Will I get to attend? How long will it be?” Thomas asked, ignoring the undercurrent of tension as he always seemed to do. For the first time, Luc wondered what the boy thought of the discordant dynamics of the family.


  “For one week. In two weeks’ time.”


  “So soon as that?” Bianca said faintly.


  “Yes, but you should be pleased,” Mansfield said. “I’m certain you will enjoy meeting people.”


  “Pleased?” Bianca said, her voice suddenly louder and more forceful, as if she’d recovered from the initial shock.


  “Yes,” her father interrupted her. “And because I knew you would be concerned about such frivolous things, I thought you might wish to join me this week when I go to take possession of my new thoroughbreds. I’m certain Eastbourne has a dressmaker that would meet your tastes.”


  “You’re trying to bribe my compliance.”


  Mansfield laughed. “Yes, I suppose I am. But come, be my good girl and let it work.”


  A small smile lifted Bianca’s lips. “I don’t suppose I have much of a choice about the house party. Kate wishes it and so it shall be.”


  Luc left lunch morose and pensive. Kate wishes it and so it shall be. Mansfield hadn’t denied his daughter’s words, and it held ill portent for Luc’s chances of a successful proposal. Beyond that, now Bianca would be away for several days. And then, there was only a short amount of time before society descended on the house. Before his masquerade might be discovered. Which meant he had very little time left indeed.


  Kate was coming home. For a house party. Even thinking about it, Bianca’s breath caught in her chest, which seemed terribly small. She couldn’t get any air. Of course, Kate would return home in several months for Christmas, but for the last two years, she had flitted from town to town, country house party to country house party, following society as it moved across England. Not once in two years had Kate attempted to bring that society home.


  Why was she inviting guests to stay with them? It wasn’t as if she could very well have Bianca hide away here. Amends, perhaps? Unlikely. Then some other nefarious reason?


  Two months ago Bianca would have been excited. After all, until Kate married, she would have no other way of meeting her peers outside of the neighborhood. But now . . . now it was a threat.


  Acknowledging that understanding forced her to accept that Luc meant something to her. That she felt more for him than she should. That she’d been living in a world of make-believe in which a flirtation, a romance, between she and an impoverished tutor would even be possible.


  Sitting in the schoolroom with her brother and the nursery maid on Mr. Dore’s day off merely made the tantalizing visions of the tutor even stronger in her mind.


  “You like Mr. Dore.”


  “What?” Bianca turned to Thomas in shock. Had she spoken out loud? She glanced back at the nursery maid. Ellie was looking discreetly away, but she couldn’t help but hear a conversation right in front of her. She would have to speak with the girl and make certain nothing of this left the room.


  He made a face and then giggled. “I saw you kiss him the way Mummy kisses Father and Ellie kisses Martin.”


  Ellie flushed and met Bianca’s gaze. The fact that the nursery maid and one of the footmen were kissing was not nearly as shocking as that Thomas had seen Bianca and Luc. However, at least she no longer needed to worry about being tattled on. Ellie would worry for her position, as well.


  “I’m certain you mistook something. Mr. Dore is a kind man, but he is your tutor. Not my suitor.”


  “I know what I saw,” Thomas said stubbornly.


  “Did you tell anyone else what you saw?” She tried to say this lightly, as if she didn’t much care about Thomas’s answer.


  “No. Are you going to marry him?”


  “Thomas!”


  “Miss Smith says you kiss someone when you marry them.”


  “Well, that is true, but you don’t have to marry everyone you kiss,” Bianca pointed out. Especially if one were kissing someone not appropriate for marriage. At least marriage to Bianca.


  Thomas’s eyes widened.


  “Please don’t tell Lottie that I said that,” she said quickly. She could only see where this would lead, a lecture from her former governess, or a discovery. And she didn’t want this affair to be discovered. She didn’t want to end it. “Why don’t you tell me what you want me to bring back from Eastbourne?” She was all too aware that she was resorting to a bribe the way her father had with her. Pitiful, really. Taking the easiest route.


  She admired her father but, as Lottie had pointed out, that was not one of his finest traits. No, she wanted to be honorable and admirable. She loved Luc because he was both.


  Loved?


  Did she? Did she truly love him?


  She thought back over all the moments in the last few weeks, the way her heart would race when he was near and her skin would tingle, the way she looked forward to his company. He had a way of telling stories, anecdotes about his life and his friends that had her breathless with laughter. And then there was his touch. Forget skin tingling. This was skin on fire. A pleasurable burn.


  There had been the time that his hands had wandered down. When the kiss hadn’t just been a kiss.


  But love?


  Was this love?


  She only knew of fine eyes and courtly confessions. The books never described the true depth of feeling involved.


  Perhaps this trip to Eastbourne, bribe though it was, was exactly what she needed. Would give her the space to put things in perspective. If distance truly made the heart grow fonder, then she would have her answer in a few days.


  But what then? If this was love, what difference did that make?


  She took the cart to the Lovells’ house before she thought better of it. She found her friend in the parlor working on a new reticule. Alice took one look at Bianca’s face, ordered tea, and pulled her down to the sofa beside her.


  “Something has happened.”


  Yes, something had happened, but how could she tell anyone what it was, even Alice? After all, the last time they had discussed Mr. Dore, Bianca had dismissed him out of hand. She blushed at the very thought.


  “I was going to say the problem is Kate, but now I suspect it’s a man!” Alice stared at her in amazement. “But that’s impossible. Unless it’s Lord Reginald. Or the duke. He did return, didn’t he? But neither of them make sense. And I know you are not the least bit affected by John Dunnett’s seventeen-year-old face. The only other single male in our vicinity . . .” Her eyes widened. “Impossible!”


  “Is it?” Bianca questioned softly.


  “The tutor?” Alice laughed. “You’ve fallen for the tutor.”


  Bianca nodded, embarrassed, even though, at the manor, isolated from the rest of the world, embarrassment was the least of her feelings.


  “I love him.”


  “But you can’t, you know.”


  “Why not?”


  “Bea! A stupid question that is and you know it. Do you want to be like my third-cousin Rosalind, who ran off with a gypsy?”


  “He isn’t a gypsy.”


  “He might as well be.”


  “I thought you’d be thrilled. Want all the salacious details.”


  “You didn’t really. What sort of a friend do you think I am? If you want to kiss him, I won’t be the one to say stop, but please, don’t let him think it’s going anywhere and don’t get caught.”


  They sat in silence a moment.


  “That being said,” Alice began again, picking up her reticule-in-progress and settling back on the sofa. “Tell me the details.”


  Luc would never have thought that on his afternoon off he would choose to go fishing. True, he had come to enjoy the sport when in the company of Bianca (everything was more delightful in her company), but he preferred distance between his food and the animal it had once been. Yes, it was a bit of a squeamish, unmanly thing to admit, and he would never actually admit it to anyone outside of his own head, but it was true. Yet, Reggie had met him at the door with angler-rods at the ready.


  “I’m very glad you have an afternoon off,” Reggie said, running a careless hand through his curls as they trekked across the estate. “Gives me an excuse to get away from the estate. Peter’s back home and it’s all I can do to avoid him.”


  “What did you do this time?” Luc asked, laughing.


  “It’s expensive living in London. It’s expensive living. Living well, at least. And what’s the point of being a Colburn if one cannot live well? Take you, for example. Imagine as an earl’s son being refused that Grand Tour of yours?”


  “The way Bianca has been refused her Season.”


  “Exactly. Imagine having to account for every single little expense. You know, you should be grateful she hasn’t had a Season. I’m certain she wouldn’t still be available otherwise. Nor susceptible to the advances of a lowly tutor.”


  “Has Peter refused you?”


  “No, but he insists I do not exceed my allowance. That is all very well and good August through February, but March through July, there must be some flexibility. How is your romance going, by the by?”


  Luc flushed.


  “That well?”


  “I think I should speak to her father. Explain who I am. Ask to court her. Certainly before this house party.”


  “Yes, it could be exceedingly awkward if anyone you know is there.”


  “Exactly.”


  “But there is still the matter of Kate.”


  “She arrives next week.”


  “I think it might be best for your case if we stack the deck. Mr. Mansfield might be irate at the deception.”


  “Reggie, it was your idea!”


  “I meant it as a way to get you into the house, to be able to spend time with her. No need to keep your identity a secret from the woman who loves you. Right? In any event, let’s find Kate a husband. Or at least a serious suitor who will make it look as though she’s about to be married.”


  “Who? From what everyone has said, she is hardly appealing.”


  “She’s appealing enough . . . physically. Can you find out the guest list for the house party?”


  “I’m not certain.”


  “We cannot count on what we do not know. I know! Peter. We’ll ask him to woo her.”


  “Peter? They’ve known each other forever, I presume. Wouldn’t they be married already if they were going to be?”


  Reggie shrugged. “I’m not suggesting they actually marry. In any event, Kate needs a suitor, and you want a wife. Peter should be in his study about now.”


  He made as though to leave and reluctantly, Luc followed him.


  “I thought you were avoiding him.”


  “You see what a good friend I am? Let’s go.”


  


   


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT

  


  Through the open window of the second-floor schoolroom, Luc heard the rumbling of carriage wheels up the drive.


  Apparently Thomas heard it, too, because he jumped up from the particularly long problem of division on which he had been toiling and ran to the window. Perhaps a real tutor would have forced the boy back to his work, but Luc followed him, equally eager to see. After all, Bianca was back.


  Good. He had to tell her. He had put himself in an impossible situation. Made love to her when she likely thought he was the worst sort of bounder, someone who could not possibly offer for her unless he meant to make her elope with him and live in poverty. Would he do that if he truly were the simple man he pretended to be? For love, perhaps. So then he was a bounder regardless. At least he was a bounder who could tell her the truth. Not woo her under false pretenses. Reassure her that he had the means to take care of her. That she didn’t need to worry about the risks of stolen kisses.


  Peter had thought the entire plan ridiculous, and though Luc had had difficulty admitting it in front of the older man, he knew it was. Even Reggie seemed to think Luc should not have kept up the deception so long. But each day it had been harder and harder to reveal himself.


  Then she was gone. Now, once again, he would have a narrow window of opportunity. Before her sister and the guests arrived.


  The carriage pulled up. The footman, Alex, went to open the door. Luc longed to run downstairs and greet her but at this point it would be unseemly. There would be time enough at dinner and after dinner.


  But then he noticed the carriage was slightly different from the one that had departed six days earlier. And the horses were not the Cleveland bays that had departed a week earlier, but instead were hackneys.


  Then the door opened and a bare head of brown curls popped out. Followed a moment later by another head of darker brown hair. Henrietta and Catherine. His time had run out.


  “Mama!” Thomas cried, and then he ran out of the room and Luc was forced to follow him. Through the hall, down the stairs, into the entry hall, where the two ladies were standing amid piles of luggage and a gaggle of servants.


  The woman Luc presumed to be Mrs. Mansfield, though she hardly looked older than Catherine, was talking to the housekeeper when Thomas barreled toward her.


  “Mama!” he cried again. She turned with a beatific smile on her face and opened her arms, bending down slightly to embrace him.


  “Look how big you’ve grown!” Then she looked up at Luc, her smile no less welcoming. “And you must be Mr. Dore. My husband wrote glowingly of you.”


  “Mrs. Mansfield, what a pleasure to finally meet you,” he said.


  “My daughter, Catherine.”


  He turned his full attention to Kate. She looked nothing like what he had expected: evil personified. Instead she was a young woman of an age with him, petite, with dark brown hair and brown eyes, completely the opposite of Bianca’s golden, voluptuous beauty. She’d be forgettable, really, another “pretty enough” girl, if not for a certain intensity about her.


  “Mr. Dore,” she said with a small smile. Then she looked about. “But where are my sister and father?”


  “In Eastbourne, to pick up the new horses,” Thomas interjected.


  “They are due home any day now,” Luc added. His words were rewarded by a flash of disappointment across Kate’s features. “We thought you would be them.”


  “Ah, yes, the horses,” Henrietta said.


  “And Bianca, as well?”


  Luc looked sharply at Kate. Was there jealousy behind those words or merely disappointment that she could not see her sister? He was fascinated by her, by this woman who had up until now simply been the mythical obstacle in the way of his path to love.


  “Yes, Bianca, as well.”


  Kate nodded and then turned away. He watched as she and her brother embraced and then the family disappeared from the hall. He stood for a moment, watching the footmen move trunks and packages here and there before he, too, moved on.


  “Surely you don’t think so, Miss Mansfield!” Arthur Latham exclaimed. He looked to his younger sister as if for support but Clarissa Latham tsked.


  “This, dear brother, is where I must side with my own sex. Darcy is the epitome of manliness.”


  “But he’s a great bore. Wickham is far more fun,” their younger brother, Gavin, chimed in. “The author is simply moralizing and that as we all know is a bore, as well.”


  “Heresy,” Bianca decreed, even as she grinned. Unlike her conversations with her sister, the evening’s “disagreement” was all in fun. It hardly mattered what anyone said, there were no undertones of tension and deeper meaning to ruin the evening. Everything was light and fun, and she was having a wonderful time.


  A change of scene was good. Bianca hadn’t realized how much she needed it until the first morning she woke up at Featherley, well-rested after a long night’s sleep. The last time she had been away from home for more than a day had been five years ago when they’d all gone to Brighton.


  Distance was refreshing. Distance gave perspective. And at night, after a day spent shopping with Lottie all over town (her father had been exceedingly generous, in no small part due to his guilt, and she had for the first time unabashedly exploited that), distance meant a small soiree.


  Mr. Latham, he of the excellent stables from which her father was acquiring his new horses, and his wife had two sons and one daughter. All amiable, all exceedingly well-favored. They were horse-mad and lighthearted and the eldest son was a terrible flirt. Or a wonderful flirt, if one preferred to think of it that way. They’d invited their neighbors, and now there was to be dancing. The last time Bianca had danced had been ages ago.


  If only life could always be this way. With Luc it almost was, but there was tension there. A heavier undercurrent. A sense that she was living on borrowed time, doing something illicit. That if she let herself feel too deeply, it would only end in pain.


  Which was why she refused to think of him at all. And surely that meant she didn’t love him. That those confusing feelings were simply lust (the very thought of the word made her blush).


  But as she stepped out with Arthur onto the floor, newly cleared of the large carpet that usually graced the drawing room, when his hands touched her waist, she thought of another embrace, of Luc’s. Of his kisses and his scent. A wave of longing swept over her.


  Maybe she couldn’t brush him aside. What of it? Love?


  As she went through the steps of the reel, as she passed from one partner to the next and back again, her mind was far away, back in Watersham, on lazy summer mornings and afternoons, on stolen moments in empty corridors, on a smile that warmed her soul, that was for her alone.


  So what if he was no better than a servant? He was good and kind and yes, he had been forward, but how could she blame him? When one was passionate, propriety, class, indeed, even pride and prejudice, should all be no impediment.


  Although those thoughts were all very fine and democratic. In truth, despite her decision to no longer heed to her sister’s demands, Bianca was not entirely certain she was brave or bold enough to follow her heart’s desire in this matter. It was so very unwise. Lottie would caution her against it. Had cautioned her against Luc, in fact, although she could not have known of the burgeoning affair. Her mother would have warned her, too.


  She finished the dance with a much heavier heart than she had begun. Yes, yes, it was love. But no . . . no, it could not be.


  


   


  


  CHAPTER NINE

  


  As they rattled up the drive, Bianca soaked in all the familiar details of her home. Hopford Manor was both haven and prison but at this moment she was happy to return. Eager to see Luc again, even if in just a few days more, Kate would be there, too.


  But the instant they descended from the carriage, she knew something had changed. Everything felt different. Sounded different. She strode across the drive to the house, leaving her father in her wake, and headed inside. There it was clear what had changed. Henrietta and Kate emerged from the sitting room, all smiles even as footmen carried trunks into the house. But the joy Bianca had felt at seeing Luc faded as her gaze fell on Kate, whose expression darkened and then fixed in a smile again, this one obviously false. The precursor most likely to some new cruelty she’d devised.


  “Bea!”


  Bianca didn’t have to glance toward her brother as he ran down the stairs calling her name to know that where Thomas was, Luc followed.


  She could feel his presence the way a summer storm lay on one’s skin. Wild and thrilling and full of expectation.


  Luc.


  Whom she couldn’t acknowledge the way she wished to with the whole household looking on. With Kate there. Kate, who would find a way to torment her if she knew.


  Why did Kate have to come home now? Why couldn’t she just stay away, marry, and never come home? Everyone would be far happier.


  The anticipation of Kate returning always caused anxiety in Bianca’s stomach, but then there was her actual arrival. As usual, a wrenching duality of emotions seized her: an almost joyful longing, as if they were both still children, their mother alive, life good, and also that fear of what this adult Kate would do next. How she would torment her sister. Both feelings were equally unwelcome, and Bianca pushed them away until she was numb and uncaring. Until she could be as politely disinterested in the elegant young woman in front of her as she would with any stranger.


  Bianca deliberately turned to Thomas first, hugged him, and spent an inordinately long time tickling him and generally ignoring Kate. Then, she planned to turn to her stepmother, but Henrietta was greeting Bianca’s father with a display of affection that never failed to irritate and embarrass Bianca. After all, if Henrietta truly loved him, she’d hardly gallivant about most of the year without him.


  “How was Featherley?” Kate asked. Bianca reluctantly turned to her.


  “It was fine.” She didn’t want to admit she’d had fun, to give her sister any room to ruin the experience, even in memory.


  “We should tal—”


  Before she could finish her sentence, Bianca cut her off, risking the wrath of Kate. “I’m very tired, though, from the journey.”


  Then, rather rudely, she did exactly as she wished and left the hall. Her only regret was Luc, whom she didn’t dare look at for fear her expression would reveal everything to everyone.


  Follow me, she thought, willing him to hear the words, to understand what she could not speak out loud.


  Aside from the trunk the footmen had already deposited in her room, it was as she had left it. Yet it was different. She was different. Both more confident and more confused.


  She answered the knock on her door with alacrity, but when the oak had swung out, there was Kate, bearing a brown paper–wrapped package.


  “This is for you,” she said and Bianca eyed the bundle suspiciously. A bribe? A portent of misery to come? “Go on, take it,” she urged when Bianca didn’t reach for it.


  After a long moment, Bianca did and, carrying the package, stepped back into her room.


  Kate followed her.


  Bianca deposited the package on the bed and then tore into it, all too aware that Kate was there, little but large, taking up space, endlessly irritating.


  Beneath the carefully folded paper was a carefully folded cloth—a shimmery blue silk edged with lace. As she shook it out, the dress revealed itself, beautiful and delicate, unlike anything Bianca had ever owned. Far finer than even the new gowns she had purchased in the last few days.


  It was exquisite.


  “It reminded me of you. Of your eyes.”


  “Thank you,” Bianca said slowly, uncomfortable with the seeming kindness. What lay behind this? What threat was still to come?


  “I thought it would also be nice for the party. I didn’t realize you’d be going shopping in Eastbourne.”


  There was an undercurrent to Kate’s words, and while in the past Bianca would have painstakingly analyzed them in order to protect herself, now she refused to waste her time.


  “It’s a lovely dress, Kate. So kind of you to think of me.”


  “Yes, well. I do hope it fits. You look much the same as when I last saw you. Perhaps a bit bigger around the bust. Try it on, will you?”


  A bit bigger around the bust. And the hips and the arms. Everything was big to Kate, who was so petite and slender, it was easy to feel like a cow in comparison.


  No. She wouldn’t try the dress on now. She would wait till she could see it in private, make any alterations necessary.


  “Perhaps after dinner. Or tomorrow in the morning light. But it is such a pretty fabric!”


  Kate smiled as if pleased by the compliment Bianca had forced past her lips. Somehow, miraculously, she managed to get her sister out of her room. She closed the door behind her, breathed in deeply until it felt like her room again. Until she was certain the hallway was clear.


  Then, she slipped out the door and moved quietly to the back stairs.


  She fled to the schoolroom, where Luc and Thomas had returned and were hard at work. Or at least Thomas was. Luc was standing by the window staring out.


  He hadn’t followed her, but it was just as well considering Kate had.


  He turned at her arrival and his face brightened. Or maybe it was simply that she felt bright inside, buoyant from joy at seeing him again.


  He was hers alone. A secret Kate could not ruin.


  “It’s still light outside, will be for hours,” she said breathlessly. “I propose a walk to the folly.”


  Thomas jumped up with alacrity, as she knew he would, and Luc agreed easily. After all, it was merely an excuse for them to be together, away from the house, from anyone who might see them. And now that she knew Thomas knew, she didn’t have to worry about hiding from him anymore.


  When they were over the hill and out of sight of the house, she took Luc’s hand in her own and pulled him toward her. She didn’t have to urge him more before she was in his embrace. She kissed him like she was starving, and she was. Eager to kiss him now that she knew her own emotions, now that his lips tasted like love.


  Bianca was different. She looked at him differently. At first that ineffable change had frightened him, worried him that in those days apart he had lost ground, perhaps even lost his chance at winning her love completely. He worried, as he had during her absence, that she would meet someone else, that she would realize she could do far better than him, title aside. After all, she didn’t even know about his title and his wealth. He was forced to win her hand purely on his essential self, whatever that was.


  But then, she had sought him out in the schoolroom. Everything between them was more intense and weighted. Their kisses more electric, her features more exquisite, his heart fuller and desperate for release.


  But it was all tinged with an odd sadness. Perhaps it was that she, too, felt the pressure of the impending house party, of the presence of her sister and stepmother, which made their stolen moments rarer and more difficult.


  At the same time, Peter had come through for him. Reggie’s brother seemed to show up day after day and occupy Kate’s time with this or that. This day, for example, Bianca had managed to escape discussing seating arrangements because good old Pete had insisted Kate and Henrietta accompany him back to his estate and choose flowers for their arrangements from his hothouse. A very generous offer and one clearly they would not turn down.


  Which meant Bianca could accompany Luc and Thomas on their nature walk as they examined all the different types of leaves present on the estate.


  He had become adept at structuring lessons that would send the boy haring off on scavenger hunts, giving him and Bianca precious moments alone.


  Moments when they could hide behind the generous trunk of an oak tree. When he could study her lips with his own, draw the taste of her out with his tongue.


  She moaned against his mouth and the sound vibrated through his body. He moved to her ear, breathing in the rose-scented fragrance of her hair as he nibbled at her soft skin.


  He ran his hand down the curve of her back, to the indent of her waist, the thick folds of fabric pushed aside so that he could feel the shape of her beneath. She was exquisite in every way. In his mind, all the disparate images of her body that he had gained came together as an alluring whole. He longed to unfasten the buttons on her dress, slip it down over her shoulders, bare her to his view.


  She moaned again, pressing her body against his, and he sucked in his breath, then seized her face with his other hand and claimed her mouth again, his own desperate and open, seeking a quenching for his thirst that no amount of kissing would ever satisfy.


  At a noise, they broke apart.


  “Thomas knows,” she said quietly.


  “Knows?”


  “That we . . . that we . . .” Her cheeks were red with embarrassment, as if discussing the embrace were so much worse than the actual action.


  “That we kiss?”


  She smiled, eyes downcast. “We shouldn’t do this.”


  He laughed at the familiar words that had become a jest, a way of saying “till tomorrow.” She laughed, too.


  “Kiss me again,” he prodded. “That was just a leaf in the wind and in a matter of days this house will be overrun with guests and events that will keep us apart.”


  Kiss me again, he thought, before I tell you my secret.


  She lifted up on her toes.


  “Bi . . . an . . . ca—”


  They both stepped back at Thomas’s gasping arrival, but then Bianca paled and ran to her brother’s side. “Oh my God, Luc, help me get him back to the house. He’s having an attack.”


  Luc paced in the empty schoolroom. He wasn’t there when the doctor spoke with the family. He didn’t know if the prognosis would change. If the boy would live to an old age or if, during one of the wheezing fits, he would suffocate from lack of air.


  Nonetheless, Thomas was recovering. Weak and tired, but recovering.


  Luc was still shaken. As he’d carried the young boy the half mile back to the house, he’d refused to look down, to focus on his desperate gasps. He could not help him other than to move faster, to eat up the distance with his long legs at a full run.


  He cared for the boy. Somehow in the last weeks he’d begun to think of Thomas as his own younger brother. In truth, that was an easier role to play than tutor.


  Now, it was Bianca’s terrified expression that lingered in his mind. And the gnawing knowledge that his proposal had gone unsaid. His identity remained secret. And all the guests would arrive tomorrow.


  It would just have to wait.


  But maybe tomorrow. If not, he would avoid the guests as best he could. Hope that no one he knew attended.


  


   


  


  CHAPTER TEN

  


  The afternoon was a cacophony of arrivals that grated on Bianca’s already frayed nerves. But Thomas was recovered enough to be in the schoolroom at his lessons, which meant that Bianca had no excuse to escape keeping her sister, stepmother, and Lottie company in the sitting room as they welcomed each new visitor.


  The last house party the manor had seen was fourteen years ago. Bianca had only one memory of that time, when their nanny at the time had dressed the girls up in their finest and brought them down to be presented to the guests after dinner. Kate had recited a poem and Bianca had sung a song. They’d been feted and then returned to their rooms.


  There were so many new people it was hard to keep track of them all. And that was just those who had already arrived.


  There was a Frederick Graughton, slender, well-dressed, with a knowing smirk and a ready wit. From the first moment of their introduction he reminded her of the sly, amused Sir Clement Wetherby of Evelina.


  A set of twins, fraternal—George and Lucy Stanbury. She would never have known them to be twins if they had not introduced themselves that way, which was quite interesting in and of itself.


  Also there was Miss Stanbury’s companion, Louisa Elliott, a poor relation who had been roped into the role for the mere promise of room and board. Not that Bianca knew this to be true for certain, but she did know Miss Elliott was Miss Stanbury’s second-cousin and that the hems of the older woman’s dresses had been turned more than once. But it was a story as old as time, or at least very similar to many she had read in her books.


  Then there was the Honorable Caroline Edmonton, who was nearly as petite as Kate but far more voluptuous, with bouncing red curls. Even though Bianca was predisposed to dislike this crowd, since they were Kate’s friends, she instantly liked Miss Edmonton. The redhead’s mischievous smile had a way of making everyone around her feel included in some grand secret.


  Her mother, Lady Vane, who also sported a head of auburn hair, seemed to be a lovely woman and happened to be an angling enthusiast, which gave them something in common to discuss for a good half an hour.


  Then there was the handsome Lord Lindley, who said he had heard wonderful things about the lovely Bianca from her sister and he was delighted to finally meet her. Such a bunch of drivel that Bianca knew instantly he was the sort of charming courtier one should stay away from unless she wanted to always be jealous of his next female conquest.


  She was already exhausted by the time she met the unexceptional Miss Penelope Wildwood, with both her mother and father in attendance.


  Jonathan Green arrived at the same time as the Wildwoods and she noted only that he wore a purple cravat.


  According to Henrietta, two guests were not expected until the following day, a Mr. Bagley and a Mrs. Charles Wool.


  Most of the guests were upstairs, resting after their journeys.


  Bianca had no dislike of company. In fact, her week in Essex had reconfirmed her suspicion that once she was away from Watersham, once she was among a larger society, life would be far more enjoyable. However, today she was exhausted. Her composure was further strained by Kate’s pretense of being nice. At least when Kate was her usual horrible self, it was easier to disappear, find that happy place in her mind that floated in the fictional worlds she had read. That reimagined plots and sometimes wondered what if the characters in Miss Austen’s novels ever stepped into the characters of Mrs. Burney’s, the thirty-some years’ difference aside.


  Thus, sitting on the window seat, watching Kate and George Stanbury play a game of chess, she was having difficulty being the best hostess to Lord Lindley. All she wanted was to either lie down in her room or to go to the schoolroom and be with Thomas and Luc, the two people who meant the most to her.


  Amazing how life had changed so much in the last two months.


  Thankfully, Luc would be there at dinner, as would Lottie. Which was the usual way of things, but Kate had called their inclusion provincial. Which, even Bianca, ignorant of the world as she was, knew to be true. Henrietta, however, had convinced her sister that it was best to not upset the structure of the house.


  That was Henrietta’s usual modus operandi. And perhaps why Bianca’s father was so pleased with his second wife. She never scolded him or challenged his way of life. Other than to champion Kate’s wishes regarding Bianca. A slight that Bianca would never forgive.


  “Are you as skilled at chess as your sister?” Lord Lindley asked. It was the third question he had asked that had referenced her sister. And his gaze had been trained on Kate for the last quarter hour. Occasionally Kate would look up from her game and smile brilliantly at him. Perhaps Lindley was Kate’s suitor.


  Certainly he seemed fascinated by her sister. Despite everything, Bianca could see why. Kate was displaying none of her usual cruel antics. Maybe in London, no one knew anything of her hurtful nature. Maybe she was another person entirely. The thought nearly decimated.


  Why could she be kinder to strangers than to her own sister?


  “No. I cannot claim the skill.” In fact, Kate had stopped playing with her at one point because she said there was no challenge to be had. Of course, Lindley didn’t need to know that. As much as a little spiteful part of Bianca wanted to rattle off a list of her sister’s less appealing attributes, the sooner Kate was married, the better. “Do you play, my lord?”


  “I do.”


  “Have you played with Kate?”


  “I have not yet had the pleasure.” He sounded intrigued, as if he could not wait to kick Stanbury out of the chair and take his place. Looking at the board, Stanbury was about to kick himself out with his careless moves in any event. “But I am gaining the advantage of studying her technique.”


  “Surely fifteen minutes cannot reveal that much,” Bianca said.


  “When one watches closely, a minute can reveal all.”


  “Do you watch closely, my lord?”


  For the first time he focused his attention fully on Bianca. His pale blue eyes were sharp and she shifted uncomfortably under their sudden perusal. He smiled, and she relaxed. Then realized he had used that smile to make her relax.


  Impressive.


  “I try to, Miss Bianca.”


  “Lord Lindley!” Kate cried. “Do tell Mr. Stanbury that there are better uses for his pawn than what he is about to do.”


  Without hesitation, Lindley’s attention was back on Kate. From the satisfied expression on Kate’s face, Bianca knew that was her sister’s plan. Jealous of losing her beau’s attention to her sister? How . . . pitiful.


  Surprise lightened her spirits even as the conversation continued around her, punctuated with laughter. This was a new perspective on Kate. That her sister was so small a person she might be jealous of the slightest bit of attention given to Bianca instead of her. That she was someone to pity than to fear.


  How wonderful and freeing!


  The revelation made the rest of the evening pass easier. Even as again and again, in all sorts of small ways, Kate did her usual Kate things. Oh, there were no tantrums, and someone who did not know Kate as well as she did might not be aware, but to Bianca it was very clear.


  It made her bold. Made her glance down the table to where Luc sat more than once. Made her let her gaze linger on him a moment too long until he met her gaze. Let her indulge in the pleasure of that connection, even though she was so very tired and eager for the night to be at an end.


  After dinner, as the women started to make their way to the sitting room, Luc caught her hand with just the slightest brush of his finger. Enough to let her know to pause, to wait for the whispered message.


  “I need to see you. The day has been far too long.”


  She agreed and she understood. “Thirty minutes. The library,” she returned and then she followed the women obediently out of the room.


  Thirty minutes would be enough to have made an effort at conversation but not so long that the men would have joined yet. It would be easier for them both to beg off the evening separately.


  He had watched her all evening. From the moment he had joined the company in the drawing room till the moment the women left the men to their port. She was tired and yet radiant, and he longed to wrap her up in his arms and keep her there forever.


  But instead he was forced to sit in the dining room with Mansfield and his male guests. Thankfully, of the group he had only ever met Graughton, and that had been in passing on one drunken evening in Vienna. The man didn’t look twice at the tutor, Mr. Dore, and, after recovering from the cold sweat of the fear of discovery, Luc found that amusing. After all, it was not as if he were not on most occasions the tallest man in the room, a distinguishing feature that often attracted notice.


  But luck was with him. Now if only thirty minutes would pass swiftly.


  He listened to the conversations with half an ear, Mansfield’s assurance of a hunt later in the week, discussion of the merits of the countryside, of the port they drank. Finally Luc excused himself, to which no one paid any particular attention. As if he were invisible. It was an intriguing position to be in and one that, as a viscount, he had never experienced before.


  One that he hoped to shed before the night was out. At least to Bianca.


  He slipped into the library, which was draped in shadows by the setting sun. The room was empty. He waited by the window, looking out over the garden. The moments passed like hours and finally, impatient, he strode to the cupboard where Mansfield kept a cache of spirits for his guests. Considering he was expected to join the evening festivities as if he were a guest, Luc had few qualms about helping himself to a finger of whisky.


  He took a sip and rolled the peaty drink on his tongue before swallowing. He’d developed a taste for it on his travels. A taste for all spirits, truly. For the pleasure of a good wine under the warm Mediterranean sun.


  He heard the door open and he pivoted on his heel.


  For an instant she was framed by the open door, the glow of candlelight from the hall sconce illuminating her hair and throwing her into silhouette.


  “Close the door,” he said roughly, striding toward her even as he did.


  She looked surprised but she did as he said. Then took a step toward him.


  He stopped, slid his arm around her waist, and dragged her close to him. He could smell that delicious fragrance of skin and rose water. Forget the drink in his other hand, he was intoxicated by her scent, her nearness.


  “Aren’t you the rogue?” she whispered, looking up at him. It was darker now, with the door closed and the sun below the horizon.


  “You bewitch me.”


  “Luc?”


  His answer was his lips on hers, the shape of wordless communion. The need to taste her as deeply as he could, to know her this way.


  Weeks ago he had fallen in love with her beauty. Then he had fallen in love with her in all the other ways that mattered, her wit, her humor, the way her mind progressed through ideas. And now, the undercurrent of desire had come to the fore. Every time he looked at her, his lips ached, not to speak of the rest of his body.


  Now she was pressed close to him, lips, tongue, engaged with his, in the back halls of the manor house, where any servant or guest might stumble upon them. Reckless.


  But her teeth nibbled at his lower lip, tongue sweeping in its wake, and sensation overpowered any rational thought. Perhaps that kiss in early August had been her first, but he felt as if he were the innocent, awakened to a sinful world of physical pleasure.


  “Bea,” he said with a groan, pressing himself against her body in a fruitless search for relief.


  They needed privacy, and he needed at last to tell her, to reveal his secret, pledge his love and his hand. And then . . . then perhaps a kiss not need to be just a kiss.


  “Someone’s coming,” she whispered, breaking away. But she took his hand and pulled him to the corner of the room, into the deepest shadows.


  In an alcove, behind thick draperies, behind a substantial potted plant, they stopped, breathless with the exhilaration of needing to hide. But the door to the library didn’t open.


  She snatched the drink from his hand and drank deeply. Her hair was loose and wild about her shoulders. Her lips still swollen from his. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to love her. He wanted . . .


  She set the drink down on the windowsill and pressed herself up against him. She took his hand in her own and lifted it to the expanse of bare creamy skin swelling above the neckline of her gown.


  “B—”


  “Don’t speak, Luc. Don’t tell me we shouldn’t be doing this. That it’s wrong. That we’re not meant for each other. I don’t want to think of the future right now. Perhaps this shall ruin me, but inside”—she pressed her other fist against her chest—“I am ruined already.” She drank of the whisky again. A drop lingered on her bottom lip, tantalizingly, and for Luc, the future was the path of her tongue as she licked it away.


  He followed, pulling the bottle from her grasp and placing it on the table before taking her in his arms once more. She didn’t wait for him to kiss her. Instead she lifted up on her toes, pressed herself against him again, mouth parted. She tasted of the whisky now and he drank deeply, losing himself in her.


  But she broke the contact too quickly, her hot mouth moving to his cheek, his jaw, his neck, and he groaned at the feeling, at the tugging of her hand on his simply tied cravat. Her tongue trailed across his skin and he gasped, needing, wanting.


  He had to taste her and he did, mimicking her actions, kissing, nipping, licking at the sensitive skin of her neck, at her earlobe, and then she demanded her turn again.


  His hands roved over her body, down her spine to the roundness of her buttocks, studying their shape under the far too many layers of fabric that separated skin from skin.


  He was not a pure innocent. The Continent had rid him of that distinction, but nothing had ever been like this, both beautiful and erotic all at once. His heart was full at the same time he throbbed hot with need. In all the years of his youth he had separated lust and love in his mind, one the nearly embarrassing desire and the other the realm of chivalry and purity. Now it all combined and he was astounded, devastated by the reality. That he felt such base lust for the woman he admired above all others. That he wanted nothing more but to lift her dress, part her thighs, and join himself to her with a thrust, to know how she felt inside, the ridges of her welcoming flesh.


  He groaned against her skin again, hands bunching up fabric, lifting though he hardly knew what he did.


  She whimpered and the sound nearly undid him. Or maybe that was the soft flesh of her bare thigh under his fingers.


  “Luc,” she said on a sigh. He had been indifferent to his name until that moment. Then, he wanted her to say it again and again.


  But they were in the library of her father’s home. With a houseful of guests. And they were unmarried.


  He had not yet confessed.


  He stopped, rested his forehead against the top of her head, took in the rose-scented fragrance of her hair even as he tried to tame his need. Another moment and he would have ruined her. Without a sound of protest from her.


  “Luc, please,” she whispered. “I need you.”


  “Bianca.” He groaned. “Do you have any idea what you are saying? How close we are to . . .” There was no polite way to say it. Yet, how polite was it to have had his hands on her silken skin?


  “Yes. Yes, I understand, and I don’t want you to stop.”


  With another groan wrenched from deep in his throat, he moved, claimed her lips with his once more. Devoured her. No, he wouldn’t stop. Perhaps he could not have her the way he most wanted to, but he could give her pleasure.


  Reckless. Dangerous. Ruination. She would not step away from this night unchanged, innocent. But what was innocence to the taste of this? Of Luc? Of his kisses—his mouth, his tongue. What was innocence and waiting for Kate to marry, waiting for a Season and a proper sort of husband that she might not care for at all, because while Kate could do as she might, that had never been the way for Bianca. She had had to be perfect. Do what everyone wanted. Stay out of trouble, not draw any attention. It was the only way she’d ever had any freedom. Back when anyone had paid any attention to her.


  Living in the shadow of a terror like Kate was enormously stressful. It made the little dramas of everyday life anathema.


  But now, here was drama of a different sort. Passion. She reached up and took his face in her hands, stopping the kiss. Turned his head slightly, and pressed her lips to his skin, to the warmth of his cheek, then his jaw, then the sliver of skin above his casually tied cravat.


  Tears sprung to her eyes as she touched that slightly worse for wear fabric. It signified so much. How his family was on the way down, genteelly impoverished, while her family was on the way up, only two generations from trade. How vast a difference. How strange this society that her family would look down upon such a match when truly Luc was matchless.


  Luc’s hands rested over hers. “Your face is damp.”


  “I’m just so happy,” she said, leaving her strange thoughts far behind and leaping back in to pure sensation.


  “I’m happy, too,” he whispered, hands moving to her hips and lifting her up against him. She was not petite and slender like Kate, but he made her feel that way, little and fragile, and the perspective was wonderfully new.


  Their heads moved around each other, mouths nibbling at skin, until he let her slide down his body and reached for the fastenings of her dress, loosening it so that the bodice gaped over her short stays.


  She undid his cravat, his waistcoat, pulled at his shirt so that she could reach up under its long tails and feel the hot expanse of his chest. Her fingers tingled with the new experience.


  He scooped her up again, made her dizzy with his touch, and then the soft carpet was beneath her. Pressing down beneath her to the floor that was firm, cool.


  And he was above and hot. Kissing her, touching her. His hand on her thigh. Above her stockings! She gasped and shuddered.


  Then his fingers were in a place that, despite what Lottie had told her of conjugal relations, she had never before imagined a man touching. She wriggled to get away.


  “You shouldn’t— Is this . . . done?” she whispered.


  He laughed softly. “It’s more than done. There are men who pride themselves on their technique of bringing women pleasure. I only hope I can do as much for you.”


  Pleasure. She tried to relax, to focus on the soft searching of his touch, the way it—


  She gasped as he hit a particularly sensitive place, his thumb circling about. And his fingers, how many did he have? It felt like hundreds with the way sensation was everywhere. Yet focused. And building and . . . it was such a strange feeling, like a tightness that wound tighter and tighter, as if drawing her toward some great height.


  And then, she fell.


  Pleasure scattering about like fairy dust, settling softly in her skin.


  He drew his hand away and in the absence, her body pulsed. He rolled off of her, his breath ragged in the dark.


  “What . . . Why are you stopping? I know there’s more. There’s—”


  “Bianca, I can’t ruin you. What kind of man would I be?”


  “The kind that desires me above all reason,” she insisted. “That would slay dragons for me.”


  She could still feel him hard against her leg, the part of him that was meant to join with her.


  “That would marry you,” he said softly. She stilled. Shocked.


  Delighted. Her lips moved without will, curving into the sort of smile that held that secret kind of pleasure.


  “Are you asking me?”


  “God, no! I would never—”


  The smile flattened. “You would never wish to ask me?”


  “Never consider it a right until I had secured your father’s permission. I know, I’ve gone about this all wrong.” He looked down their bodies, a flush reddening his cheeks. She liked the way his cheeks would turn pink in large splotches with embarrassment. “Bianca, I would like nothing more than for you to be mine.”


  “That’s better,” she said. “But of course, it’s impossible. My father will never say yes. Forget about your lack of fortune and family, until my sister, Kate, is married, he won’t even consider letting me have a suitor. Sometimes a woman needs to take matters into her own hands. Do you love me?”


  He looked surprised, as if the question was absurd or irrelevant. “Do I love you? I have adored you from the first moment I set eyes on you, before I even knew you.”


  That secret tendril of pleasure began unfurling within her again.


  “Good, then. We’ll elope.” The idea was a nascent one, spontaneous, born of the desire to take their passion to completion, to not have to wait for anyone, especially Kate, ever again. It wasn’t wise and it wouldn’t be easy. Luc would no longer have a position, naturally her father would be furious. As a married man, it might not be easy to find a similar position, or one traveling the world as a companion. She had little money of her own, enough for books and ribbons and sweets at the market.


  Even knowing all of that, she didn’t care.


  “Bea, your father will say yes.”


  She laughed. “I love you, but you are hardly suitable.”


  “I’m not a tutor.”


  “I know.”


  “You do?” He seemed so surprised it made her laugh. He was so strong and confident but at times so insecure and tentative.


  “It doesn’t define you, Luc. You are so much more than the occupation you take out of necessity. I’d love you regardless of your employment and position.”


  “I didn’t mean—”


  “You could be a Duke and I couldn’t love you more.”


  He grabbed her face suddenly between his hands and kissed her. Such an impossibly sweet kiss. One that told her he loved her with his lips, with his breath.


  That love wrapped around her, the way her mother’s arms had when she was still a child, the way she had yearned for an embrace ever since.


  “We’ll leave, at the end of the week,” she murmured, thinking aloud. “In the confusion of all the guests taking off. But I’d better go before someone finds us here and ruins everything.”


  “Bianca, wait!” His expression was so earnestly entreating that she almost did. But extending this sweet moment might jeopardize all their future ones.


  “Till tomorrow, my love,” she whispered and then slipped out of his embrace and out of the curtained alcove. She crept across the now dark room, lit only by a waxing moon, and reached the library door, her heart at once full and light. For the first time that she could remember, everything was right with her world.


  


   


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN

  


  “Bianca, what is the matter with you? You can hardly lie abed all day with a house full of guests.”


  Bianca moaned as Lottie’s strident voice cut through the delicious warmth of her dreams, dreams that had been full of Luc, full of his touch, his breath. She buried her head into her pillow and grinned at the reminiscence of last night’s pleasure.


  So very wrong, but oh, so right.


  The day brought more guests to the manor. Not only did Kate’s other two guests arrive but their neighbors also came for the festivities. Which this afternoon was a picnic with archery and cricket, and any other entertainment spontaneity desired.


  She was walking across the lawn with Mr. Bagley, a sandy-haired man of average height with a kind smile, who had arrived only an hour earlier, when she spotted Luc and Thomas emerging from the house and approaching the party. To watch the archery competition, no doubt. Her heart leapt in her chest at the sight of Luc, even at this distance. Even though she wouldn’t be able to acknowledge him the way she would like.


  “Do you mind stopping here a moment, Miss Mansfield?” Bagley said. “I do believe that’s my cousin. I had no idea he had been invited. Who is that young boy with him?”


  She looked back at Mr. Bagley and saw that his gaze, too, was focused on Luc and Thomas.


  “My brother,” Bianca answered slowly, trying to make sense of Mr. Bagley’s words. “But that gentleman accompanying him is his tutor.”


  “His tutor?” Bagley turned to her agape. “What foolishness is this? Viscount Asquith, a tutor?”


  Viscount? Bianca longed to ask if perhaps Bagley had forgotten his eyeglass, but she didn’t wish to be rude. However, clearly, there was some deficit with the man’s vision.


  “Mr. Dore is hardly a viscount,” she said with a laugh. “My father hired him on the recommendation of our neighbors, the Colburns.”


  “Lucian Dorlingsley,” Bagley said haughtily, “is the Viscount Asquith, and heir to the Earl of Finleigh. He has been good friends with the younger Colburn since Harrow. I assure you, that man is my cousin and I know not what scheme he is playing at, but he is no tutor. In fact, last I had heard he was still conducting a Grand Tour on the Continent.”


  Luc Dore, Lucian Dorlingsley. A coincidence? A black fog settled over Bianca’s thoughts and heart. Why had he lied?


  “Shall we go to him then?” she asked brightly. “It must be some lark, some wager, I suppose.”


  It was a matter of steps before they were face to face with Luc. His expression seemed to shift swiftly from a happy anticipation to wariness.


  “Bagley.”


  “So it’s true!”


  Luc’s ashen face nodded tightly, confirmation of the news that had already sent her emotions spiraling in dark confusion.


  “What’s true?” Thomas asked.


  She looked at her brother, who was looking back and forth between them with a furrowed brow. What was she supposed to tell him?


  “I—”


  “Bianca, let me explain.”


  She shook her head. But she did want an explanation. So she followed him when he pulled her aside. And then looked past him blankly, at where Bagley and Thomas still stood, staring at them.


  The moment he saw his cousin, the bottom had dropped out of Luc’s stomach. Then there was that look on Bianca’s face, wary and pleading, as if she hoped to hear anything but the truth. This was not how he had wanted to reveal himself to her, but he had waited too long and fate had stolen the moment from him.


  He took her hand in his. Her gaze snapped up, blue eyes narrowed, and she pulled away.


  “You lied to me. You came to us under false pretenses, a false identity. You made love to me as another man! I gave you everything, and it all meant nothing.”


  “I’m still me,” he said weakly, under the verbal onslaught. He was unprepared for this, for having to defend himself and his actions, but he shouldn’t have been.


  “No, you’re a viscount,” she vented. “Someday to be an earl. You are not the impoverished tutor I thought you to be.” Those blue eyes were welling up with tears. “You took away my choice.”


  Her choice. The unspoken significance terrified him.


  “Bianca, you have to understand,” he said quickly, “I never meant to deceive you. I’ve tried to tell you again and again.” Her eyebrows raised but she was unmoved. “This whole mess . . . Reggie said your father would never let me woo you until your older sister was married. I just wanted a chance to get to know you.”


  “There is a difference between getting to know me and deceiving me. Surely your goal could have been attained through more appropriate means.”


  Her tone was cold, growing icier with each word. Though she still stood merely inches from him, she was distancing herself. He had to stop this, make her understand.


  He ran a hand through his hair.


  “But would I ever have gained such access? The midnight conversations? The rambling walks? It was Colburn’s idea and I stumbled after cautiously, but I am glad that I did. I love you, Bianca.”


  “Blame it on Reginald, yes. How even more cowardly of you. So my father might reject your suit. You jump immediately to deception. What am I to think of the manner of man you are? How am I to entrust myself to you ever again?”


  Ever again. He—no, Lucian Dore, impoverished tutor—had had her love. He was intensely jealous. Of himself, yes but no, not himself, of the role he had played.


  “Do you have nothing to say?” she pressed and he opened his mouth to speak but she was already turning away.


  “What have you embroiled yourself in, Asquith?” Bagley asked, joining Luc as he stared at Bianca’s retreating form.


  “Love, cousin.”


  “Really? A damnable way to go about it.”


  With a sigh, Luc finally turned to Bagley and shook his hand. “Where did Thomas go?”


  “The boy? I sent him off to watch the archery. Thought it for the best.”


  “Thank you. I’d say it’s good to see you again but . . .”


  “Ruined your plans, did I?”


  Luc grimaced. Yes, in a way Bagley had, but he could hardly blame the man. He shook his head. “Though I’d appreciate your discretion for the time being, no. The one who made the mistake is me.”


  He had professed his love before. And when she had heard those words last, her heart had melted inside her body, she had glowed from the warmth of them. Now, she felt a wrenching despair, a mixture of pleasure and pain. She was angry with him. He didn’t seem to understand how devastating this betrayal was. How it changed everything. He has taken away her choice, just as Kate had. With this betrayal, his love became a prison as much as her life had ever been. If only he understood, perhaps she could forgive him.


  Forgive? She shook her head at her ridiculous thoughts. Nothing made sense at all.


  She stalked away from them, reaching the gaggle of guests even as she realized that among the crowd was the last place she wanted to be. She spotted Alice and instinctively headed toward her friend.


  “Might I steal you away a moment?” she asked, even as she forcefully dragged her friend away from her conversation with the Stanbury twins.


  Bianca marched her across the lawn and ushered her behind the hedgerow to where a marble bench provided a picturesque view of the pond in the distance.


  “I’m in trouble,” she stated. Alice, in the middle of settling herself on the bench, shot her a doubtful glance.


  “The tutor? I told you nothing good could come of letting yourself fall in love with him. Evil as Kate is, you will not be isolated here forever.”


  “But I am in love with him,” Bianca objected before she remembered that at that very moment she was not quite in love. She was far too irate. Still, she had to fill Alice in on all the events of the last three days. “I let him . . . take liberties.”


  Alice’s shocked gasp sent a hot blush to Bianca’s cheeks.


  “He asked me to marry him and I said yes. We were planning to elope.”


  “Where did my level-headed friend go? You have never been the impetuous, reckless one. Always telling me when I’m being ridiculous.”


  “I know.” Bianca moaned. She was an infuriated, confused mess. “I just . . . at first I thought him forward and odd. Then I realized he was shy and sweet and utterly charming. And now . . . now I think him a complete cad!”


  “What happened?” Alice demanded. “Not that taking liberties isn’t caddish behavior, but clearly you approved of those.”


  Bianca blushed again. Just the mention of those liberties filled her head with wicked images, with erotic memories that were better forgotten because never again would she feel his hands on her, his mouth . . . oh, dear Lord, his mouth!


  “He . . . he lied to me!”


  Bianca sat on the bench, as well, and buried her head in her hands, overcome by a new emotion. It was all so embarrassing. Perhaps he was not the dancing master but the whole abysmal situation was nearly as bad.


  “Bea? What did he lie about? Is he already married?”


  “No!” The idea was so shocking, Bianca sat up. “No, he lied about who he is! He’s not a tutor. Not even remotely. In fact, I’m quite certain his family would be shocked to learn he had taken up such an employment. A future earl working as a common servant?”


  Alice choked. “Future what?”


  “You heard me. Earl. Mr. Bagley, you met him the other night, is his cousin and recognized him. I cannot tell you how embarrassing that moment was. I had to beg him not to say anything to anyone else. If anyone will unmask the fiend, it will be me. And I’ll make him pay first.”


  “Mr. Dore? Heir to an earldom?”


  “Not Dore. Dorlingsley! Viscount Asquith. Heir to the Earl of Finleigh.” Alice’s eyes widened and Bianca shook her head. “Stop gaping about the fact that he’s titled. Can you believe the effrontery? To make love to me under an assumed name? To trick me in such a way?”


  “Bianca.” Alice shook her head in disbelief. “You’re going to be a countess!”


  “Hah. As if I’d marry a man who deceived me so.” Bianca paced the length of the room, her fury growing again as she fed it with righteous indignation.


  “You mean you would have eloped with a poor tutor of no family and no living, but you would reject him because he’s a future earl?”


  Put that way, in Alice’s reasonable tone, it all seemed so ridiculous. Bianca giggled. “Yes?”


  “No.” Alice shook her head, laughing, too. “No, you will not reject him. I was wrong when I said nothing good could come of this. At least you were compromised by a quite eligible man.”


  “How did he manage to go incognito? How did the servants not gossip? Did no one in the Colburns’ household other than Reggie know his true identity? And Reggie! That mischief-maker. He vouched for Luc.”


  “That is curious. Oh, another positive aspect is that your father can hardly reject his suit now, can he? He ruined you, after all.”


  Could her father reject Luc’s suit? Nothing had been done that was irreparable.


  “He did take your virtue, right?”


  “No, not that I didn’t want him to. He refused.”


  “How gentlemanly?”


  They giggled again. It was good to have told Alice. She made everything feel lighter, manageable. Bianca was not trapped in another prison of Kate’s creation. Luc has been misguided, to be sure, but she had no doubt that he did love her. Therein lay the difference.


  “Perhaps you are right. Perhaps nothing matters but that I love him. And his title might sway my father’s stubborn mind.”


  Alice grinned. “All’s well that ends well, right?”


  


   


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE

  


  Luc searched for Thomas, but when he saw the boy by his mother’s side, he didn’t approach. He needed to think. And what if Thomas had said something to his mother about the scene he had witnessed? He ran through the conversation. Unless Bagley had said something else after Bianca and Luc had walked away, there was nothing incriminating said.


  He wandered behind the chairs set up to view the archery competition. He watched Frederick Graughton prime his bow, but his thoughts were far away.


  It hardly mattered what Thomas did or did not say. Soon everyone would know. He couldn’t pretend anymore. Bianca was right, and though he had known the deception to be a foolish idea from the start, when it seemed to work, he had stifled his misgivings. Enjoyed falling in love and receiving love in return. But he’d taken advantage of her, in the greatest possible way. Even if he couldn’t regret his actions, he knew they had been wrong. But if he lost her he would regret them forever.


  He wouldn’t lose her.


  He’d beg her forgiveness and somehow, she’d come around.


  He looked up. Saw Mr. Mansfield in the distance and suddenly his mind cleared. It was time.


  Mr. Mansfield was pouring himself a glass of punch when Luc approached. There was a footman at one end but otherwise the area was currently unoccupied.


  “Mr. Dore,” Mansfield greeted him jovially. “Enjoying the afternoon?”


  Luc tried to force a smile and failed. “Might I speak with you in private, sir?”


  “What is this long face?” Mansfield said, clapping him on the back. “Is my son being naughty? Do say yes. He is too quiet and well-behaved for his own good. When I was a boy—”


  “No, sir. I regret to inform you that all is well with your son.”


  “Oh.” Mansfield frowned and then gave Luc a more considering look. “Is something amiss?”


  “I am.”


  “You are giving your notice?”


  “I suppose I am in a manner of speaking.” He looked about. Other than that footman several feet away the area was still clear. “I . . . Dore is not my name. I am Dorlingsley. Of the Sussex Dorlingsleys.”


  “Relation to the Earl?”


  “His only son.”


  Mansfield was silent, but his fingers drummed on the table. Luc had come to know this meant he was deep in thought.


  “Why?”


  “Because I wanted to court Bianca.”


  Mansfield’s patient visage darkened quickly. “That is the one answer I will not tolerate,” he said, slamming his glass down on the table.


  “My intentions are honorable.”


  “Then why not approach me like a man? Why steal into my home under a cover of lies? And Lord Reginald! That fiend.”


  “I am deeply sorry, sir. I never intended disrespect or . . . I simply didn’t think of the consequences beyond—”


  “You are the sort of man who gives young noblemen a bad reputation. Gadding about, doing as they wish, no care for anyone else.”


  Luc flushed. He had heard that slur against the aristocracy before but had never considered it an apt descriptor of himself.


  “And what of my son?” Mansfield continued, working himself up into a florid rage. “I trusted you with him. In my home! I should call you out for this.”


  “Mr. Mansfield, please, I know I am deserving of all your ire, but I love your daughter. I want nothing more than to make her my wife.”


  Mansfield paused, breathing heavily. His eyes narrowed on Luc.


  “I am furious, Mr.— Lord Asquith, and I am currently hosting a party. Now this scandal. What will people think?”


  “No one knows. Other than Bagley, but he’s my cousin.”


  “Other than Bagley,” Mansfield repeated. He took a deep breath. Seemed fractionally calmer. “I don’t know whether to throw you off my property or introduce you to the guests. You’ve put me in a very difficult position.”


  Mansfield’s growing calm gave Luc hope and he pressed his point.


  “Accept my suit. Grant me Bianca’s hand.”


  Mansfield looked down at his desk, ran his fingers across the wood surface. “She loves you?”


  “Yes,” Luc said fervently, and then sucked in his breath. “At least, she did. Before she learned that I was not who I said I was.”


  Mansfield’s jaw was tight. A muscle ticked in his cheek. Luc watched its regular throbbing with anxiousness.


  “What a foolish girl. And all this time I thought Kate was the problem and here I have mischief beneath my very roof. Oh, the pain of being a widower.”


  “You’ve remarried, sir.”


  “But my daughters are motherless nonetheless.”


  Luc shook his head.


  “I know I’ve gone about this backward, Mr. Mansfield. And I beg your forgiveness, but I was told that you would never let me woo Bianca until Kate marries.”


  Mansfield looked angry again. “All I want is a peaceful home. To grow old amongst the things and people I love.”


  “All I want is to be able to live my life.”


  They both turned at Bianca’s voice.


  “You are living your life—”


  “In Kate’s shadow! No, not even in her shadow because most of the year she is flitting about doing all the things I can only dream of. I’m almost twenty, Father. I should have had my Season.”


  “And you will.”


  “I. Am. Tired. Of waiting!”


  Fury made the edges of Bianca’s vision a dusky red. She was still mad at Luc, but she was more so at her father, at the situation that his cowardice had created. And she was mad at fate, at losing her mother, at nearly losing her brother. Angry that everything she held dear was either taken away from her or proven to be false.


  “Now, now, Bianca,” her father said nervously, looking about. “You must calm down. You are my sweet, biddable daughter.”


  Hearing him voice the long-unspoken thoughts infuriated her even more.


  “Sweet? Biddable? I am neither of those things. I merely never had anything for which I cared about enough to fight. But now I do.”


  “Bianca.”


  “Do you give your blessing, Father?” she pressed spitefully.


  “For the sake of peace in my home, I cannot. A secret engagement until Kate is betrothed, yes.”


  “No.” The word felt beautiful. Powerful. Bianca wanted to say it again and again. “No secrets. I intend to marry Luc. Now. As soon as possible. And I do not care a fig for what Kate wants. If she wishes to have a fit here in front of all her guests, that is her choice and reflects only on herself.”


  “No.”


  But it was not her father’s no that mattered.


  “You’ll regret this,” she warned. Then she shot a look at Luc before taking off for the house. His expression was one of wonder, and it nearly made her laugh. Had her anger made him regret his proposal? Perhaps all of this would have been for naught. But the thought was more tinged with angry amusement than true fear.


  As she had hoped, Luc stopped her halfway across the lawn.


  “So you forgive me,” he said eagerly, taking her hands in his own.


  “No, I don’t,” she corrected.


  “But you’ll marry me.”


  “Maybe.” It was petulant, she knew, but he deserved to suffer a bit.


  “But you said to your father . . .”


  “Because I am tired of being told what to do! Of being forced to wait for Kate. If there were some good reason, well then, I am reasonable, but this is just her selfishness and cruelty.”


  “Bianca, forget about Kate. Forget about your father. Forget about my stupidity. All that matters is if you love me as I love you.” His expression and tone were earnest. She knew he loved her.


  She blinked, and was surprised to feel wetness on her lashes. Her anger was seeping away and what was left was a shaking exhaustion. She wanted to do all that he said, but how?


  She nodded slowly. His expression lit up like fireworks. A little answering spark rose inside her.


  “So we’ll do it,” he said. “We’ll keep the engagement secret and do our best to get Kate married off sooner than later.”


  “No,” Bianca returned, because love him as she did, she would not back down. “We’ll marry as soon as possible, or I won’t marry you at all.”


  


   


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN

  


  In the two months that he had known Bianca, Luc had fallen in love with her, again and again, each time some new facet of her revealed itself to him. Now he was seeing the wronged goddess, intent on victory. It was astonishing and, admittedly, a tiny bit scary. It was also incredibly arousing, and in between the plans that she repeated to him just one more time, he kissed her neck, her ears, her shoulders.


  He knew very well this new plan was not wise, but neither had been his initial deception. And something had to happen. Thus far Mansfield had said nothing, and Luc did not know if his identity would be revealed, if he would continue the pretense of tutor at least until the part was over, or if Mansfield would throw him out.


  But Bianca was forcing everyone’s hand and Luc was willing to let her.


  After all, this new plan allowed him to kiss her, here in the privacy of the library, in the quiet hour when most of the guests were dressing for dinner.


  “We’ll go to Paris for our honeymoon,” he whispered, interrupting her worried commands. She fell silent and he continued, “Then Vienna.”


  “Firenze,” she said.


  “Yes, and Venice. Wherever you wish to go.”


  “I do love you, Luc.” The words were soft, the way her skin was soft beneath his fingers.


  A burst of laughter resounded from the hallway. Footsteps.


  This was it. No turning back.


  She pressed her lips to his and he forgot his thoughts.


  Until the door flung open and sharp gasps pierced the air. Despite being prepared, Luc’s body tightened with tension.


  “Asquith!”


  “Asquith? I thought that was the tutor?”


  For one moment more, Luc shut out that outside world with its shocked chatter. He took a deep breath and met Bianca’s wide-eyed gaze. Her smile was as tremulous as his. A man’s life can change in an instant.


  “Ready?” Luc whispered.


  She nodded and they turned to face the open door.


  True to his word, Reggie had gathered a handful of people. There was Bagley and the Stanbury twins. Enough that no one could refute what they’d seen. Enough that reputations had been shot and scandal ignited.


  “What is the meaning of this?” Bagley demanded. But there was a twinkle in his eye as he blustered.


  Bianca let out a squeak and hid behind Luc’s back. He could feel the shaking of her body and her strangled laughter.


  “Love, cousin,” Luc said as he started to laugh. “Love.”


  Then he shut the door and shut them out. In a few minutes more, the news would have made the rounds and it would be time to face her father. But the deed was done.


  He took Bianca into his arms. She smiled up at him brilliantly.


  “I’m ruined,” she said happily. “You’ll have to marry me now.”


  “You’re mine,” he said, mirth gone and emotion making his voice gruff. “I’ll never let you go.”


  Two months earlier, he had spotted her across a street and fallen head over heels in love. And then he’d tumbled again and again. As he lowered his lips to hers, he knew that he’d always be tumbling, always falling, always be passionately in love.


  


   


  


  Want more of Kate and Peter?


  Continue reading for a sneak peek at


  WED AT LEISURE,


  on sale 5/27/14 from Avon Impulse!


  


   


  


  An Excerpt from


  WED AT LEISURE


  


   


  


  Chapter One

  


  1809


  Kate ran through the thicket, gasping, her face hot with suppressed tears. The governess would chide her for the stains and small abrasions to her dress once she returned to the house. But those monitions were nothing compared to her mother’s continued disdain.


  The scent of moist earth and the sound of rushing water meant that she was close, that soon she could let go. Finally, she broke through the cluster of trees and bushes and made it to the water’s edge, where she dropped down to her knees, clutched at clumps of grass with her fists, threw her head back, and wailed.


  “Ahem.”


  Kate clamped her mouth shut and looked toward the familiar voice, embarrassment flushing her body. How humiliating.


  The Earl of Bonhill sat under a tree, a book open on his lap, his trousers rolled up and his legs dangling into the stream that, a mile off, fed into the river, and that farther upstream offered her father a perfect spot for angling. The same stream that marked the boundary between the Colburns’ ducal seat and the Mansfields’ more modest estate. Here, however, titles hardly mattered. What did matter was that Peter had gotten there first and taken the best spot. And was now witnessing Kate in tears.


  She hadn’t even known he was back from Harrow.


  She scrambled to her feet, glaring at him, as anger was the only possible refuge from humiliation, and headed back to the thicket.


  “You don’t have to run,” he said, the crunch of his footsteps on the fallen leaves growing louder as he came nearer. “I’ll go.”


  For some reason that made her more upset and she stopped, whirled around to face him. He was sixteen, she knew. Four years her elder.


  “It doesn’t matter if you do. It’s already ruined.” She wouldn’t be able to indulge in tears the same way anymore.


  “Then maybe I can help.”


  “How?”


  He shrugged. “Why don’t you tell me why you’re crying?”


  “I’m not crying.”


  “Not anymore.”


  “I’m—” She shut her mouth. It wasn’t worth arguing. After all, she had been crying.


  “That’s right. The fearsome Kate Mansfield makes other people cry, but she’d never be caught with such lowering emotions herself.”


  He was mocking her. Or needling her. Or . . .


  “Just because you’re an earl, doesn’t mean you get to be cruel.”


  “Someone didn’t do what you want? Didn’t let you have your way?”


  Frustration welled up inside her. Why was he saying such things? Of course, it was just what everyone else echoed. Everyone but her mother.


  “You don’t know anything about me,” she said hotly, tears once again burning her eyelids.


  “Then why don’t you tell me?”


  And for some reason she did.


  About her mother, who hated her, who said Kate was ugly because she was so dark, who criticized everything Kate ever did, and little Bianca could do no wrong. About how no one ever paid her attention unless she did something terrible.


  “So you do it on purpose, then. All the fits and tantrums we hear about—you do that for attention.”


  She flushed with mortification for the hundredth time that hour. She’d never thought about her reputation in the community. At twelve, her world barely existed beyond Hopford Manor. And then there was this suggestion he was making, and she wasn’t certain if it was a good thing or bad. But she knew one thing, she didn’t need attention, and his suggestion that she craved it made her seem terribly weak.


  “As if I’d care what anyone thinks. Especially not you. Look at you. A spotted maypole!”


  He flushed, which made those spots redden even more. There weren’t all that many, but anyone would be conscious of having such flawed skin. Kate’s was not. Not that one would know from the many admonishments her mother imparted about good care for one’s complexion.


  “You’re a spoiled child, Kate Mansfield,” he pronounced, picking up his book from the ground. “Maybe someday you’ll grow out of it.”


  She watched him leave in angry frustration, hands curled into fists. It didn’t matter that he was an earl and heir to a duchy, or that previously she had thought him nice and handsome and had even imagined growing up, falling in love with him, and becoming a duchess. From now on she’d stay as far away from him as possible.


  1815


  The prodigal son. Hah. How many men looked on their sons’ service to their country with pride, while his own father still refused to afford Peter even the slightest modicum of respect.


  He took another gulp of the scotch in his flask. It was strong, much stronger than what he normally drank, but he was determined to like it. In any event, the more he imbibed, the better it tasted. There was a lesson in that surely.


  He stumbled along the bank of the stream, perilously close to the edge, and as he reeled, arms out to balance himself, the thought that he might fall in made him laugh.


  Why was that funny? He started laughing more.


  Finally he reached the spot under the oak tree that had always been his favorite. Of course, the last time he’d been here he hadn’t yet left for the Continent. He’d been so young.


  And that Mansfield girl had been there.


  Catherine. Kate.


  She’d grown up rather well. At church he’d seen her, long dark hair, dark eyes, ignoring everyone, including him. A bit too haughty for her own good, Reggie had said. And his brother should know, since he’d spent more time here in Waterford on Lew in the last five years than Peter had.


  Reggie had had a good many things to say about Kate Mansfield. None of them good.


  A pity.


  He took another drink and then paused, flask to his mouth, and stared. At a pair of dark brown eyes in a pale face. She was what? Seventeen now?


  “You aren’t crying,” he said.


  Her eyes widened. “What?”


  “The last time I saw you here you were.”


  “You’re drunk.”


  “Not nearly enough.”


  But maybe he was, because he couldn’t remember what they were talking about, or why Kate Mansfield was standing in front of him, reaching for his flask.


  She plucked it from his grasp and he stared at the air where it used to be before sliding his gaze to her.


  She was sniffing at the opening.


  “What is this? It smells horrible.”


  “They call you a shrew, you know,” Peter confided.


  “People say any number of things. Like your father.”


  Yes, his father wasn’t particularly private about his opinion of his oldest son. Or his youngest, but Reggie didn’t seem to care.


  He reached for the flask, found himself holding her hand. Which was smaller than his, with long, slender fingers, a tiny wrist, a soft palm.


  Soft. She was so soft.


  “Peter?” Her voice was soft, too, and he pulled her closer.


  Closer.


  


   


  


  Chapter Two

  


  1819


  Peter Colburn, the Duke of Orland, wasn’t entirely certain how he’d ended up in Brighton, standing on the side of the assembly room at Castle Tavern after having passed an uncomfortable night on the sofa in his friend Trumbull’s already crowded rented rooms. He certainly hadn’t intended to stop in the seaside town before heading home to his family’s country estate. First of all, it was the wrong direction. Second of all, if he had intended such a jaunt, he would have arranged for his own rooms months ago. He hadn’t stayed in such cramped accommodations since his days in the army. In three years, it was possible he’d gotten a bit soft. Or perhaps, he simply had raised his standards.


  Nonetheless, here he was, nursing the sort of headache that came from reuniting with old friends, resulting in the need to recapture one’s younger and more inebriated days. After a too-long London season, in which he’d dutifully accompanied his aunt Winifred to events at which she attempted to match him to any young girl who possessed most of her teeth and a modicum of intelligence. Despite the complaints of his more marriage-minded friends, London’s ballrooms were populated with a fair number of personable, clever young women. Yet they were all utterly unexceptionable. Blending in to one another. All but one.


  Kate.


  Another touchstone from his youth.


  It seemed she was everywhere, lighting up the ballrooms with her laugh and her sharp wit. Not to mention her beauty. He’d read about eyes flashing in bad poetry and Minerva Press novels (the officers had needed some amusement during the war), but Kate’s eyes did. Everything about her was intense.


  Now, she flitted about the dance floor on Lindley’s arms, and for one brief moment she looked his way, and Peter caught the flash of recognition. A brightening that narrowed quickly to contempt.


  That brief contact, as it increasingly had over the last few months, spurred him to be at her side when she exited the dance. To be where she was forced to acknowledge him. After all, for a woman of no title and only a respectable dowry, ignoring a duke, one who was considered a war hero no less, though Peter privately thought the epithet too easily given to a man who had done nothing any other man wouldn’t do, would hardly endear her to society.


  “Your Grace, fine night, is it not?” Lindley said. His smile was affable and open, and his hold on Kate’s arm, proprietary. Interesting. Especially considering the man’s attentions to the Hightower girl earlier that evening.


  “Your Grace,” Kate acknowledged with a nod of her head, but the curve of her lips and the tone of her voice were mocking.


  “Miss Mansfield,” he returned, equally sardonic. “Lindley. I thought I’d steal Miss Mansfield away for a set.”


  Her eyes widened and then narrowed. He didn’t know what continually possessed him to needle her, but this had been the way between them ever since that day by the river. Kate was a brat. And he had little doubt she was about to claim some prior commitment, whether it existed or not. She was popular enough for each dance to be already claimed.


  “I do believe this dance is free,” Kate said, tilting her head in silent challenge. “But I am a bit out of breath. Would you settle for a stroll about the room?”


  “Your wish is my command.” He steered Kate away from Lindley, oddly happy to have disentangled the two of them.


  “I confess, I am astonished to see you in Brighton. I understood you to be a man of habit, and these last two years you have decamped home at the end of the London Season.”


  “I am flattered that you have noticed my comings and goings.”


  Her eyes narrowed and a surge of anticipation filled him at what she would next say.


  “It is rather hard not to notice,” she said, pointedly perusing his form. Yes, her favorite form of insult, that of his tailor. Or more his valet, as it was not his tailor’s fault that these two patterns had been matched together. The more Kate noticed, the more determined Peter was to allow his valet his questionable taste. “Such a relief when your sartorial mishaps no longer offend my eyes.”


  “Never fear, Miss Mansfield. I am only here for a week at most. I shall have to make the most of these few moments we have together.”


  “Don’t make too much of them.”


  “You wound me.”


  She laughed. “The one thing I never have to worry about from you, Peter, is that anything I say could hurt you. You exist simply to torture me.”


  Perhaps it was the use of his Christian name, so rarely said, but for one instant he was reminded clearly of why he was drawn to her again and again, acrimony aside. She was a part of his youth, a part of the green earth and the rolling hills. Yes, she had acquired that town bronze, but she was still the Kate he’d longed to kiss for more years than he could remember.


  The thought startled him. But not so surprising really. She was a pretty young woman and he was a normal man who reacted to such beauty with the desire to possess it. Bodily.


  “So silent, Your Grace.”


  If she knew his thoughts, perhaps she’d be silenced, too.


  She stopped walking, and accommodating, he stopped, as well. “And how do you do?” she was saying. He looked about. There was nothing there but a column, holding up the ceiling.


  “Pardon?”


  “Oh, there you are, Your Grace. I mistook this handsome and oh, so silent piece of marble for you for a moment.”


  He shook his head even as he laughed. “I’ll tell you, Kate. I was thinking of your mouth . . . and how you use it in the most infuriating of ways.”


  “You should be nicer to Orland.” It wasn’t the first time her stepmother had said such a thing, but as always, Kate ignored the hissed words. Henrietta had been a Mansfield for nine years now, married barely a year after Kate’s mother died of influenza. At first, Kate had resented the young, beautiful stepmother, but soon, they were best friends. Still, as close as they were, Henrietta couldn’t possibly understand. “After all, he’s a war hero and hardly difficult to look at. And he’s the one duke with whom we have a familial acquaintance. If you truly would never consider him, then surely something could be made of the connection.”


  Never consider Peter? She had once upon a time. Girlishly, she had imagined marrying every eligible man in Waterford on Lew, and the future duke, as he had been at the time, above all others. Towering above her, he had always been kind and charming. Even that day by the river.


  That had been the last day it was so.


  Now they couldn’t stand each other. Peter, because he knew how horrid she truly was, and Kate, because she knew he knew.


  Even if Kate were interested in the duchy . . . in Peter, he was certainly not interested in her.


  There had been the year that he returned from Waterloo that had proven that.


  “He has terrible taste,” Kate said with a mocking laugh. “Imagine a grown man pairing that waistcoat with those trousers? Say what you will about a good valet can change all that. The very fact that he doesn’t object himself is appalling.”


  “That is ridiculous.” But Henrietta said nothing else on the subject.


  “Perhaps,” Kate agreed, though it was an admission she made only out of deep respect and love for her stepmother. “Nonetheless, I could never consider a man without the least sense of taste.”


  “Remember, dearest, how hard you worked to overcome your reputation. Walk softly here.”


  At that moment, she spotted Lord Lindley across the assembly rooms. Unlike Peter, Lindley was the epitome of sartorial elegance. The Viscount was charming, handsome, and a perfect dance partner. He was actively seeking a bride, and about to enter her third Season, Kate was finally ready to consider a match.


  Despite a handful of proposals over the last two years, one or two brilliant enough to satisfy her competitive spirit, and best of all, seemed to show a preference for Kate.


  And, unfortunately, for Camilla Hightower, whom he was leading out to the dance floor.


  Kate refused to let her internal grimace reflect on her face. Camilla was everything Kate was not. Tall, blond, voluptuous. Known for her “sweet” disposition. In fact, she uncomfortably reminded Kate of her sister, Bianca. The perfect English beauty. Her mother would have approved.


  Just as she had disapproved of Kate, who had inherited from her mother’s side and looked much like the feminine version of her dissolute uncle, the one nobody ever talked about except in hushed tones.


  “Miss Hightower looks lovely tonight,” Henrietta observed. “Not as lovely as you, but it is best to be certain there is no comparison. That is, if you want Lord Lindley.”


  Her stepmother was always astute, nearly more of a friend than a mother as only seven years separated them in age.


  Did she want Lord Lindley? He was a handsome man. Not overly tall, which made them well matched on the dance floor. He had reddish-brown hair, warm brown eyes, and was solidly built. She had heard other girls speak of racing hearts and trembling skin at the mere nearness of a man, and while Lindley had no such effect on her, he was charming and amusing. Time spent with him was always merry.


  “I’m not certain. I do want him more than any other man I’ve met.”


  Kate caught the sidelong glance Henrietta shot at Peter. Why would she not let that one go? Of course, it grated that she had a single duke as a neighbor and two eligible young girls in her care.


  “Mansfield looks its best in August. Plenty of hunting, beautiful weather. I think a house party would be the ideal venue for you to get to know Lord Lindley better.”


  “With no Miss Hightower.”


  “Naturally.”


  It was an inspired idea, but it had one not-so-welcome drawback. A house party required a return to home. Or rather, a return to Hopford Manor, repository of the past, of unwanted memories and consequences she’d rather not face.


  At the Hall, she was not the Catherine Mansfield who had charmed London, but instead she was the childish Kate, forever caught in the patterns set during the earliest years. With distance, she’d understood this. Yet each time she returned home, the emotions and anger made it impossible to think. Impossible to be any other way. Which was why she came home rarely. Indulged her desire for a sisterly relationship through regular correspondence. After all, with distance she could pretend it was perfect. In person, she was confronted again.


  And yet, she could not forestall Bianca’s entrée into society forever, and Kate refused to stand in competition with her blond, beloved sister for society’s affection.


  “Will you write to Father?” Kate said finally, adding a bright smile. After all, no need to dwell on the negative, and forcing a smile always seemed to change her mood, as well.
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    Claire woke out of a sound sleep with a gasp and held her breath, trying to figure out what had startled her. She listened to the quiet night. Nothing but crickets and the breeze rustling the trees outside. A twig snapped on the ground below her window. Her heart hammered faster, and she sucked in a breath, trying not to panic. Living in the country lent itself to overactive imaginings about things that go bump in the dark night. The noise could be anything from a stray dog or cat to a raccoon on a midnight raid of her garbage cans, even an opossum looking for a little action.


    Settled back into her pillow and the thick blankets, she closed her eyes, but opened them wide when something big brushed against the side of the house. Freaked out, she got up from the bed and went to the window. She pulled the curtain back with one finger and peeked through the crack, scanning the moonlit yard below for wayward critters. Not so easy to see with the quarter moon, but she watched the shadows for anything suspicious. Nothing moved.


    Not satisfied, and certainly not able to sleep without a more thorough investigation, she padded down the scarred wooden stairs to the living room. She skirted packing boxes and the sofa and went to the window overlooking the front yard. Nothing moved. Still not satisfied, she walked to the dining room, opened the blinds, and stared out into the cold night. Something banged one flower pot into another on the back patio, drawing her away from the dining room, through the kitchen, and to the counter. She grabbed the phone off the charger, went around the island, and tiptoed along the breakfast bar to the sliding glass door. She peeked out, hiding most of her body behind the wall and ducking her head out to see if someone was trying to break into her house. Like she thought, the small pot filled with marigolds had been knocked over and broken against the pot of geraniums beside it. Upset that her pretty pot and flowers were ruined, she moved away from the wall and stood in the center of the glass door to get a better look.


    With her gaze cast down on the pots, she didn’t see the man step out from the other side of the patio until his shadow fell over her. Their gazes collided, his eyes going as wide as hers.


    “You’re not him,” he said, stumbling back, knocking over a potted pink miniature rose bush, and falling on his ass, breaking the pot and the rose with his legs. She hoped he got stuck a dozen times, but the tiny thorns probably wouldn’t go through his dirt-smudged jeans.


    In a rage, she opened the door, but held tight to the handle so she could close it again if he came too close. She yelled, “What the hell are you doing?”


    “I’ll get him for this and for sleeping with my wife,” the guy slurred. Drunk and ranting, he gained his feet but stumbled again. “Where is he?” The man turned every which way, looking past her and into her dark house.


    “Who?”


    “Your lying, cheating, no-good husband.”


    “How the hell should I know? I haven’t seen or heard from him in six months.”


    “Liar. I saw him drive this way tonight after he fucked my wife at his office and filled her head with more bullshit lies.”


    “Listen, I’m sorry if my ex is messing with your wife. I left him almost two years ago for cheating on me. Believe me, I know how you feel, but he doesn’t live here.”


    “You’re lying. He drove his truck this way and stopped just outside.”


    “He doesn’t drive a truck.”


    “Stop lying, bitch.”


    “I’m not. You have the wrong person.”


    “You tell that no-good McBride he better stop seeing my wife. If he thinks a bunch of papers will ever set her free from me, he doesn’t know what I’m capable of, what we have. He’ll be one sorry son of a bitch. She’s mine. I keep what’s mine.”


    “You don’t understand.”


    “No. You don’t understand,” he said, almost like a whining child. “You tell him, or I’ll make him pay with what’s his.” He pointed an ominous finger at her. “You tell him if he doesn’t leave my wife alone and let her come back to me like she wants, I’m going to hurt you before I come after him.”
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    “What are you doing here, Travis?”


    The rage and frustration that had been simmering below the surface of his skin started to burn. “Why wouldn’t I come here?” He turned around and faced her, crossing his arms over his chest. “You’re my wife. We spent a magical night together, and I just happen to have a break in my tour that allows me to spend several weeks with you.”


    “I thought you would—”


    “What, Gemma?” His voice was low and dark as he approached her. Grabbing her shoulders, he gave her a gentle shake. “What? You thought I’d just read your letter and be grateful? That I’d think, ‘you know what, she’s right’ and leave you alone, just disappear from your life again?”


    She stopped struggling, and he could tell by her expression that was exactly what she’d been thinking.


    “This is my home, Travis. You can’t just show up here and disrupt my life,” she hissed.


    “I’m not trying to disrupt your life. I just want to know why you left without talking to me. At least trying to work out what happened,” he said.


    “What happened is we got drunk and did something stupid. End of story,” she said.


    “No, that’s not the end of it, sweetheart,” he snapped before he could rein in his temper. “Like it or not, we’re married. It wasn’t something I planned, but that’s the way things are, and you could have at least given me the courtesy of waking me up and talking about it.”


    “What’s there to talk about, Travis? We haven’t seen each other for ten years, and yes, I had fun with you, but we want totally different things,” she said, sounding almost disappointed. “You and I . . . we don’t work anymore. We’re too different. Our worlds are too different.”


    He took a calming breath and thought about her words. It was true that their lives were different, but that wasn’t a kill switch for a future. People called alcohol “truth serum,” and if he’d stood up and pledged himself to Gemma legally, deep down he must have wanted it. Which led to a whole new line of crazy he could sift through later, but right now, he needed to make her understand that he took what they’d done seriously. He wasn’t going to let her just sweep it under the rug as a drunken mistake.


    Especially since it took two to say “I do.”


    He had been developing his strategy the whole drive, and he’d come up with an idea he was going to propose—before he’d lost his cool. He needed to prove that there was more to what happened than a wild weekend gone wrong. Gemma had said he didn’t know her; well, what better way to get to know someone than to date them?


    She’d never agree to it, though, until she got over whatever had her in a panic. He needed to show her that it wasn’t over, not just like that. There was too much left between them for “closure” or whatever her letter had said.


    And he would prove it to her.


    “I thought we were working really well together,” he said softly, his tone seductive. He took her hand, holding it gently when she tried to pull away and caressing the back of it with his thumb. He saw her shiver and smiled as he brought her fingers up to his mouth, his lips hovering above the knuckles as he spoke. “When we were in your hotel room, and I had my hands on your body, running them over your skin . . . you felt so good.” She licked her lips and closed her eyes. He pulled her closer, trailing his lips from her wrist to her elbow. “And the taste of your skin . . . all the little sounds you made when I played with your breasts . . . or when I was deep inside you.”


    He wrapped his arms around her, his large hands splaying across the curve of her ass, using it to pull her against him. Her breath whooshed out as he pushed himself against her, knowing she could feel every inch of his erection between them. He felt her relax into him, and her hand held onto his bicep, her eyes opening slowly, meeting his. He saw the matching desire in those mossy depths and dropped his lips to her temple, traveling over her skin until his mouth reached her ear. He nipped the small shell teasingly, and her body tightened against his, making him smile as he added, “I can show you again, if you don’t remember.”
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