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Praise for
 How to Dazzle a Duke

“Funny, superbly sensual, and filled with sassy wit and appealing characters, this rewarding story will be in demand.”

—Library Journal

 

“A delightful work full of bantering conversation, clever transitions from scene to scene.”

—Romance Reviews Today

 

“I have loved Claudia Dain’s courtesan series from the very first book . . . Sophia is such a vivacious and scandalously rich character that one would have to be simply mad to miss her adventures! Miss Dain is deucedly clever, witty, and the fabulous cast of characters she has created are a delight to revisit and learn more about each time. Don’t miss this fun romp through the ton . . . You are going to love this series!”

—Sapphire Romance Realm

 

 

The Courtesan’s Wager

 

“Outrageous, offbeat, hilarious, and sinfully sensual, this romance employs lively, sassy dialogue, rare wit, and an effervescent sense of fun . . . Another winner.”

—Library Journal

 

“Dain concocts another wonderfully witty story, complete with unforgettable characters, sparkling dialogue, a clever plot, and amusing situations.”

—Booklist (starred review)

 

“Dain is a master of the Regency romp, and this one has witty repartee and an authentic setting. The characters are engaging, unpredictable, and outrageously funny.”

—Romantic Times 

 

“A clever story and highly entertaining.”

—Fresh Fiction

 

“Told in a delightfully dry, tongue-in-cheek voice, this romance chronicles verbal skirmishes and even a physical brawl or two as part of an ongoing battle in the war of love.”

—BookPage

 

 

The Courtesan’s Secret

 

“Clever, smart, fresh, and passionate . . . [A] lively romp . . . Delightfully entertaining.”

—Library Journal

 

“Highly amusing repartee and some wickedly attractive open ends round things out.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

 

The Courtesan’s Daughter

 

“This cleverly orchestrated, unconventional romp through the glittering world of the Regency elite [is] graced with intriguing characters, laced with humor, and plotted with Machiavellian flair.”

—Library Journal

 

“[The author adds] a feel for the ton . . . Well written.”

—Midwest Book Review

 

“Wonderful . . . Great dialogue . . . Sophia the seasoned courtesan [is] so feisty and fun . . . Don’t miss this fresh and extremely fun romp through romantic London. It is, as Sophia would say, ‘Simply too delicious to miss!’ ”

—Night Owl Romance

 

And more praise for Claudia Dain’s novels

 

“Claudia Dain’s emotionally charged writing and riveting characters will take your breath away.”

—New York Times bestselling author Sabrina Jeffries

 

“Dain deftly blends humor, adventure, suspense, and pathos.”

—Booklist

 

“Claudia Dain writes with intelligence, sensuality, and heart and the results are extraordinary!”

—New York Times bestselling author Connie Brockway

 

“Claudia Dain never fails to write a challenging and complex romance.”

—A Romance Review

 

“[Claudia Dain writes] a red-hot romance.”

—Publishers Weekly
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To my three chicklets—you are the heartbeat of my joy.




 One

London 1802

 

MISS Jane Elliot of New York had traveled to London to have an adventure. She was, as yet, not having one. She had been in Town for a single day and a morning, which was perhaps too soon to have arranged for anything in the way of excitement; however, she knew it was not the fault of a disadvantage of time, but purely a disadvantage of company. She would never be able to arrange any sort of meaningful adventure with all the obstacles, and by obstacles she meant men, in her path.

She had her two brothers with her, ships’ captains both, who were, it was perfectly obvious, not the sort of men to allow a woman to wander freely about the Town. She had thought that, once ferried to their aunt and uncle at Hyde House, things would loosen a bit, enough for her to find her feet and get her bearings. She’d also thought, hoped really, that English men, her cousins namely, would be different from her very American brothers.

They were not. Her cousins, beginning with Lord Iveston, who was soon to be married, down to Josiah, who  was not, barely allowed her into the large back garden to get a breath of air. What they imagined could possibly happen to her in a back garden she couldn’t begin to guess.

She’d finally been allowed to leave America and see something of the world and all she was seeing was a back garden. There were more back gardens in New York to have satisfied every urge for back garden exploration by now. She was twenty-one and ready for an adventure.

It was very difficult to have any sort of adventure with two older brothers at her heels.

Too many men, that was the trouble. Entirely too many male relatives. Why, including her cousins, who did seem very eager to take on the job of watchdog, that made seven fully grown men who had obviously made it their chief ambition to keep her from adventures of any sort whatsoever. So typical of men, really. They did seem so selfish about keeping all of life’s adventures entirely in male hands.

The one pleasant surprise she’d found within the walls of Hyde House were the new wives dwelling there. They were very British, of course, which created its own challenge, but they were female, and that was very welcome indeed. She was prepared to tolerate their bone-bred British delusions of superiority for the implied comfort of their common sex.

“I should have known that it would be Penelope Prestwick,” Louisa said, shaking her red head almost playfully. “If any woman was capable of snatching Iveston up, I knew it would be she. I’ve always thought her to be the most clever of women.”

“Is that the word you used?” Amelia asked. “I must be remembering it differently.”

“Yes. You certainly must,” Louisa answered, giving Amelia a rather arch look.

Louisa and Amelia were cousins. They had married brothers, just this Season, in fact. They were quite close  and therefore quite often sharp with each other, and it was plain that neither minded being sharp in the slightest. Jane was not quite certain if it was a British trait or merely a trait within their family. Either way, she was making it a point to tread as carefully as she could with them, at least for the present. How she decided to treat them later, as they all became more familiar with each other, would rest entirely upon how they treated her now while they were still comparative strangers.

Men were a challenge, of course, but women were equally so. It was never sound policy to put too much trust in anything a woman might say. Or a man. And most especially a British woman or man.

She was from New York, after all. Was she to be expected to think otherwise?

“That’s not at all what you said, Louisa,” Eleanor said. “Why pretend otherwise? It’s only us. We’re all family.”

Eleanor, Louisa’s younger and only sister, had quite a habit of making the most forthright remarks. Jane had warmed to her nearly instantly.

But, of course, upon that remark, Louisa looked askance at Jane with a swift movement of her eyes, and then looked at Amelia. Amelia smiled and looked at Jane without any hesitation whatsoever. Or rather, without any noticeable hesitation.

Family? Yes, they were all family, after a fashion.

It was all rather complicated, as families usually were.

Jane’s mother was sister to Molly, the Duchess of Hyde. Amelia and Louisa, cousins through their mothers, who had been sisters, were married to brothers, who were the sons of Molly.

So.

Were they family? Yes. By marriage, which was not as firm a thing as blood, but nearly so. Were they bound by the usual bonds of family devotion and loyalty? It didn’t seem likely.

They were British, and of the aristocracy at that.

She was American, and certainly no one she knew had forgotten the war for independence, and the British navy did have the most unattractive habit of snatching men off American ships whenever the mood struck. As her father was in shipping and as he had been quite involved during the recent revolution, it was not something she was inclined to ignore.

How her mother and Aunt Molly had ever kept alive the bonds of familial devotion was a bit of a mystery, unless one believed that the bonds of family were unbreakable, that is. Her mother devotedly believed so. Her brothers and her father were leaning firmly against the notion. Jane was nominally undecided, mostly for her mother’s benefit. Being in England, with her British relatives, was supposed to encourage her to fall in with her mother’s conclusions about the matter.

It was perfectly obvious that her mother had sanctioned this voyage to England in the hope that Jane would become entranced by the British side of her family, a highly unlikely outcome.

Jane had come because it was an adventure. Or it should have been an adventure, if she could only find a way to see beyond the walls of Hyde House and the back garden. Would the women of the family help her? More importantly,  could they help her? One did hear the most amazingly unlikely things about the women of the ton, and of the many things they were and were not permitted to do.

“You did not approve of Penelope?” Jane asked Louisa. As Jane had been introduced to Miss Penelope Prestwick only last night and had found her to be quite pleasant, she was curious as to what possible objections Louisa could have had to her.

“Approve?” Louisa said, setting down her cup on a nearby table. They were in the music room of Hyde House, a truly impressive room of huge proportions and a fortune  in fine furniture and musical instruments on display. Jane, whose own lovely home in New York could not begin to compare, had spent most of her first day in Hyde House trying not to gawk. She was confident that she had mastered the response as today was midmorning of her second day. “It was nothing so tawdry as approval, Jane.”

As a setdown, it served quite well. Jane, however, merely smiled and raised an eyebrow. Louisa, Henry’s wife, was somewhat sharp as a rule. Henry, her cousin, seemed to find that endlessly amusing. It was unfathomable, really.

“Not disapproval?” Jane replied. “Then I suppose it was simply that you didn’t like her.”

Eleanor burst out laughing. Jane quirked a smile at Eleanor and then turned back to face Louisa. Jane had learned after only an hour of knowing her that one did not turn one’s back on Louisa Blakesley. She was not vicious precisely, but she was volatile.

“Of course she did not like her,” Eleanor said, tucking her feet up underneath her, her slender body curved into a ball on the end of the small settee placed near the window facing Piccadilly. “Louisa did not like anyone who might have taken Lord Dutton from her.”

“Penelope Prestwick was never going to waste an ounce of interest on Lord Dutton,” Amelia said, shaking her blond head slowly. “It was a duke or nothing for her and Dutton is nothing of the sort.”

“And now she’s got Iveston,” Eleanor said, squirming slightly, her knees moving under her muslin skirt.

“And in only a day,” Amelia said, smiling. “An impressive bit of work, that.”

“You hardly seem bothered by it,” Jane said.

“Bothered? Why should we be bothered?” Louisa asked, eyeing Jane with a tad too much scrutiny than was polite. Jane had quickly become inured to it.

“Is it not a bit forward?” Jane asked softly.

“But of course it is,” Louisa said, leaning back upon her  chair. “How else is a woman to get the man she wants if not by being forward? Men are so very backward about everything, aren’t they, and a woman is simply forced to bring them to heel. I can’t think but that American men must be the same. Aren’t they?”

“I’m afraid I lack the experience to know,” Jane said, setting down her cup on a highly polished table to her right.

“Truly?” Louisa said with a definite sparkle of mischief in her vivid blue eyes. “There is no special gentleman in New York who has captured your heart?”

“Certainly not my heart. Not even my attention,” Jane responded instantly, her mouth quirking into a half smile.

“Truly?” Eleanor asked, sitting up pertly on the sofa, her feet upon the floor once again. Eleanor had very little capacity for stillness, which sometimes reminded Jane of a bird in a cage, fluttering and hopping about, inquisitive energy and warbling joy battling within her narrow frame. “You are not betrothed, or even spoken for?”

“Not even whispered for,” Jane said.

“But, your family,” Amelia said, putting down her cup and leaning forward, every movement expressing concern, “they are not eager for you to make a good match?”

“I think they expect that I will, but they are not anything so energetic as eager,” Jane said. “I am far too young for marriage to be the business of the day.”

“But aren’t you one and twenty?” Eleanor asked.

“Yes,” Jane said, smiling fully. “Is that old by English standards?”

“Not old,” Louisa said, “but old enough. Are you not eager to be wed?”

“Since no man has been able to capture my attention, let alone my regard, I should say that I am far from being eager. That’s logical, isn’t it? Or isn’t it?”

“Are all American women like you, Jane?” Eleanor asked, her dark blue eyes glittering with curiosity. Eleanor was curious about a great many things. It was entirely  likely that she was kept sequestered and allowed only back garden adventures as well.

“I have no idea,” Jane answered dryly, “since I rarely leave New York and there are, I’m told, women in other areas of the country. I take it that not being eager for marriage has made me entirely contrary, then? Am I now determined to be unnatural in my interests?”

“But you are interested in men, aren’t you?” Louisa asked.

“Tolerably,” Jane responded with the barest hint of sarcasm. “When I happen to find one who will sit still long enough for me to study him. I can’t begin to contemplate marriage without a thorough study of the man I might deign to consider. I’ve yet to find a man who will sit quietly long enough for me to perform a proper examination.”

“There is that,” Amelia said with a soft sigh. “They can be very difficult to pin down. Something in their diet, no doubt.”

“Or their education,” Eleanor said, nodding, her eyes bright.

“Or the general arrangement of their,” Louisa said baldly, “manly bits.”

Jane laughed. Louisa laughed with her. It may have been the first unguarded moment between them.

“Louisa, you are grown coarse,” Amelia said, though she was grinning.

“Oh, no,” Eleanor said, “she’s always been coarse.”

“Thank you, Eleanor,” Louisa said, reaching over to pull her sister’s dark red hair.

Eleanor swatted Louisa’s hand away and tucked her body into a ball again, her gaze returning to Jane.

“But Jane,” Eleanor said, leaning forward, “it is all of love matches in America, is it not? You are free to marry where you will?”

“Within reason, certainly,” Jane answered. “Is that not true here? You may not marry where you will?”

“As long as everyone agrees,” Amelia said, “and by  everyone I mean fathers, naturally.”

“And fathers can be difficult,” Eleanor said.

“Some make quite a study of it,” Louisa said. “Melverley is an absolute genius at being difficult. One can’t but wonder if he was born that way or acquired his genius through years of effort.”

“Effort, I should say,” Eleanor said with a half smile.

Jane had not yet met Lord Melverley, Louisa and Eleanor’s father, but every indication was that he fulfilled every notion Jane had of the typical behavior of an English lord, her uncle excluded, she tentatively assumed, based solely upon her study of him last night at dinner. Though as Uncle Hyde had married a Boston woman, it seemed likely that Molly had exerted a most welcome influence upon him. Who knows what sort of man he might have been without her? Entirely like the monstrous Melverley, almost certainly.

“Would your father be difficult, Jane, if you decide to fall in love with someone here?” Eleanor asked.

The question caught her completely wrong-footed. Fall in love with an Englishman? The idea was laughable.

“Eleanor, you are too bookish by half,” Louisa said, twirling one of her red curls around her finger. “One doesn’t decide to fall in love. One simply falls.”

“And gets caught by some likely man,” Amelia said, smiling.

“If it’s as haphazard as all that, then one is left to hope that the man is likely,” Eleanor said, “which requires far more trust in chance than I am comfortable with.”

“If one requires comfort, one should not fall in love,” Amelia said.

“As I also require comfort, I do think that love may elude me,” Jane said, believing that closed the subject nicely.

Eleanor was not at all astute at determining closed doors.

“But Jane, you can’t mean that you’ll marry without love, not when it is so simple to marry for love in your country,” Eleanor said, her dark blue eyes bright with alarm.

“Eleanor, no, I only mean that I may not marry at all. It is possible.”

“But not likely,” Louisa said.

“Why not?” Jane asked.

“Surely your father would never allow that,” Amelia said.

“He certainly wouldn’t force me to marry,” Jane said. What a perfectly odd conversation.

“Yet would he force you not to marry?” Louisa asked.

“I beg your pardon?” Jane said. The conversation had gone completely beyond her. She had never spent so much time discussing marriage in her life, to so little purpose. This is what happened to women who were restricted to back gardens.

“You may marry where you will, love where you will?” Louisa asked. At Jane’s nod, Louisa said, “Then you are in the perfect situation to find love and a husband, Jane, here and now, at the height of the London Season. We shall see you married before you know it.”

“I don’t want to be married before I know it,” Jane said, resisting the urge to rise to her feet and pace the room, which she was certain would be seen as impossibly rude and fulfilling every expectation these British relatives of hers had of rough American manners. What the English thought of Americans was obvious and without question. Rusticated bumpkins, every one of them. Rough and unruly, untutored and unfashionable, ungrateful and fractious. Fractious  , perhaps she might concede, but only when properly provoked. England had most properly provoked them and likely always would.

“But Jane,” Eleanor said, reaching over to take her hand. Far from being comforted, Jane found the action appalling. Was she in need of comfort? She was not. “Did you not come to London to find a suitable husband?”

“No, I did not,” Jane said. “Whyever would you think that?”

“Because that’s why every unmarried woman comes to London for the Season,” Amelia said. “To catch a husband.”

Jane felt herself blanch. Had her mother known of this? She could not. She absolutely could not. It was one thing to form a possible bond of warm feeling with her English relations, but it was not to be anticipated that she could ever be tempted to go so far as to marry one of them. Her mother could not be such a hopeless romantic as all that.

“I can assure you that I had no such notion. I came to have an adventure, and to become better acquainted with my cousins . . . and their wives,” Jane said stiffly.

“An adventure?” Eleanor asked, her eyes gleaming as the words left her lips. “What a wonderful idea.”

“If you’re looking for an adventure, the London Season is the place to find one,” Amelia said, studying Jane. As Amelia was not in the habit of studying her, Jane found it disconcerting. “You may even find that you fall in love.”

“I think that highly unlikely,” Jane said. It was flatly impossible, but she saw no need to be pointlessly rude.

There were a few moments of strained silence, which Eleanor spent looking at her curiously. Louisa and Amelia looked less curious than mildly amused. What there was to be amused about Jane couldn’t possibly guess.

“Have you ever met an English gentleman, Jane?” Louisa asked.

“A few,” Jane answered. “My cousin, Cranleigh, most obviously.”

“And what do you think of Cranleigh?” Louisa asked, not at all kindly it seemed to Jane.

Jane cast a look at Amelia, who was smiling and staring at Louisa. Amelia then looked at Jane and winked. “Yes, Jane, do tell us what you think of Cranleigh,” Amelia said. “I do wonder if you think him as big a brute as I have  always found him to be. Or is he better behaved in New York than in London? I do suppose that’s possible, though I must confess to thinking it unlikely.”

“And I must confess,” Jane said with a grin, “that, being ignorant of London standards on this sort of thing, I cannot make any sort of comparison. In New York, Cranleigh, as a guest in my parent’s home, was hardly brutish enough to have made any impression of brutishness upon either my family or our acquaintances. Or at least they made no comment upon it.”

“No comment, but that is an entirely different matter, Jane,” Amelia said, cutting off Louisa, which was most pleasant of her. “That may only prove that you Americans are more forbearing than we are here.”

“Oh, I hardly think that,” Jane said. “As our revolution must attest, we are not forbearing when other avenues are open to us.”

“The avenue of taking up arms against your lawful king?” Louisa said.

Jane snapped her gaze to Louisa and said, “I believe it was his lawfulness which was in question, Louisa. And I further believe that the question was firmly answered.”

A stilted silence, which was surely not unexpected, settled over the room. Eleanor, as was also not unexpected, broke it.

“I should like to visit New York,” Eleanor said. “What must it be like if Cranleigh fit in so well there?”

Amelia laughed. Even Louisa chuckled. Jane smiled and nodded at Eleanor. It was such that the moment passed and they settled, slowly, into the outward semblance of female sociability.

“What sort of adventure did you think to have, Jane, if not love?” Louisa asked.

“The adventure of travel,” Jane said, “for one.”

“And for another?” Louisa prompted.

Jane was not going to reveal her mother’s hopes for her,  no, nor her brothers’ buried animosity toward the British government. This was neither the place nor the company for confessions of that sort.

“An adventure of any sort, but of what particular sort, I have no idea. As I am to leave promptly after the wedding upon the first tide, I can’t think any further adventure is open to me,” she said.

“Are you open to suggestions?” Louisa asked.

It sounded amiable enough, but as Louisa was not an amiable sort, Jane was properly suspicious.

“Do you have one?” Jane countered. “Something lawful?” she added as Louisa was opening her mouth. Eleanor barked out a laugh.

“You could arrange it, you know,” Louisa said, staring at Jane with a very nearly challenging look. “If you truly want to stay, to have your adventure, I know the perfect person to make it happen.”

“Sophia Dalby,” Eleanor said, leaning forward, her eyes alight with excitement and mischief. Jane was certain it was mischief. Whyever should Eleanor, who had seemed a most pleasant girl until this instant, want her to fall into mischief? “Tell her you want to stay and she’ll arrange it handily, Jane. Of course, when one deals with Lady Dalby, one must expect a few surprises.”

“Quite a few, I should say,” Louisa said crisply.

“And yet quite pleasant, when taken as a whole,” Amelia said, smiling at Jane.

“Very true,” Louisa said. “It is when one breaks it down into bits that one feels the swell of panic. Best to just ignore the particulars and enjoy the results, Jane. One must show no fear when one treats with Sophia Dalby. I do wonder if you’re up to it. She can be quite formidable.”

“Don’t lie to her, Louisa,” Eleanor chided. “She’s always formidable, Jane, but she does get the job done.”

“There is no job of mine that requires doing,” Jane said, sounding a bit prim, truth be told, and which she was  certain cast her in an unfavorable light. The British were always going on about how rudely mannered the Americans were; she was determined to be judged better.

“Oh, well, if you’re going to be missish about it, then you should avoid Lady Dalby completely. She’d eat you whole,” Louisa said, picking up her cup to take a sip of her tea.

“I’m hardly afraid of her,” Jane said, sitting up very straight, her neck tense. This town house brawl was just the sort of adventure she had imagined happening whilst in an English salon in London. Women never quite said what they meant. It was quite exhausting trying to keep pace with their pointless manipulations. “I simply have no need of her.”

“No need for an adventure?” Eleanor said, looking quite forlorn, clearly on Jane’s behalf. “When she could, and would, I am certain, so easily arrange for you to have one? You can’t go back to New York so soon, Jane. We’ve just met you. Don’t you want to stay?”

Stay? Not particularly. But she did want an adventure, even an English one. If Sophia Dalby, whom she knew by reputation if not experience, could arrange for her to stay and thereby have an adventure, and if she could tweak Louisa’s nose in the bargain, well then. What was there to consider?

“I should very much enjoy talking to Lady Dalby,” Jane said, staring at Louisa, smiling at her in a very firm manner. “How soon can you arrange it, Louisa? Or can’t you?”

“Tomorrow at the wedding, I should think, Jane,” Louisa said, smiling very much like a cat over a twitching mouse.

Mouse? Jane was no mouse. But if Louisa didn’t yet realize that, so much the better.




 Two

THE marriage of the Marquis of Iveston to Miss Penelope Prestwick was a quiet, joyous affair. The couple was quite clearly in love, their families delighted by the match, and the wedding breakfast, reflecting that delight, was very nearly the biggest social event of the Season.

Or so Jane had been told. She was inclined to believe it. Hyde House was filled nearly to bursting, or should have been had it been a normal-sized house. As it was, Hyde House, the blue reception room in particular, was comfortably full of guests who gave every impression of enjoying themselves as two more of their number found themselves successfully wed.

Jedidiah and Joel, her two older brothers, were stuck to her side like burrs, looking quite solemn in their black coats and breeches. Jed was wearing a light blue China silk waistcoat, which did relieve the somberness of his aspect somewhat. Joel was wearing a silver gray waistcoat, which should have looked stark, but which looked rather elegant instead. As Joel was not normally given to looking elegant,  she found she was quite entertained by it now. Joel and Jed did not look entertained, at least not overmuch. They looked about the expansive room with expressions of stoic observation. There were very many Englishmen about, which was always slightly off-putting, but having a sister amongst the suspect throng was something they would enjoy even less.

It was perfectly plain why having an adventure was so very difficult. And it was equally plain that she was going to follow Louisa’s suggestion, however spitefully made, and do something to achieve her own ends.

What else could she do? Return to New York after only days in England, and those days confined to a house? An extremely large house, but still, only a house. She had not traveled the Atlantic, a truly spectacular experience during which she had not experienced the slightest discomfort, to see a house. She was going to make something of this trip, something memorable, and then she would return home like the good daughter she had always been and would continue to be. Once she was back in New York. What happened in England, once her brothers were gone, would serve as her adventure.

She was determined to enjoy every moment of it. The only obstacle left to her was to begin it somehow. Jane had no idea what it would be, but she was certain that Louisa had something slightly malicious in mind and Jane intended to face it squarely, coming out of it the clear victor.

She did hope Louisa was around to see it.

“What are you smiling about?” Joel asked.

She turned her head slightly to look at him. “It’s a wedding. I’m happy.”

“That’s not your happy look,” Joel said. “That’s your  planning something disastrous look.”

“Disastrous by whose definition?” Jane rejoined, grinning.

“Father’s,” Jed said, looking down at her with stern fondness from his extreme height.

Jane was not a small woman, but her brothers were both so tall and so firmly built that they were quite able to intimidate nearly anyone with the smallest effort. But Jane was not nearly anyone; she was more than accustomed to dealing with her slightly overbearing brothers.

“Father is not here,” Jane said. “I am. I shall smile in whatever fashion suits me as often as I wish to.”

“But not at whomever you wish to,” Jed said, giving a look bled of some of its fondness and reinforced with stern disapproval.

As she had been seeing such looks from him for the past ten years, since Jed had turned fifteen and become suddenly and so seriously aware that he had a sister whom some man might find appealing, she found she could ignore him nearly effortlessly.

“And whomever should I wish to smile at here, Jed?” she said softly, casting her gaze about the room. “They’re all British, aren’t they? Whatever could an Englishman do that should cause me to smile?”

“I’m not going to answer that,” Jed said.

“I’m just glad that you’re going home on the first tide,” Joel said on the heels of Jed’s comment.

“And I’m glad that I won’t have much longer to try to manage the both of you at once. You’ve such skill at forcing me into a foul temper. I shouldn’t like my English cousins to see me as anything less than remarkable in every way.”

“As most of our English cousins are freshly married, I can’t believe that they’ll think of you much at all, Jane,” Jed said.

“Then I’m safe from scrutiny, which is such a relief. Now I may behave in whatever manner I please,” Jane said with a completely wicked grin.

Jed scowled at her. She was quite immune to his scowls; he ought to know that by now.

“Never that, Jane,” Joel said, “and never here.”

“Do not think that I would ever do anything to cause  Aunt Molly any dismay,” Jane said. “I wouldn’t think of it, as you should well realize.”

“Because you care so deeply for Molly?” Joel asked.

“Because I don’t dare provoke Mother, and you know she would hear every word of whatever romp I might find myself in.”

“You are not going to find yourself in anything resembling a romp,” Jed said, looking quite alarmed.

“But of course not, Jed, haven’t I just explained that? No, I shall put on my best behavior and no one shall find any need to tell Mother anything at all about anything. As to that, I can’t think what you’re both so bothered about. I shall be back on a ship to New York practically before the sun has set tonight. Not at all what I was expecting of this trip, but what choice do I have?”

“None,” Jed said, though he was looking at her skeptically.

Yes, well, she might have played her hand a bit too boldly. She was not at all known for such quick and easy acquiescence. Still, she had to quell her brothers’ anxiety about her if she had any hope at all of trouncing Louisa and her inane challenge. Inane it certainly was, but she was going to win it all the same.

Joel was opening his mouth to say something dire, she was entirely certain, when Penelope, Iveston’s bride, was before them, a spectacular-looking woman at her side. Jane was almost certain she knew who the woman was; she had a very particular air about her, a nearly shimmering veil of allure resting easily upon her beauty. Jed and Joel reacted as men always did when faced with a beautiful woman, which is to say, they stood straighter, smiled brighter, and forgot everything they had been about to say or do.

It was most convenient.

“And may I present Sophia, Lady—” Penelope was saying before Jed jumped in and cut her off, in exactly the manner a man used when he was faced with a beautiful  and available woman, which is to say, with far more directness and urgency than was called for.

“Lady Dalby,” Jed said, nearly jumping out of his shoes. “Sophia. It is good to see you again.”

An understatement, if ever there was one.

Sophia Dalby. Of course it was. It could have been no one else. She fit every description Jane had ever heard of her, and she’d heard at least two dozen during her lifetime.

“You know each other?” Penelope said, Iveston coming up behind her in the same instant and putting his hand upon her waist. Truly, she would not have thought it possible that Iveston, an Englishman and, what’s more, a marquis, would have so much overt affection in him. Particularly as the rumor of him, gleaned without any effort at all from Eleanor, was that Iveston had been considered by one and all to be a most peculiar fellow, the sort who rarely spoke and even more rarely left his house.

Penelope had, it was concluded by one and all, worked nothing short of a miracle upon him. Penelope, from Jane’s brief interaction with her, seemed just the sort to achieve one. She was a most direct, forthright sort of girl, just the sort that Jane had always preferred. Of course, it could be argued that Louisa was equally direct, but it wasn’t at all an attractive quality in her. She misused it somehow, of that Jane was instinctively certain.

“I’ve heard stories about Sophia, Lady Dalby, all my life,” Jed replied.

“Darling,” Sophia said with a languid and inviting smile, “I can’t possibly be that old.” Casting her gaze to Penelope, Sophia said, “We met briefly two years ago, when Captain Elliot was on his return from his first trip to China. But I have not had the pleasure of meeting the other Elliots. Mr. Joel Elliot, is it?” Sophia turned her dark-eyed gaze upon Joel with the grace and scrutiny of a hawk. Joel reacted appropriately.

“It is, ma’am,” Joel said, bowing with all the crispness of  a boy just put to sea, his smile taking over his whole face. Sophia was exactly as described, exactly. Which did put Jane in mind of just what Sophia might be able to accomplish on her behalf. “Though it’s captain as well. My first ship, my first time in a London port, my first meeting of the famous Sophia Dalby.”

Joel’s mouth was clearly running away with him. The next thing would be for him to start peeling off his coat.  Men. As if Sophia Dalby would want anything to do with a boy like Joel, or even Jed. Oh, they were men by every acceptable standard, but Jane was more than certain that Sophia Dalby had more exacting standards regarding men than most. Quite right of her, too.

Jane moved fractionally and stepped on Joel’s foot nearly as hard as she could.

“My sister, Miss Jane Elliot,” Joel said, cocking his head sharply, in response to her foot, likely. She could step quite firmly, as the occasion called for it. It called for it quite often, as it happened. “She insisted that as I was coming to London she be allowed to grab a ride across. I’m going to leave her here while I go on to China.”

Still blathering, but as Sophia was looking her over quite carefully and seemed to be listening very closely to what Joel was saying, Jane let him blather on. One of the many things her mother said about Sophia was that she had an unparalleled ability to make things happen and to make them happen to her advantage. If Jane could manage for Sophia to want something for her, such as a prolonged adventure in England, then there was hardly any doubt at all that Sophia would see it done.

“She was going to spend a few months with Aunt Molly,” Joel said, still blathering, poor dear, “perhaps see a bit of England, and then return to New York on the first Elliot ship. Now that Jed’s here, she’ll be going back sooner than any of us thought.”

“And I’m to suffer for it,” Jane said, cutting Joel off out  of pure necessity. The way he was going on, he’d still be talking an hour from now, and still saying very little. “I thought I might be here for at least part of the Season, but we had a leak belowdecks on the larboard and had to stop at Nantucket for repairs.”

As Sophia was looking at her with blatant encouragement and not a little interest, Jane continued. She was going to win Sophia to her cause. She simply had to. How else to get what she wanted and to thumb her nose at Louisa in the bargain?

“Then we spent two weeks in the Azores, and now I’ve come to find the Season is nearly over and Jed ready to ferry me off. Arriving for Iveston and Penelope’s wedding has been a wonderful thrill, but it seems that it’s all that’s allowed me.”

A blatant bid for pity and aid, but she was that determined to stay.

“How absurd,” Sophia said. Jane felt a thrill that reached her toes. She was going to stay. She was going to have her adventure and Louisa was going to choke on it. “I know Molly would love to have you for a year. There is no need to rush off simply because your brothers must.”

“We promised our father,” Jed said, which was so typical of him. Jane could almost recite his lines for him, like something out of a play.

“And your mother, too, I should expect,” Sophia countered, “but they could hardly have known that Miss Elliot would not have any time at all to experience the joys and intrigues of London Society.”

Penelope made some noise, drawing Jane’s attention, which had to have been intentional, and made some movement of her eyes and mouth that indicated . . . what? Concern? Alarm? Excitement? Perhaps all three, and perhaps nothing at all. Jane glanced at Penelope, raised her brows slightly, and returned her gaze to Sophia.

“Intrigues?” Jane asked.

“Joys?” Joel said.

“Father?” Jed reminded them all. As if anyone could ever forget Father. But he was in New York. What could he do about anything in London?

“There isn’t much use in mentioning fathers to Lady Dalby,” Iveston said, his brilliant blue eyes shining in mirth. “She simply ignores their existence when there is an intrigue at her fingertips.”

An intrigue? Was there an intrigue? Sophia cast another glance at Jane, drawing her in, her black eyes abounding in humor. Oh, yes, there was an intrigue, and Jane was hip deep in it with Sophia Dalby. She couldn’t have been happier.

“Lord Iveston, you are utterly wrong,” Sophia said, smiling. Her smile was for Jane, of that she was certain. “I never ignore fathers. I give them the most careful and most studious attention,” she said. After a moment’s pause, she continued, “And then I do what I want with their tacit approval, even if their knowledge of what they are approving is a bit faulty.”

And upon those words, Penelope coughed lightly and looked at the floor. Jane was instantly even more intrigued than she had been a moment before.

Intrigued . . .

Did intriguing with Sophia lead to marriage? That was not at all to be desired. She wanted to stay and she wanted to test the boundaries of her freedom, but to somehow find herself married, and to an Englishman, for what else was there in London, that was not at all what she wanted. Marriage would end what little freedom she currently enjoyed. Would a husband allow her to make a spontaneous trip across the Atlantic? Hardly likely. Brothers were trouble enough to manage. A husband gave every indication of being far worse.

“I could never achieve Father’s approval,” Jane said. “He’s not here and Jed won’t move from his promise. I’ve tried.”

“I haven’t tried,” Sophia said softly, smiling up at Jed.

Jed shook his head again and again, but he was smiling even as he shook.

Jane knew what that meant. Indeed, it was hardly possible that anyone could miss it. She was going to stay in England. She was nearly completely certain. She was, in the blink of an eye, involved in a minor intrigue with Sophia Dalby.

Perfectly well and good. But she was not going to marry an Englishman, if that’s what Sophia had in mind. Jane was quite firm about that, and would bring it up to Sophia directly, if the occasion ever called for it.

“And on that promising note, I do believe there is a cousin of mine you must meet,” Iveston said, his hand firmly on Penelope’s arm.

“Who?” Penelope said, staring hard at first Sophia and then Jane and then at Jed and then back to Jane. She was trying to communicate something, but Jane couldn’t determine what. Likely that she should be wary of conspiring an intrigue with Sophia, but Jane already knew that. She’d heard more than one story about Sophia over the years; she wasn’t a complete dolt.

“Quite distant,” Iveston said, his hand tightening as his grin widened. “Can’t quite recall the name. Do come, Pen. We mustn’t linger where we aren’t wanted.”

“Aren’t wanted? Are you mad, Iveston? ’Tis our own wedding! Of course we’re wanted.”

But she said the last as Iveston was dragging her off, Penelope’s brother, George Prestwick, shaking his head at them from across the wide room. George, whom she’d shared a single meal with and nothing more, seemed a most genial sort, which was not precisely how she would have described Penelope. No, not at all.

“She can’t stay,” Jed said, which pulled her gaze from George Prestwick, a most handsome man of black hair and  black eyes who looked very much like his sister, back onto her brother, who did not look good to her at all at the moment. Jed was such a stubborn sort. She couldn’t think where he’d got it from. “Not without someone to watch over her.”

Yes, well, that was the entire problem. Too much watching. She was a grown woman, not a dribbling infant.

“She’s not without family in Town,” Sophia said.

“All men,” Jed said.

“Yes, darling. All men,” Sophia said with a soft smile aimed directly at Jed. He seemed to wilt a bit and then flush about the throat. “Men are so very careful, so very attentive to a beautiful woman, but not quite so attentive when that woman is their sister. Now, while these men, these close cousins of yours, are men, they also have wives. I don’t suppose you’d trust them?”

“New wives,” Jed said stiffly, his flush fading somewhat.

Sophia laughed softly and tapped Jed’s folded arms with her fan. He flushed again. Merciful heavens, everything she’d ever heard, and a good deal that had merely been implied, was being proved true in less than ten minutes in Sophia’s presence. She was the most artful manager of men that Jane had ever seen, not that she had seen much of that sort of thing in her life. New York was a bustling city, but did not boast many women of Sophia Dalby’s range. As to that, Jane doubted there were any. Surely she would have heard something by now.

“Darling,” Sophia breathed, taking in both Jed and Joel with her gaze, “trust an experienced man of the sea to see things so clearly, and to be so unafraid to state the situation so boldly. I am quite breathless. One does grow accustomed to the British way of doing things, but you have reminded me, most powerfully, how compelling American men can be. How long did you say you were staying?”

Jed looked nearly tongue-tied, and Joel completely so. Jane was nearly quivering with delight. Never in her  memory had anyone so effortlessly rendered her brothers impotent, even for a moment. Certainly Mother and Father had tried, but they had only achieved their brief successes after repeated and energetic endeavor. This, this  was superbly astounding. Jane wanted to learn how to do it immediately. She was certain it would make life much more pleasant, with husband or without one. After all, one had to deal with men regularly in this life. Better to do it with an arsenal of weapons than without. Sophia clearly had a full arsenal and used her weapons with both skill and grace, as well as without hesitation, which is precisely how any sort of weapon should be used.

Jane, far from wanting to inject herself into this duel, kept her mouth closed and her eyes open.

It was while her eyes were thus open that two gentlemen were added to their number. Jane’s eyes opened even wider as they were introduced.

The Duke of Edenham walked into their circle of conversation as if he had every right to enter where and when he chose. Dukes were like that, according to every rumor of them. This duke was quite tall, quite handsome, and quite elegant looking, if one liked the type. Having never been exposed to his type before she was withholding judgment. He was very handsome. He also did not seem at all overawed by her brothers, which was refreshing. In New York, there were very few men who would risk anything at all with her for fear of her brothers’ comeuppance. Such a nuisance, really. Her brothers were always at sea. What sort of squeamish man lived in fear of what would happen six months in the future? Life in New York was far more dull than it should have been. She blamed her brothers entirely.

The second gentleman was the Marquis of Ruan, a most dangerous and rugged-looking man, not nearly as elegantly arranged as the Duke of Edenham, but handsome nonetheless, though in a more ruthless fashion entirely.

It was perfectly obvious that Sophia was well acquainted  with both men. Jane would hardly have expected anything less.

The introductions having been made, the immediate result being that Jed had escaped from Sophia’s highly focused attention, Jed then gave every indication that he was going to leave this newly arranged circle of conversation and drag her with him. She was not ready to leave. Sophia hadn’t got her way yet, had she? Which meant that Jane hadn’t got her way. She was going to stay, and she wasn’t going to leave Sophia’s side until it was formally decided that she was to remain in London.

Jane put the most innocent look upon her face, for her brothers’ benefit, obviously, and ignored both the duke and the marquis. But the duke was staring at her with the most peculiar expression on his face. His odd behavior was not helping her at all.

She ignored him more pointedly.

He continued to stare.

Joel shifted his weight and rolled his shoulders a bit.

Oh, mercy.

Looking innocent and disinterested was not putting the duke off one bit. How very like a duke to behave as he pleased and attempt to ruin her plans in such thoughtless fashion. Could he not go off and bother some other poor girl? Some girl who did not have two brothers at her elbows?

“Edenham,” Sophia said, “I’m so delighted to see you here. And your enchanting sister, she is with you?”

“Yes,” the Duke of Edenham replied, turning his gaze from Jane just long enough to make eye contact with Sophia, cast a quick glance over Jed and Joel, and then look into her eyes. He had lovely eyes, a warm shade of brown, and quite a nice brow. She averted her gaze after noting only the most obvious details of his appearance, which she would argue quite forcefully if Jed said one word about it, and then turned to stare with bland attention at Joel. Joel  rolled his shoulders again and kept his gaze on Edenham. Edenham kept his gaze upon her. The stupidity of dukes was thus proved. “A cause for celebration. We wish Hyde nothing but joy.”

Sophia smiled and said, “With three sons married within a single Season, I can assure you that they feel nothing but joy. And with the happy addition of the Elliots to share in their joy, why, what can they do but smile away their days? Which brings me back round to you, darling,” Sophia said to Jed, laying her gloved hand upon his arm in a light caress. “Surely you must allow Miss Elliot to stay and partake of the general joy to be found within Hyde House. I assure you that she will be well cared for.”

It was perhaps not the ideal thing to say to sway Jed to release them all from their father’s instructions. Only a little over a day in London, within the very walls of Hyde House, and the Elliots had heard word of how three of Hyde’s sons had come to be married in a single Season.

The word was ruin.

No one seemed especially bothered by it, certainly not the sons, yet neither were their wives, which was most strange, wasn’t it? Of all the things she had been told about the British, their odd habits and proclivities, a facility and easiness about being ruined was not among them.

“Not as well cared for as upon an Elliot ship,” Jed said, which was likely very true.

“Truly?” Sophia said brightly, her gaze almost resolutely removed from the Marquis of Ruan. Jane began to wonder if Sophia was not on the most cordial of terms with the man, which would not surprise her in the least as some of what her mother had told her about Sophia left no doubt that Sophia could and did make a very firm enemy and that her enemies were entirely deserving of the position. Jane gave Lord Ruan a cold look of bland curiosity at the thought. “No storms?” Sophia continued. “No violent waves? No enemy ships? No contrary currents? No pirates?  What has quiet and serene Hyde House to offer by way of excitement that an Elliot ship cannot merely match but overmatch?”

“Men?” Joel said. Jed gave him an approving look, annoyed but approving.

“British men, most assuredly,” Sophia said, casting a casual glance in the general direction of both Edenham and Ruan. Edenham blinked and continued to stare at her. Ruan’s mouth tightened, against a smile or a grimace Jane could not determine. “But what is that? Certainly they are not to be feared. Or do you think otherwise, Captain?”

Well, then, there was a pretty insult, and delivered so sweetly, too. Jed looked properly angered. Joel did not appear angry so much as bewildered by the sudden turn the conversation had taken. As to that, Jane felt much the same. Is this how Sophia got what she wanted? By insults? She had not heard that about her. Not at all.

“In the proper circumstances, it is wise to consider any man with due caution,” Jed said stiffly, eyeing both Edenham and Ruan. Edenham ignored him. Ruan returned the look and nodded sharply.

“And what of improper circumstances?” Sophia said. “I do confess to having more experience of men in improper circumstances.”

“If we are speaking of English men, then I must confess the same,” Jed said, smiling slightly.

“Captain Elliot, you shock me. I am intrigued,” Sophia said, smiling, and raising her fan to obscure her face, which naturally resulted in all the men, Edenham excluded, staring with increased intensity at her. Jane needed a better fan, if only to shield herself from Edenham’s obsessive gaze. It was becoming something of an embarrassment to her, and was not at all helpful with her brothers standing at her elbow and witnessing his complete break from polite behavior. Or what she assumed was polite behavior. The two countries could not be that different, could  they? “Please, tell me all,” Sophia urged. “Is it improper circumstances to which you refer, or improper men? Or is it the extreme Englishness of both which results in the impropriety?”

“Lady Dalby, you have left me,” Jed said, his eyes twinkling. “I fear the conversation has twisted out of my hands. I am a simple man. I beg you to show me mercy.”

“Lady Dalby is not known for showing mercy,” Lord Ruan said abruptly, “though she may be partial to men who beg, Captain Elliot. You would do well to show her the same caution you practice when facing an unidentified ship.”

“But Lord Ruan, how absurd,” Sophia said, her voice soft and her gaze sharp. “I am flying my colors boldly, as is my practice. There is no mystery attached to me.”

“Lady Dalby, you are a woman,” Ruan responded, his green eyes searching Sophia’s face. “You are as mysterious as the sea. As turbulent. As unfathomable. As compelling. And as dangerous.”

Sophia said nothing for a moment, but there was something that passed between them, something sparkling and hot, something buried and smoldering. It was gone almost before it had begun. Jane was left with the shimmer of it before her gaze, and then it vanished.

“Which is why Jane will come home with me,” Jed said. “I would see her stay a calm pond of decorum and not become a turbulent sea of mystery.”

“Lovely,” Jane muttered. “I suppose that was intended as a compliment?”

“Of course,” Jed said, looking both annoyed and befuddled.  Typical.

Sophia laughed. “But, darling, she is your sister and, like any brother, you do not see her clearly at all. Miss Elliot is already a sea of mystery to any man who is not related to her.”

And, naturally, both Jane and Sophia could not resist the impulse to glance at Edenham, who was still staring.

“The sea can be calm at times, usually the most inconvenient times, is that not so?” Edenham said, sparing a glance for Jed. “There is no cause to anticipate any trouble for Miss Elliot. I cannot think but that Hyde would care for her as a beloved daughter.”

“Now I am a calm, inconvenient sea?” Jane said. “Can not a new metaphor be framed? I grow weary of this one as it does nothing at all to flatter me.”

Sophia laughed, as did Jed and Joel, which was something of a relief. Edenham smiled. Ruan did not; he studied her, which she did not enjoy at all. Lord Ruan was capable of a very focused gaze. She was not certain that was destined to be flattering to her either.

“You must forgive the Duke of Edenham, Miss Elliot. He is confounded, I do believe, by your beauty and your originality, a product of your American education, I should guess,” Sophia said.

“Ah, something acquired then,” Jane said, smiling. “Not something I possess innately.”

“You possess your beauty innately, Miss Elliot,” Ruan said softly. “Only your education, your way of thinking and expressing yourself, could have been acquired.”

“I see you know very little of women, Lord Ruan,” Jane said, upon which Sophia chuckled without apology. “I acquired what beauty I display by the same method I acquired an educated mind: by exhaustive effort.”

“I don’t believe a word of it,” the Duke of Edenham said quietly, his gaze riveted to her face. The man was as subtle as a thunderclap and her brothers were far from being witless.

“Believe it, sir,” Joel said. “I’ve been witness to the transformation myself. It has been a wonder to behold.”

“Oh, shut up, Joel,” Jane snapped good-naturedly.  “There’s no need to make a complete pudding of me. I was a gangly child,” she said, risking a sliding glance at Edenham. He stared. Tedious, to be sure. “I was all teeth and eyes and knobby limbs.”

“Very true,” Jed said, nodding. “’Tis why I christened the third Elliot ship the Plain Jane. For my sister, and rightly so.”

“You see what toil I have struggled against,” Jane said, elbowing Jed in the ribs. He grinned and grabbed her hand and held it against his waistcoat.

“And by toil you grew into your eyes, your mouth, your form,” Ruan said, looking at her with such a look, with such a soft look filled with appreciation, that she was in danger of blushing like a girl with plaited hair and mud-splattered stockings.

“Exactly so, Lord Ruan,” she said, lifting her chin. “Let no one convince you otherwise. Certainly no woman would ever do so.”

“How utterly true,” Sophia said. “Every woman knows that beauty requires payment, and not every woman is prepared to pay its price.”

“Payment?” Jed said. “You have lost me again, Lady Dalby. I fear ever to be outdistanced by you.”

“Oh, don’t worry, Captain Elliot,” Sophia said lightly. “I shall allow you to catch me if, or when, I decide to be caught.”

“Much like a ship under sail, coming about to level her guns a broadside,” Ruan said, breaking the seductive spell Sophia was weaving.

“How nautically put, Lord Ruan. That’s it precisely,” Sophia said, her dark eyes glittering.

“The Plain Jane,” Edenham said. “You were not insulted?”

“Of course I was, your grace, but what does a brother care for that when he is doing the insulting? It is only when others insult me that their blood boils hot.”

“And are you insulted often, Miss Elliot?” Ruan asked.

“Unfortunately, no,” she said.

“Why unfortunately, Miss Elliot?” Edenham asked.

“Because I should like to see what happens, your grace. My brothers have promised hideous things to befall the man who does so. I have yet to see a single thing. It’s most disappointing, I assure you. It’s all talk, as far as I can tell.”

“Which is exactly as it should be, Jane,” Jed said. “It’s hardly proper for a gently reared girl to be privy to such things.”

Gently reared, indeed. With their home on the East River, the ships docked right outside the house? Did Jed think she did not have eyes and ears? What did he think she did whilst he was at sea? Embroider by the fire? Hardly.

“Is that a confession, Jed? Have you trounced some fellow behind my back? I require names and dates, if so. A woman must have a record of such things. It adds mightily to her appeal, which is certainly obvious, even to a man who happens to also be a brother,” Jane said.

“I confess nothing,” Jed said, trying for a stern look and failing, at least with her. He might have much skill at subduing a fractious seaman with a mere scowl, but she was his sister, which was a very distinct advantage to possess.

“Nothing to confess,” she said. “I thought as much. It is a sad thing when a woman cannot tempt a man to even the small danger a brother offers. Plain Jane, indeed. Most apt.”

“A most clumsy attempt at garnering a compliment, Jane,” Joel said. “Shameful.”

“To arrange for a compliment?” Sophia asked. “How completely absurd. If a woman cannot ask for what she wants, and certainly deserves, why, what sort of woman is she? And indeed, what is she fit for? Does the shame, if we must deal in shame, not belong to the man who stubbornly and willfully refuses to give a woman what she wants and, without any question at all, deserves?”

The men, by which she meant her brothers, looked  abashed in the extreme. It was quite comical. The other men, by which she meant the English ones, looked mildly amused. That was also quite comical. Sophia did have such a way about her, such a wonderful way of putting men both at ease and at a disadvantage. It seemed quite a tricky thing to learn, but so useful on so many occasions. Jane was determined to try and develop a talent for it.

“And upon such counsel I become more determined than ever to see Jane safely upon the deck of my ship,” Jed said.

“But darling,” Sophia said softly, “I can make you less determined easily enough; it is only that I perceived you to be the sort of man who would prefer not to be managed by a woman. Was I wrong in that?”

Jed chuckled, his dark blond brows pulled low and his mouth surrendering to a grin. “Lady Dalby, you are managing me even now.”

“Am I? I do apologize if I am. Some would say that it is a most appalling habit of mine, and though I can’t agree that any sort of skill at managing anything could possibly be appalling, still, I can’t think how I might have acquired such a useful habit. Can you?” Sophia smiled at both Jed and Joel without a particle of shame. Indeed, she was obviously delighted.

“Lady Dalby,” Jed said, dipping his head in salute, still grinning, “I don’t believe it is possible for you to have any appalling habits. On the contrary. Most definitely on the contrary.”

“Naturally, I find myself quite fully in agreement with you, Captain Elliot. And as we both agree,” Sophia said, smiling at each of the Elliots in turn, “I shall be delighted to take Miss Elliot under my wing, as it were, and, together with your Aunt Molly, make certain that darling Jane has the most splendid visit in London that any American woman has ever enjoyed. As my habits are flawless, and as your aunt is devoted, and as Miss Elliot is clearly eager,  the matter appears to be quite completely settled. Wouldn’t you say?”

Jed and Joel had been rendered speechless, that much was obvious. Jane smiled and held her tongue, knowing that it was entirely possible to break the spell Sophia had woven about them. Before anyone could think to argue, and only Jed might have done so, stubborn as he always was, Cranleigh arrived and, murmuring something about someone they must meet, bustled them away from Sophia and across the room.

Sophia had neither been denied nor decried.

And that was when Jane knew for absolute certain that she was going to remain in London after all.
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