








Kiss Me, Annabel

Eloisa James




[image: publisher logo]





This book is for Pam Spengler-Jaffee, My terrific PR person at HarperCollins. Thank you for giving eloisajames.com A million hits



This Kiss is for you!





Table of Contents

Cover Page

Title Page

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-one

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine

Thirty

Thirty-one

Thirty-two

Thirty-three

Thirty-four

Thirty-five

Thirty-six

A Note About Shrews, Coneys and Reading to Six-Year-Olds

Acknowledgements

About the Author

Praise

By the same author:

Copyright

About the Publisher





One

London

April, 1817



The day the Scotsman came to Lady Feddringtons ball, Annabels sister decided to give him her virtue, and Annabel decided not to give him her hand in marriage.

In neither case had the Scotsman indicated a particular interest in undertaking such intimate activities with an Essex sister, but his participation was taken for granted. And, naturally, both of these decisions took place in the ladies retiring room, which is where everything of importance takes place at a ball.

It was in those middle hours, when the initial excitement has worn away and women have an uneasy feeling that their noses are shiny and their lips pale. Annabel peeked into the retiring room and found it empty. So she sat down before the large mirrored dressing table, and started trying to pin her unruly curls so they would stay above her shoulders for the rest of the evening. Her sister Imogen, Lady Maitland, plumped down beside her.

This ball is nothing more than a breeding ground for parasites, Imogen said, scowling at her reflection. Lord Beekman has twice asked me to dance with him. As if I would even contemplate dancing with that plump toadlet. He should look lowerperhaps in the scullery.

She looked magnificent, a few gleaming black curls falling to her shoulders, and the rest piled high on her head. Her eyes sparkled with the displeasure of receiving too much attention. In all, she had the magnificent rage of a young Helen of Troy, stolen by the Greeks and taken from her homeland.

It must be rather annoying, Annabel thought, to have nowhere to direct all that emotion except toward unwary gentlemen who do nothing more despicable than ask for a dance. There is always the chance that no one has told the poor toadlet that Lady Maitland is such a very grand person. She said it lightly, since mourning had turned Imogen into a person whom none of them knew very well.

Imogen flashed her an impatient look, twitching one of her curls over her shoulder so that it nestled seductively on her bosom. Dont be a widgeon, Annabel. Beekman is interested in my fortune and nothing more.

Annabel raised an eyebrow in the direction of Imogens virtually nonexistent bodice. Nothing more?

A sketch of a smile touched Imogens lips, one of the few Annabel had seen in recent months. Imogen had lost her husband the previous autumn, and after her first six months of mourning she had joined Annabel in London for the season. Currently she was amusing herself by shocking respectable matrons of the ton by flaunting a wardrobe full of mourning clothing cut in daring styles that left little of her figure to the imagination.

You have to expect attention, Annabel pointed out. After all, you dressed for it. She let a little sarcasm creep into her tone.

Do you think that I should buy another of these gowns? Imogen asked, staring into the mirror. She gave a seductive roll of her shoulders and the bodice settled even lower on her chest. She was dressed in black faille, a perfectly respectable fabric for a widow. But the modiste had saved on fabric, for the bodice was nothing more than a few scraps of cloth, falling to a narrow silhouette that clung to every curve. The pice de rsistance was a trim of tiny white feathers around the bodice. The feathers nestled against Imogens breasts and made every man who glimpsed them throw caution to the wind.

No one has a need for more than one dress of that pattern, Annabel pointed out.

Madame Badeau has threatened to make another. She complains that she must sell two in order to justify her design. And I should not like to see another woman in this particular gown.

Thats absurd, Annabel said. Many women have gowns of the same design. No one will notice.

Everyone notices what I wear, Imogen said, and one had to admit it was a perfect truth.

Tis an indulgence to order another gown merely to allow it to languish in your wardrobe.

Imogen shrugged. Her husband had died relatively penniless, but then his mother had fallen into a decline and died within a month of her son. Lady Clarice had left her private estate to her daughter- in-law, making Imogen one of the wealthiest widows in all England. Ill have the gown made up for you, then. You must promise to wear it only in the country, where no one of importance can see you.

That gown will fall to my navel if I bend over, which hardly suits a debutante.

Youre no ordinary debutante, Imogen jibed. Youre older than me, and all of twenty-two, if you remember.

Annabel counted to ten. Imogen was grieving. One simply had to wish that grieving didnt make her so  so bloody-minded. Shall we return to Lady Griselda? she said, rising and looking one last time at the glass.

Suddenly Imogen was at her shoulder, smiling penitently. Im sorry to be so tiresome. Youre the most beautiful woman at the ball, Annabel. Look at the two of us together! Youre glowing and I look like an old crow.

Annabel grinned at that. A crow youre not. There was a similarity to their features: they both had slanting eyes and high cheekbones. But where Imogens hair was raven black, Annabels was the colour of honey. And where Imogens eyes flashed, Annabel knew quite well that her greatest strength was a melting invitation that men seemed unable to resist.

Imogen pulled another curl onto the curve of her breast. It looked rather odd, but Imogens temper was not something to risk lightly, and so Annabel held her tongue.

Ive made up my mind to take a cicisbeo, Imogen said suddenly. To hold off Beekman, if nothing else.

What? Annabel said. A what?

A gallant, Imogen said impatiently. A man to take me about.

Youre thinking about marrying again? Annabel was truly surprised. To the best of her knowledge, Imogen was still dissolving into tears every night over her husbands death.

Never, Imogen said. You know that. But I dont intend to let fools like Beekman spoil my enjoyment either. Their eyes met in the mirror. Im going to take Mayne. And Im not talking about marriage.

Mayne! Annabel gasped. You cant!

Of course I can, Imogen said, looking amused. Theres nothing to stop me from doing anything I wish. And I believe that I would like the Earl of Mayne.

How can you even consider such an idea? He jilted our own sister, practically at the altar!

Are you implying that Tess would be better off with Mayne than with Felton? She adores her husband, Imogen pointed out.

Of course not. But that doesnt change the fact that Mayne deserted her!

I have not forgotten that point.

But for goodness sakes, why?

Imogen cast her a scornful glance. You have to ask?

Punishment, Annabel guessed. Dont do it, Imogen.

Why not? Imogen turned to the side and regarded her figure. It was exquisite in every curve. And every curve was visible. Im bored.

Annabel saw a glint of cruelty in her sisters eyes and caught her arm. Dont do it. Ive no doubt you can make Mayne fall in love with you.

Imogens teeth shone white when she smiled. Neither have I.

But you might fall in love with him as well.

Inconceivable.

Annabel didnt really believe Imogen would love again either. She had encased herself in ice after her husband died, and it would take time to melt away.

Please, she said. Please dont do it, Imogen. I dont care about Mayne, but it wouldnt be good for you.

Since you are nothing more than a maiden, Imogen said with her new, bitter smile, you have no idea what would be good for me, at least as pertains to men. We can have this discussion once you have some experience of what it means to be a woman.

Imogen was clearly longing for a pitched battle of the kind they used to have when they were children. But as Annabel opened her mouth to deliver a scathing retort, the door opened and their chaperone, Lady Griselda Willoughby, waltzed in. Darlings! she trilled. I have been looking everywhere for the two of you! The Duke of Clarence has arrived, and 

Her words died as her eyes moved from Annabels furious face to Imogens rigid one. Ah, she said, sitting down and adjusting her exquisite silk shawl around her shoulders, youre squabbling again. How very glad I am that I have only a brother to plague me.

Your brother, Imogen snapped, is hardly anyone to desire as a family member. In fact, we were just talking of his manifold virtues. Or rather, the lack thereof.

I have no doubt but that your assessment was correct, Griselda said serenely, but it was a patently unpleasant comment, my dear. I notice that when you are angry your nose becomes quite thinYou might wish to think about that.

Imogens nose flared magnificently. Since I have no doubt but that you will wish to rebuke me as well, I might as well tell you that I have decided to take a cicisbeo!

An excellent decision, my dear. Griselda opened a small fan and waved it lazily before her face. I find men so useful. In a gown as narrow as the one you wear tonight, for example, one can hardly walk with ease. Perhaps you could choose a particularly strong man who can carry you about London.

Annabel bit back a smile.

You may fun all you like, Imogen said through clenched teeth, but let me be very clear about my decision. I have decided to take a lover, not a jumped-up version of a footman. And your brother Mayne is my primary candidate.

Ah, Griselda said. Well, likely it is wise to start with someone so very experienced in these situations. Mayne does tend toward married women rather than widows; my brother has a genius for avoiding any woman who might prove eligible for matrimony. But mayhap you can persuade him otherwise.

I believe that I can, Imogen stated.

Griselda waved her fan meditatively. An interesting choice lies ahead of you. Were I to take a lover, for example, I should wish to continue the affair beyond two weeks. My dear brother certainly has had many ladies on whom to practise, and yet he invariably drifts to another woman within the fortnight. Moreover, I myself would find the notion of being compared to the many beautiful women who had come before me unnerving, but I expect I am simply squeamish.

Annabel grinned. Griselda looked a perfectly docile, perfectly feminine lady. And yet

Imogen looked as if she were thinking. Fine! she said finally. Ill take the Earl of Ardmore, then. Since hes only been in London for a week or so, he cant possibly compare me to anyone else.

Annable blinked. The Scottish earl?

The very one. Imogen gathered up her reticule and shawl. Hes not worth a penny, but his face can be his fortune, in this case. She caught her sisters frown. Oh, dont be such a pinched ninny, Annabel. Believe me, the earl wont get hurt.

I agree, Griselda put in. The man has a palpable air of danger about him. He wont get hurt, Imogen. You will.

Nonsense, Imogen said. Youre simply trying to talk me out of a decision Ive already made. Im not willing to sit around in the corners, gossiping with dowagers for the next ten years. That was a direct insult to Griselda, who had lost her husband years ago and had (to Annabels knowledge) never entertained a thought either of a lover or a husband.

Griselda smiled sweetly and said, No, I can see that youre an entirely different kind of woman, my dear.

Annabel winced, but Imogen didnt notice. Now I think on it, Ardmore is an altogether better choice than Mayne. We are countrymen, you know.

Actually, thats a reason not to distract him, Annabel had to point out. We know how hard it is to live in an old rambling house in the north country without a penny to support it. The man has come to London to find a rich bride, not to have an affair with you.

Youre a sentimentalist, Imogen said. Ardmore can take care of himself. I certainly shant stop him from courting some silly miss, if he wishes. But if I have a cavalier servente, the fortune hunters will leave me alone. I shall just borrow him for a while. Youre not planning to marry him, are you?

The thought never crossed my mind, Annabel said with something less than perfect truth. The Scotsman was absurdly handsome; a woman would have to be in her grave not to consider him as a consort. But Annabel meant to marry a rich man. And she meant to stay in England. Are you considering him as a possible spouse?

Certainly not. Hes lummox without a fortune. But hes pretty, and he dresses so sombrely that he matches my clothing. Who could want more in a man?

He doesnt appear to be a man to fool, Griselda said, serious now.

If he needs to find a rich wife, you ought to be straightforward, Annabel added. He may well think that you would consider matrimony.

Pish, Imogen said. The role of a hidebound moralist doesnt suit either of you. Dont be tedious. And she swept out of the room, closing the door behind her with a little more force than necessary.

Though it pains me to admit it, Griselda said meditatively, I may have mishandled that situation. If your sister is determined to make a scandal, she would have done better to direct herself toward Mayne. At this point, it is almost a rite of a passage for young women to have a brief affaire with my brother, and so the ensuing scandal doesnt really take fire.

Theres something about Ardmore that makes me wonder if she can control him as easily as she thinks she can, Annabel said with a frown.

I would agree, Griselda said. I havent exchanged a word with him, but he has little in common with the average English lord.

Ardmore was a red-haired Scot, with a square jaw and broad shoulders. To Annabels mind, he was a world away from Griseldas sleek brother.

No one seems to know much about the man, Griselda said. Lady Ogilby told me that she had it from Mrs Mufford that hes poor as a church mouse and came to London specifically to find a dowried bride.

But didnt Mrs Mufford spread that rumour about Clementina Lyffe running off with a footman?

True, Griselda said. And yet Clementina is happily married to her viscount and shows no propensity whatsoever to court the household staff. Lady Blechschmidt generally can scent a fortune hunter at fifty yards, and there was no sign of Ardmore at her soire last night, which suggests he was not invited. I must ask her if she has any pertinent information.

His absence from that particular event may simply indicate an intolerance for boredom, Annabel remarked.

Tush! Griselda said, laughing. You know Lady Blechschmidt is a great acquaintance of mine. I must say, it is unusual for there to be such mystery about a man; if he were English we would know everything from his birth weight to his yearly income. Did you ever meet him when you lived in Scotland?

Never. But Mrs Muffords speculation about his reasons for coming to London is likely true. Many a Scottish nobleman hung around her fathers stables, and they were all as empty in the pocket as her own viscount of a father. In fact, it was practically a requirement of nationality. One either remained poor or married a rich Englishman  as Imogen had done, as Tess had done and as she herself meant to do.

Ardmore doesnt look the sort to be fooled by your sister, Griselda said.

Annabel hoped she was right. There was a brittleness behind Imogens artful exposure of her bosom that had little to do with desire.

Griselda rose. Imogen must find her own way through her grief, she said. There are women who have a hard time of it, and Im afraid shes one of them.

Their eldest sister, Tess, kept saying that Imogen had to live her own life. And so had Annabel.

For a moment a smile touched Annabels lips. The only dowry she had was a horse, so she and the Scotsman were really two of a kind.

Scottish pennies, as it were.





Two

Lady Feddrington was in the grip of a passion for all things Egyptian, and since she had the means to indulge every whim, her ballroom resembled nothing so much as a storage house kept by tomb raiders. Flanking the large doors at one end were twenty-foot-high statues of some sort of a dog-human. Apparently they originally stood at the doors of an Egyptian temple.

At first I wasnt certain that I quite liked them. Their expressions are notnice, Lady Feddrington had told Annabel. But now Ive named them Humpty and Dumpty. I think of them rather like superior servants: so silent, and you can tell in a glance that they wont drink to excess. She had giggled; Lady Feddrington was a rather silly woman.

But Annabel had to admit that from the vantage point of the other side of the room, Humpty and Dumpty looked magnificent. They gazed down on the dancers milling around their ankles with expressions that made the idea that they were servants laughable.

She pulled a gauzy piece of nothingness around her shoulders. It was pale gold, to match her dress, and embroidered with a curling series of ferns. Gold on gold and worth every penny. She threw a glance at those imposing Egyptian statues again. Surely they should be in a museum? They made the fluttering crowds around them look dissolute.

Anubis, god of the dead, a deep voice said. Not the most propitious guardian for an occasion such as this.

Even after having met him for only a moment, she knew Ardmores voice. Well, why shouldnt she? She had grown up surrounded by that soft Scottish burr, though their father threatened to disown herself and her sisters if they used it. They look like gods, she said. Have you travelled to Egypt, my lord?

Alas, no.

She shouldnt have even asked. She, if anyone, knew the life of an impoverished Scottish nobleman all too well. It involved hours spent trying to eke a living from tenants battered by cold and hunger, not pleasure trips up the Nile River.

He slipped a hand under her arm. May I ask you to dance, or should I request the pleasure from your chaperone?

She smiled up at him, one of her rarer smiles that didnt bother to seduce, but just expressed companionship. Neither is necessary, she said cheerfully. Im sure you can find someone more appropriate to dance with.

He blinked at her, looking more like a burly labourer than an earl. Shed come to know quite a lot about earls  aye, and dukes and other lords too. Their chaperone, Lady Griselda, considered it her duty to point out every man within eyesight who carried a title. Mayne, Griseldas brother, was a typical English lord: sleek and faintly dangerous, with slender fingers and exquisite manners. His hair fell in ordered waves that shone in the light, and he smelled as good as she herself did.

But this Scottish earl was another story. The earls red-brown hair fell in thick rumpled curls down his neck. His eyes were a clear green, lined with long lashes, and the out-of-doors sense he had about him translated into a kind of raw sensuality. While Mayne wore velvet and silk, Ardmore was plainly dressed in a costume of black. Black with a touch of white at the throat. No wonder Imogen thought he would complement her mourning attire.

Why do you refuse me? he asked, sounding surprised.

Because I grew up with lads like yourself, she said, letting a trace of a Scottish accent slip into her voice. Lad wasnt the right word, not for this huge northerner who was so clearly a man, but that was the sense she meant. He could be a friend, but never a suitor. Although she could hardly explain to him that she meant to marry someone rich.

So youve taken a vow not to dance with anyone from your own homeland? he asked.

Something like that, she said. But I could introduce you to a proper young lady, if you wish. She knew quite a few debutantes endowed with more-than-respectable dowries.

Does that mean that you would decline to marry me as well? he asked, a curious little smile playing around his mouth. I would be happy to ask for your hand, if that would mean we could dance together.

She grinned at his foolishness. Youll never find a bride if you go about behaving in such a way, she told him. You must take your pursuit more seriously.

I do take it seriously. He leaned against the wall and looked down at her so intently that her skin prickled. Would you marry me, even if you wont dance with me?

You couldnt help but like him. His eyes were as green as the ocean. I certainly will not marry you, she said.

Ah, he said, sounding not terribly disappointed.

You cannot ask women to marry you whom you barely know, she added.

He didnt seem to realise that it wasnt entirely polite to lean against the wall in a ladys presence, nor to watch her with lazy appreciation. Annabel felt a flash of sympathy. He would never be able to catch a rich bride at this rate! She should help him, if only because he was her countryman.

Why not? he asked. Compatibility is not something one discovers after five encounters rather than one. One must make an educated guess.

Thats just it: you know nothing of me!

Not so, he said promptly. Number one, youre Scottish. Number two, youre Scottish. And number three 

I can guess, she said.

Youre beautiful, he finished, a fleeting smile crossing his face.

He had his arms crossed over his chest now and was smiling down at her like a great giant.

While I thank you for the compliment, I have to wonder why on earth you came to London to find a bride, given your first two requirements, Annabel said.

I came because I was told to do so, he replied.

Annabel didnt need any further information. Everyone knew that rich brides were to be found in London, and poor ones in Scotland. The man was hoping that her finery meant she had a dowry to match.

Youre judging on appearances, she told him. My only dowry is a horse, although, as I said, Id be happy to introduce you to some appropriate young ladies.

He opened his mouth, but at that moment Imogen appeared at her shoulder. Darling, she said to Annabel, Ive been looking everywhere for you! Without pausing, she turned to the earl. Lord Ardmore, she purred, I am Lady Maitland. What a pleasure to meet you.

Annabel watched as the earl bent over her sisters hand. Imogen was looking as beautiful as any avenging goddess. She gave Ardmore a look that no man, especially a man in search of a dowry faced with a wealthy young widow, would consider resisting. In fact, it looked very much like one of Annabels own come-hither glances.

I have an unendurable longing to dance, Imogen said. Will you please me, Lord Ardmore?

Unendurable? But Ardmore wasnt laughing; he was kissing Imogens hand again. Annabel gave up. The man would have to find his own way out of Imogens net. Imogen had always been thus: once she made up her mind, there was no stopping her. I shall return to my chaperone, Annabel said, curtsying. Lord Ardmore, it has been a pleasure.

Lady Griselda was holding court in a corner of the room, their guardian sprawled beside her with a drink in his hand. Not that there was anything unusual in that; the Duke of Holbrook always had a drink. He came to meet Annabel when he saw her winding her way through the crowd.

Now that she had come to know a number of English nobility, she was more and more surprised by how unducal Rafe was. For one thing, he refused to go by his title. For another, he was as far from scented and curled and sartorially splendid as could be imagined. At least his valet managed to get him into a decent coat of blue superfine for the evening, but when he was at home he tended toward comfortable pantaloons and a threadworn white shirt.

Griseldas driving me mad, he said without formality. And if she doesnt succeed, Imogen will finish me off. What the devil is she doing, dancing attendance on that Scottish fellow? I dont even know the man.

Shes decided that she wants a cicisbeo, Annabel told him.

Stuff and nonsense, Rafe muttered, running a hand through hair that was already wildly disarranged. I can escort her wherever she needs to go.

Shes being plagued by fortune hunters.

For Gods sake, whyd she choose a penniless Scot to dance about with, then? Rafe bellowed, only belatedly glancing about him.

Perhaps she wont care for him on further acquaintance, Annabel said, trying to see whether she could glimpse Lord Rosseter anywhere. At the moment Rosseter was her first choice for a spouse.

Shes making an ass of herself, Rafe said.

For some reason, Imogens antics always drove Rafe to distraction, especially since shed returned to London and begun to order gowns that fit her like a second skin. But no matter how much he bellowed and raged, she merely smirked at him and said that widows could dress precisely as they wished.

Surely its not as bad as that, Annabel said absently, still searching the crowd for Rosseter.

She caught Lady Griseldas eyes, who called: Annabel! Do come here for a moment.

Their chaperone was nothing like the dour old ladies who generally earned that label; she was as good-looking as the infamous, altar-deserting Earl of Mayne. It went without saying that none of them held her brothers behaviour against Griselda; she had been devastated when Mayne galloped away from Rafes house approximately five minutes before he was due to marry Tess.

What on earth is Rafe bellowing about? Griselda inquired, without much real concern in her voice. Hes turned all plum-coloured.

Rafe is worried that Imogen is making an exhibition of herself, Annabel told her.

Already? She is a woman of her word.

Annabel nodded over to the right. A waltz was playing, and the Earl of Ardmore was holding Imogen far too tightly. Or perhaps, Annabel thought fairly, Imogen was doing the holding. Whatever the impetus, Imogen swayed in his arms as if they were in the grip of a reckless passion.

Goodness me, Griselda said, fanning herself. Theyre quite a couple, arent they? All that black on blackImogen certainly was correct about the aesthetics of choosing Ardmore as a partner.

Nothing will come of it, Annabel assured her. Imogen was just blustering. Im sure of it. But the words died in her mouth as Imogen threw an arm around the earls neck and began caressing his hair in an outrageously intimate fashion.

She wants a scandal, Griselda said matter-of-factly. The poor dear. Some widows do suffer through this sort of thing.

She made it sound as if Imogen were coming down with a nasty cold.

Did you? Annabel asked.

Thankfully not, Griselda said with a little shiver. But I do believe that Imogens feelings for Lord Maitland were far deeper than mine for dear Willoughby. Although, she added, naturally I had all proper emotion for my husband.

Imogen was smiling up at Ardmore, her eyes half closed as if  Well. Annabel looked away.

What Imogen wanted, Imogen took. She had loved Draven Maitland for years, and never mind the fact that he was betrothed to another woman. The moment Imogen had a chance, she somehow sprained her ankle in such a way that she had to convalesce in the Maitland household. That ankle injury was remarkably fortuitous. The next thing Annabel knew, her sister had eloped with Draven Maitland. In fact, given Imogens strength of will, Annabel rather thought that Ardmore might have to find and woo his bride in the next season.

Have you seen Lord Rosseter? she asked Griselda.

But Griselda was mesmerised  as doubtless were most of the respectable women in the room  by Imogens behaviour on the dance floor. Imogen is not my duty, she said to herself, fanning her face madly.

Annabel looked back at her sister. Imogen could not have made her intentions to engage in a scandalous affair more clear. She was clinging to Ardmore as if shed turned into an ivy plant.

Oh, Lord, Griselda moaned. Now Imogen was caressing Ardmores neck, for all the world as if she meant to pull his head down to hers.

Annabels elder sister Tess dropped into a chair beside them. Can someone please explain to me why Imogen is behaving like such a wanton?

Where have you been all evening? Annabel asked. I thought I caught a glimpse of you and Felton earlier, but then I couldnt find you.

Tess ignored her question. She may ruin herself with this behaviour! People will draw the conclusion that she is Ardmores mistress.

And theyll be correct, Griselda put in calmly. How are you, my dear? You look blooming.

But Tess just stared at Griselda. Imogen has taken a lover? I knew she was distraught, but 

She calls it taking a cicisbeo, Annabel put in.

On the dance floor Imogen was dancing thigh to thigh with the Scotsman, head thrown back in an attitude of sensual abandon.

We have to do something, Tess said grimly. Its one thing to take a cicisbeo, if thats what she wants. But at this rate shell create such a frightful scandal that she wont be invited to parties.

Oh, shes already beyond the pale on that front, Griselda said, a little too cheerfully for Annabels comfort. Remember, she eloped with her first husband. And after this exhibitionWell, shell still be invited to the largest balls, of course.

But Tess had raised her three younger sisters from the time their mother died, and she wasnt going to resign herself to Imogens disgrace so easily. That will not do, she stated. Ill just put it to her that 

Annabel shook her head. You are not the one to give advice. The two of you only reconciled a matter of weeks ago. Tess looked rebellious, so Annabel added firmly, Not unless you wish to engage in another squabble with Imogen.

Its all so absurd, Tess muttered. We never really quarrelled. Just then Lucius Felton came up, dropped a kiss on his wifes hair, and winked at Annabel.

Give me a chance and Ill scare up a reason to stop speaking to you myself, Annabel said, smiling at him. All this marital affection is hard to stomach.

Imogen apologised very prettily, Tess said. But I still think her behaviour was remarkably unjustified.

Your husband  Annabel began.

Is alive, Tess said, accepting the point. But does that mean I have to allow my sister to ruin herself without saying a word?

But Annabel had a twinge of sympathy with Imogen, seeing the way Lucius brought Tesss hand to his lips before he left to bring her a glass of champagne.

Do you think that Ardmore is aware that Imogen has only just been widowed? Tess asked. Perhaps you could appeal to his better self. Werent you just speaking to him?

He has no idea that Imogen is my sister, Annabel said doubtfully. I could 

It wouldnt make any difference, Griselda put in. Imogen made it quite clear earlier in the evening that she fully intends to create a scandal, if not with this gentleman, then with my own dear brother. And frankly, if this is the way she intends to go about it, Im grateful she didnt choose Mayne. I still have fond hopes for a nephew at some point and my brother may have slept with most of the available women in the ton, but hes never put on a public exhibition.

Tesss eyes narrowed. She was considering Mayne?

Yes, Mayne, Annabel confirmed. I believe she had some quixotic idea of punishing him for leaving you at the altar.

Thats foolish, Tess said. Mayne punishes himself quite enough. She turned to Griselda. Did he come tonight?

Of course, Griselda said, startled. He was just inside the gaming room, last time I looked. But 

Tess was already gone, heading like an arrow to the room where the men sat around their cards, hoping their wives wouldnt drag them onto the ballroom floor.

I was going to say, Griselda added, that I believe he intended to leave for his club. I barely have a chance to see my own brother now that he has given up philandering. He wont stay at a ball over a half hour.

Annabel looked back at Imogen. Would this waltz never end?

But at that moment Rafe shouldered his way onto the floor. Before Annabel could take a breath, the red-haired Scotsman was bowing, and Rafe had swept Imogen away.

Imogen was as surprised as her sister. One moment she was gliding around the ballroom with Ardmore, thoroughly enjoying every scandalised glance directed at her, and the next she was jerked from his arms by her ex-guardian. And just what do you think youre doing? she demanded, holding her body as far from Rafes as was possible.

Saving your miserable little self, he snapped back. Do you have any idea what a disgrace youre making of yourself? Rafes hair was standing up on end and his normally grey-blue eyes were black with rage.

Imogen raised an eyebrow. Just remind me again where your authority over me lies?

What do you mean? He swung her into a brisk turn and began back up the ballroom floor.

What right have you to interrogate even the smallest aspect of my behaviour? I ceased to be your responsibility the moment I married Draven.

I only wish that were the case. As I told you when you broached that ludicrous idea of renting a house, I consider myself still your guardian, and youll live with me until you marry again. Or grow old enough to govern yourself, whichever comes first.

She smiled at him, a movement of her lips belied by her angry gaze. This may surprise you, but I dont agree with your assessment of my situation. Im planning to set up my own establishment in the very near future.

Over my dead body! Rafe snapped.

Imogen glared at him.

I dont know what youre playing at with Ardmore, Rafe said, but youre ruining yourself for nothing. The man is looking for a bride, not a flirtation with a silly widow with no plans to marry.

Suddenly he looked sorry for her, as if his anger were draining away. The last thing Imogen wanted was sympathy from her drunken oaf of a guardian. For nothing? she said, taunting him. You must be blind. Ardmores shoulders, his eyes, his mouth She gave a little shiver of supposed delight.

Which turned into something quite different, although it took her a moment to realise it. He was shaking her! Rafe had dropped her hand and given her a hard shake, as if she were a child in the midst of a tantrum. How dare you! she gasped, feeling pins slide from her hair.

Youre lucky I dont drag you out of here and lock you in your chambers, he snapped. You deserve it.

Because I find a man attractive?

No! Because youre a liar. You said you loved Maitland.

She flinched. Dont you dare say that I didnt.

Its a pretty way youve chosen to honour his memory, Rafe said flatly. He had dropped his hands from her shoulders.

A wash of shame tumbled over Imogens body. You have no idea 

No, none, he said. And I dont wish to know. If I ever have a widow, I certainly hope she doesnt mourn me in your fashion.

Imogen swallowed. Thankfully, they were at the end of the room, because she could feel the tears swelling in her throat. She turned on her heel without another word and walked through the door. Rafe came behind her, but she ignored him, heading blindly for the front door.

At the side of the room, Annabel sighed. Her little sister had always been passionate to a fault, and unfortunately Rafe, comfortable Rafe who liked everyone, had taken a sharp dislike to Imogen almost from the first. As the two of them left the room, the storm of gossiping voices around them reached a high cackle, like hens experiencing a visit from the neighbourhood fox.

If Rafe wanted her to marry that Scot, Griselda remarked, he couldnt have done more to force the match.

She wont marry Ardmore, Annabel said.

She may not have a choice, Griselda said darkly. After Rafe put on such a paternal performance, Ardmore will likely guess that given a modicum of scandal, Rafe will force a marriage, and he could use her estate, if the tales are true.

She wont marry him, Annabel repeated. Have you seen Rosseter tonight?

Griseldas eyes brightened. Ah. All that land in Kent and no mother-in-law. I approve, my dear. Griselda was always to the point.

Hes a nice man, Annabel reminded her.

Her chaperone waved her hand. If you believe that silence is golden.

Annabel settled her scrap of gold silk around her shoulders. I see nothing wrong with his lack of verbosity. I can talk enough for both of us, should the need arise.

Hes dancing with Mrs Fulgenss spotty daughter, Griselda said. But have no fear. Rosseter is not a man to overlook imperfections, is he?

Annabel looked in the direction of Griseldas nod to find Rosseter leaving the ballroom floor. He wasnt the sort of man who immediately struck you as handsome: certainly he was no big, burly man who tossed women around the ballroom as if they were bags of wheat. In his arms one floated around the floor. He had a narrow, pale face with a high forehead and grey eyes. He tended to look expressionless and rather detached; Annabel found that a refreshing change from the puppies who begged her for dances and sent her roses with rhyming poems attached.

Rosseter had sent her only one bouquet: a bunch of forget-menots. There was no poem, only a scrawled note: These match your eyes, I believe. There was something deliciously offhand about his note. She had made up her mind on the spot to marry him.

Now he dispensed with Daisy, as Griselda had predicted, and drifted in their direction. A second later he was bowing in front of Lady Griselda, kissing her hand and saying in his unemotional way that she was looking particularly lovely.

When he turned to Annabel he didnt bother with a compliment, simply kissed the tips of her fingers. But there was a look in his eye that warmed her heart. Madame Maisonnet? he asked, indicating her costume with one slim hand. A superb choice, Miss Essex.

Annabel smiled back. They didnt speak as they danced. Why should they? As far as Annabel could tell  and she could always tell what men were thinking  they were in perfect harmony. Their marriage would be riven by neither tears nor jealousy. They would have beautiful children. He was extremely wealthy and so her lack of a dowry would not bother him. They would be kind to each other, and she could talk to herself if she lacked breakfast conversation.

For someone with as little tolerance for inane chitchat as she had, the prospect was entirely pleasing. In fact, the only drawback she could think of was that conversation with oneself held few surprises. Neither did Rosseters farewell to her that evening. Miss Essex, he said, would it be acceptable to you if I spoke to your guardian tomorrow morning? His hand was snow-white, slim and delicate as he pressed her fingers in a most gratifying manner.

That would make me quite happy, Lord Rosseter, Annabel murmured.

She was having trouble suppressing a grin. Finally  finally!  her hearts desire was within reach. She had longed for this moment for years, ever since her father discovered that she had a gift for figures and promptly dumped the entire accounting of the estate in her lap. From the time she was thirteen years old, Annabel had spent her days bargaining with tradesmen, shedding tears over a ledger book that showed far more minuses than pluses, pleading with her father to sell the most expensive animals, begging him not to spend all their money at the track

And was rewarded by his dislike.

But she had kept at it, well aware that her financial management was often the only thing between her sisters and true hunger, the only thing holding off the ruin of the stables her father held so dear.

Her father had called her Miss Prune. If she approached while he was standing with friends, he would roll his eyes at her. Sometimes he would take out a coin and toss it in her direction, and then joke with his friends that she kept him on a tighter string than the worst of wives. And she would always pick up the coinbend down and pick it up because that was one coin saved from the huge maw of the stables. Saved for flour, or butter, or a beautiful hen for the supper table.

So she had turned to dreaming of the husband she would have someday. She had never bothered imagining his face: Lord Rosseters face was as acceptable as that of almost any wealthy Englishman. What she had imagined were sleeves clad in gleaming velvet, and cravats that were white as snow and made of the finest linen. The kind of clothes that were bought for beauty, not to last. Hands in that flawless state that screamed manual labour was unnecessary.

Rosseters hands would do perfectly.
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