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      “You will allow this, Merry.”

      Merry lifted her chin and looked her mother, Lady Whitehaven, straight in the eye. “I shall do no such thing, Mama.”

      Her mother’s eyes narrowed, flashing with an ominous warning, but Merry paid it no heed. She was not about to let herself be pampered and prodded into wearing something that she considered to be one of the ugliest creations she had ever seen. Nor was she about to let the maid put her long, dark tresses into whatever unusual coiffure her mother expected. She would choose her own gown and would revert to her usual chignon, else she would not attend the ball at all.

      “Why do you insist on being so stubborn?” her mother asked, throwing up her hands. “Do you not care about your future?”

      Merry stiffened, her cheeks flooding with color. “I do not want to be forced into choosing a gentleman, just because you believe it to be ‘my turn’—as you so helpfully put it.” She turned away from her mother and walked to her bedchamber window, forcing herself to keep her temper. “I do not want to have this expectation thrust upon me.”

      “But it is what you are expected to do!” Lady Whitehaven exclaimed, as though Merry was being more than ridiculous. “Your one aim in this life is to marry and to marry well.”

      Merry shook her head, feeling that same, familiar stab of pain that she had never allowed herself to express to another living soul. Why could she not find a gentleman to care for her who would not mind in the least whether she wore the highest fashions or the drabbest gown?

      “Why must I wear a particular type of gown or have my hair done in a particular fashion, Mama?” she asked softly, turning her head to look directly at her mother. “If I am to find a suitable gentleman, then surely I should be permitted to discover if there are any amongst the beau monde who would wish to call upon me just as I am?” She allowed her voice to fill with a slight challenge, seeing her mother’s eyes narrow slightly as she took in what Merry was saying.

      Nothing was said for some moment, and Merry was just about to allow herself a small triumph when her mother shook her head firmly and took a few steps closer to where Merry was standing, shaking her finger in her direction.

      “You will have plenty of opportunity to dress as you wish or to keep your hair in that dull bun that you insist upon having once you are wed,” Lady Whitehaven told her emphatically. “However, for the time being, one must look one’s best in order to draw the attention of one or two specific gentlemen. Therefore, you are going to wear that gown, and you will sit until I am satisfied with the set of your hair. Do you understand me?”

      Merry lifted her chin, a hint of stubbornness in her gaze. This was not the first time her mother had tried to insist on such a thing, but each time, Merry had simply been able to refuse. However, now that her elder sister Eliza was wed, and her younger sister Titania engaged, it seemed that Lady Whitehaven’s efforts were redoubled. Most likely, that was because Lady Whitehaven believed that she would have more success with Merry than with her sister Catherine, who was always busy with philanthropic work. Nor could Merry imagine what her mother would say in order to encourage Dinah, Merry’s cousin, into society, given that she spent her time looking down at everyone else from her lofty height of religious self-importance. But no, Merry was not going to be as easy as her mother thought. She had no desire to change how she looked simply to garner the attention of the gentlemen who so easily passed her by.

      “I shall not wear that gown this evening, Mama,” Merry said softly, hating that she was upsetting her mother, but knowing that she could not give in to this. If she did, it would mean that her mother would do everything she could to continue forcing Merry into society and, as she called it, into ‘looking her very best.’ “Nor shall I sit to have the maid spend hours upon my hair. Instead, I shall choose my own gown and will have my usual chignon, although I may allow one or two curls to sit by my temples if that would please you?”

      Lady Whitehaven’s lips pressed so tightly together that, for a moment, they were white. Merry held her mother’s gaze without flinching, for this was not the first time she had needed to argue over a gown. It would take its usual course. Her mother would remain angry with her for some hours and then would simply sigh and state that Merry would be allowed to do as she wished, for there was nothing else for Lady Whitehaven to do in her attempt to convince her. Then, most likely, she would flit to Titania’s side and begin to discuss the upcoming wedding, which was to be held at the end of the Season. At least Lady Whitehaven could have the satisfaction of knowing that two of her daughters were wed and settled. Surely that would be enough for her?

      “I do not know why you persist in doing such a thing as this,” Lady Whitehaven said, her voice low and her eyes filled with anger and frustration. “I cannot understand why you continually turn away my requests, and yet here you are, doing precisely that. You have no respect for me whatsoever, Merry.”

      “I have a good deal of respect for you, Mama,” Merry quickly interrupted. “It is unfair, however, to ask me to behave in a manner that I do not wish to, simply because it is what you wish.”

      Lady Whitehaven shook her head. “No, Merry. I have had enough of your excuses.” She looked directly back into Merry’s face, her face pale aside from two red spots in her cheeks, betraying her anger. “You shall do as you are asked, Merry. You shall wear that gown and allow the maid to do your hair. Do you understand me?”

      Merry’s stomach began to tighten as she looked at her mother and saw just how fiercely determined she was. She hated having to stand her ground, hated having to go against everything her mother hoped for, but her own sense of what was right and wrong for herself had to take precedence. “I will not pretend to be someone I am not, Mama,” she replied, as calmly as she could whilst her hands slowly curled into fists. “If a gentleman does not look at me nor wish to court me, then that is not because I have not worn the correct gown or had my hair styled in a certain fashion.”

      At this, Lady Whitehaven arched a brow, her cheeks still red with frustration. “That is what you believe, is it?”

      “I do not think that any gentleman will look twice at me, Mama,” Merry replied. “In fact, I should say that it would make no difference whatsoever.”

      Lady Whitehaven’s angry expression began to fade, replaced with something akin to curiosity. “What makes you say such a thing, Merry?” she asked, walking to one of the two chairs that sat opposite each other near to the fireplace and sitting down carefully. “Why do you believe that no gentleman would consider you?”

      Merry bit her lip but did not immediately reply. This was the first time she had permitted herself to speak openly to her mother about what she believed of London society, and part of her did not wish to be honest. Instead, she wanted to keep such thoughts to herself but, from the look on her mother’s face, Merry could see that she would not be permitted to keep them entirely hidden. A little frustrated with her own lack of consideration, she shrugged and turned away to look out of the window. She did not want to speak of her pain; she did not want to reveal to anyone the truth of just how difficult she found it to be amongst the ton. And yet, she would have to say something.

      “I am not particularly beautiful, Mama,” she replied, forcing the words to come from her mouth with both speed and force. “You need not protest that I am, for I am well aware that I do not have Titania’s sparkling charm nor Eliza’s handsome features.” She threw a glance back at her mother and saw the slightly arrested expression on Lady Whitehaven’s face. “I have a dullness to my eyes that cannot be improved. My hair is a mixture of both dark and light shades, although does not have the red sheen that Titania boasts of. Rather, it remains a less than interesting shade of brown.” Her eyes lingered on the scene outside, finding that if she focused on something below, then she would not feel the sting of her words. “My shoulders are a trifle too broad, my waist a little overly generous. It does not matter how much I attempt to walk carefully and precisely, my stride is much too long. I prefer to keep my own counsel and enjoy the silence that comes with solitude, whereas those in the beau monde believe that all young ladies should throw themselves into the noise and overwhelming delights of society. No, Mama. It does not matter whether I wear one gown or the next. It does not matter whether I have my hair dressed beautifully or if it is simply tugged back into a chignon. I shall not capture any gentleman’s attention.”

      This was said with as much calmness as possible, and with as little emotion in her words as Merry could manage. She did not want to show her mother just how troubled and sorrowful she was by such a thing, for it was best to simply accept that this was how things stood and that, even if she wished to, she would not be able to change them.

      “I believe you are quite wrong, Merry.”

      Merry stifled a laugh, knowing that her mother would now try to persuade her that she was incorrect to believe in such a thing. “I do not think so, Mama,” she replied, turning around to see her mother. “And I will continue to speak honestly with you, since that is what you seem to seek from me.” Taking a breath, she settled her shoulders and let out a small, resigned sigh. “I do not wish to be noticed, Mama, not when I am wearing a gown I dislike and have my hair dressed in a fashion that is nothing but uncomfortable to me. If a gentleman approaches, then what am I to say? If he wished to court me, I shall have to keep up the pretense that this is the sort of young lady that I have always been, when the opposite is the case. I will not have revealed the truth of my character to him and would have to continue projecting a falseness that I truly dislike.”

      Lady Whitehaven said nothing for some minutes, her eyes roving thoughtfully about the room, as though she were trying to form some sort of answer that would satisfy Merry. Eventually, however, she let out a long sigh and shook her head.

      “You have never been this honest with me before now, Merry,” Lady Whitehaven began, bringing a slight flush to Merry’s cheeks. “Had you been, I would have been able to assure you that you are not at all as plain as you believe yourself to be.”

      Merry, who had been passed over many times for her sisters, did not let this enter her heart. “That is kind of you to say, Mama,” she replied with a quick smile. “But I would not—”

      “And I would set you a challenge, my dear,” Lady Whitehaven added, before Merry could finish speaking. “I would have you go to the ball this evening, dressed in the gown that I have chosen for you and with your hair done according to my specifications.”

      This time, it was Merry who narrowed her gaze. “To what end, Mama?” she cautiously asked. “Why could you wish this for me?”

      Lady Whitehaven smiled broadly, no hint in her expression of the anger that had been there before. “To prove to you that you are wrong.”

      “Wrong,” Merry repeated, still looking at her mother with confusion. “You wish me to do as you ask, so that you may prove to me that gentlemen will not look me over nor disregard me, as I believe.”

      Lady Whitehaven nodded as a small smile settled on her lips. It was as if she expected to be victorious in this, even though Merry was quite certain in her belief that she would not be so. The challenge in her mother’s voice had Merry’s suspicions rising. “You cannot pretend that you would not spend the evening going about the gentlemen of your acquaintance and sending them in my direction,” Merry replied, carefully, seeing her mother blush. “That would only prove your point, I know, but it would not be fair.”

      “And what if I promised I would not?” Lady Whitehaven asked, spreading her hands. “Surely you can trust that I would keep my word?”

      Merry shook her head, passing one hand over her forehead and wondering why she was allowing this to take hold of her mind. “And if I prove to you that gentlemen do not seek introductions nor ask to dance with me, then what will be my reward?”

      Lady Whitehaven smiled, her expression growing calculating. “If you remain as you have done at every other ball, then I shall not force you to wear whatever gown I choose or the like for the rest of the Season.” Merry smiled broadly and was about to speak, when Lady Whitehaven held up one hand to silence her. She clearly had not yet finished. “However,” she continued, carefully. “If you are approached by a single gentleman who makes it plain that he is eager to further an acquaintance with you – that is, either he had sought out someone to introduce you to him, or he has asked you to dance – then you shall grant me the opportunity to ensure that you are well turned out for each and every society event we attend.”

      “You mean that I shall have to give up my determination to dress as I please,” Merry replied, feeling a twist of anxiety in her heart. “I shall have to do as you ask and wear the gowns you choose and sit for a good hour as the maid dresses my hair.”

      Lady Whitehaven smiled but lifted one eyebrow. “Yes, that is it precisely.” Her smile remained fixed as silence grew between them, her challenge hanging in the air over Merry’s head.

      Merry did not know what to say nor how to respond. She looked at her mother and saw the gleam of triumph in her eye. Irritated with how her mother believed herself to be the victor of the situation already, Merry found her stubbornness rising up within her, ready to accept the challenge presented in spite of the warning in her mind not to accept.

      “Very well, Mama,” she found herself saying, seeing the way that her mother’s delight grew almost at once. “I shall do as you ask, but I must have your word that neither you nor Titania, nor any of your friends and acquaintances will involve themselves in this situation.” She held her mother’s gaze steadily and saw the slight flush come to Lady Whitehaven’s cheeks. Had she secretly been expecting to use one of her friends in order to push a gentleman to Merry’s side?

      “You have my word,” Lady Whitehaven replied easily, although the way her eyes darted away from Merry suggested that there was slight feeling of guilt in her heart.

      “If the situation arises that a gentleman does approach me, Mama,” Merry continued, “then I shall make quite certain that you have had no hand in it. If it comes to light that you have done as you promised you would not, then I shall immediately be considered the victor. Is that fair, would you say?”

      Lady Whitehaven laughed softly. “And you would then have to say the very same for yourself, would you not, Merry?”

      Merry did not flinch. “Indeed, I would,” she agreed, wholeheartedly. “I shall not hide myself in the shadows nor ensure that I am well hidden from the ton.” She lifted her chin a notch, seeing the flare in her mother’s eyes. Evidently, she had not expected Merry to give such a promise. “Then, are we agreed?”

      Lady Whitehaven hesitated for a moment, as if she wanted to see if there was some other chink in the agreement that might render Merry the victor, only to nod and smile in Merry’s direction. Immediately, a nervousness settled in Merry’s stomach, making her realize that despite her own certainty that such a thing would not occur, there was the slight chance that her mother might be proven right and that, if she was, there would be a good deal for Merry to handle thereafter.

      But no, Merry determined, as her mother got up to ring the bell for tea, she would not allow herself to think in such a way. She was quite certain that this evening’s ball would go just as poorly as any other, especially since Titania was to be in attendance. Titania was bright and vivacious and clearly enjoyed society, and that was almost something of a relief to Merry, for it meant that she would not have any attention whatsoever thrust in her direction. No, she determined, turning back to the window and letting her gaze settle on the scene below. No, she would win this wager. Her mother would have to let her be free to dress as she pleased, and the rest of the Season might go a little more smoothly thereafter.

      She was certain to win.
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      “Goodness, you look vastly altered this evening, Merry!”

      Merry did not respond, turning her face to the crowd of guests that swirled before them.

      “I think the color looks very well on you, I must say,” Titania added, clearly not put off by Merry’s lack of response. “And your hair looks very fine indeed.”

      “Did Mama ask you to say such things?” Merry asked, turning to Titania and seeing her sister’s eyes widen. “Did she ask you to encourage me in this way?”

      Titania’s forehead wrinkled. “No,” she replied, sounding confused. “She has said nothing to me. However, you cannot expect me not to remark on your changed appearance, Merry, since it is vastly different to what you usually wear to occasions such as these!” She chuckled and put one hand on Merry’s arm. “Now, there are many gentlemen of my acquaintance that I simply must introduce you to.”

      Merry jerked her arm away at once, looking at her sister’s surprised expression and wishing that she and Titania had more in common than what was currently apparent. “That is not at all what I wish for, Titania,” she told her sister plainly. “I shall behave as I have always done at events such as these and would be most grateful if you did not interfere.”

      Titania said nothing for a moment or two, regarding Merry carefully. “Then why, might I ask, have you changed in such a drastic fashion if you do not wish to capture the attention of the gentlemen present?” she asked eventually, looking Merry up and down. “I cannot think of any other explanation for it, and for what it is worth, I was very glad to see you so willing to–”

      Interrupting Titania before she could say any more, Merry quickly gave her sister a quick explanation as to what was occurring, making Titania’s eyes flare in surprise.

      “Gracious, that is rather daring of you, Merry,” she exclaimed once Merry had finished. “For you do look very pleasing in that gown.”

      Merry, who was wearing a gown of light green, which brought out the color of her faded green eyes, tipped her head and regarded her sister. “But I am not beautiful, as you are,” she replied, seeing Titania flush. “The gown and the way my hair has been done are in attempts to make me more attractive to the gentlemen who walk by me. I am not this person, Titania.” She gestured to her gown, finding the cut to be a little too low to her liking. “But yet I do so in order to prove to Mama that she is incorrect to believe that any alterations to my appearance will garner me the attention she believes me to require.”

      “And then you will be free to do as you please for the rest of the Season,” Titania added, as Merry nodded. “I must admit that I think it a rather foolish idea on Mama’s part, for she could easily be throwing away a perfectly good Season for you.”

      Merry stiffened. “I do not wish to be dragged into the attentions of a gentleman who cares nothing for my character nor my interests but rather thinks of me as nothing more than an adornment that he might wear on his arm from time to time,” she replied, a little harshly. “That cannot be a poor consideration, Titania.”

      Titania nodded slowly, her expression a little sympathetic. “And you fear that a gentleman will only look at your outward appearance.”

      A harsh laugh tugged itself from Merry’s lips. “I do not think they will look at my outward appearance for more than a moment before they decide to acquaint themselves with another,” she replied. “And I do not require your help in this, Titania. I have told Mama that if she interferes, then I shall immediately become the victor. Do you understand?”

      A long sigh of irritation rattled from Titania’s lips, but she eventually nodded.

      “I thank you,” Merry replied, seeing Titania’s fiancé, Lord Carroway, approaching them both. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have somewhere I must go.”

      Titania said nothing, and Merry quickly made her escape, as she usually did during events such as this. She was behaving just as would be expected, she told herself, moving quietly to the edges of the crowd, where the wallflowers stood. This was her company, her familiar place. How often she had lingered here, watching the guests converse, laugh, and enjoy themselves – and just how often she had felt the same wretched grief that filled her now.

      It was a grief that she had never shared with another, for she was entirely unused to speaking the truth about what lingered in the depths of her heart. It was much easier to remain aloof, to pretend that she did not care for the interest of the gentlemen that seemed to surround so many of the ladies of the beau monde. It was simpler to remain plain of dress, so as to match her face, and to state loudly that she cared nothing for what gentlemen thought of her.

      Of course, deep in her heart, Merry longed to find a gentleman who cared nothing for the plainness of her face or for the determination she had to further her own mind, but she had covered such a longing many times over in the hope that, one day, it would be gone from her entirely. The chance of finding such a gentleman had begun to fade the first day she had come to London, when she had seen just how the ton looked towards her sister Eliza and Titania and had not spared even a glance in her direction. She had known then that she was of no interest to them, and whilst she was glad that her sisters had made favorable matches with gentlemen who clearly cared for them, she had no hope of succeeding in that for herself. No, she would remain alone and entirely without hope, passed over again and again, but it was something that Merry told herself she simply needed to resign herself to. No, she had told herself, she did not want to garner the attention of a gentleman who would simply look at her outward appearance and think that was all that mattered. If she could choose for herself, she would seek a gentleman who was interested in all that she was and all that she did. Someone who would not care whether or not she was something of a bluestocking. Someone who would look beyond her lack of beauty and think her character something worth pursuing.

      Fading in with the other wallflowers, Merry allowed herself a small, rueful smile. Her mother might not wish to admit it, but Merry felt no fear in acknowledging that such a dream was nothing more than that – a flight of fancy that would bring her very little, if anything at all. It was easier to accept in her own mind that she would one day be a spinster, forced to rely upon her sisters’ generosity in order to live a life of contentment. Perhaps she would be the maiden aunt to her sisters’ offspring. Surely that would bring her some joy.

      “Oh, goodness.”

      Merry was tugged from her thoughts by the sound of another young lady’s exclamation. Despite her curiosity, she said nothing, wondering what it was that had captured her attention so.

      “There he is.”

      Merry closed her eyes and tried to quell the immediate rise of irritation that jumped into her heart. Of course, the young ladies present were considering a gentleman. That was to be expected. They would admire him from afar, knowing that there was no hope for them to ever become acquainted with him.

      And yet, Merry could not help but look to see who this particular gentleman was.

      “He has returned to London,” she heard another young lady murmur, her excitement obvious in the brightness of her eyes as Merry turned to give her a quick glance. “Look just how he parades through the room!” She sounded breathless with wonder, as though merely seeing this gentleman was enough to satisfy all of her longings and desires. Merry resisted the urge to roll her eyes and instead turned her head to see where this gentleman was, wondering if she would be able to make him out merely by the description of his “parading” through the ballroom.

      At first, her eyes saw nothing but the many gentlemen and ladies that roamed in front of them. Most were engaged in conversation, with some being offered the arm of a gentleman who was to take them to the floor to dance. Merry saw no one of note, nor of particular interest.

      And then, her gaze snagged. A gentleman was speaking to a young lady and a woman whom Merry thought to be the young lady’s mother. They were both standing together, with eyes shining. Merry frowned. The mother was apparently as overwhelmed by the consideration of this gentleman as her daughter was, which said a good deal about the gentleman himself. She allowed her eyes to return to him, even though she could only see him from the side. He appeared fairly tall, with a good frame and a generous head of thick, dark hair. As she watched, Merry saw him reach for the young lady’s dance card and write his name down upon it, aware of just how delighted the young lady appeared to be by this action. A wave of longing crashed over her, making her suddenly yearn for this particular gentleman to show her the very same interest. Throwing the idea aside, Merry made to turn her head away, telling herself that she need not look at him for another moment, when he took his leave of the young lady and her mother and turned in Merry’s direction.

      His eyes did not go to her, of course, but rather ran around the room as if he was in search of his next conquest. Merry tried to dislike the fellow at once, telling herself that his lopsided smile, bright eyes and ease of manner most likely meant that he was nothing more than a rascal, but there was something about him that made her heart quicken and her mouth go dry.

      Despite herself, Merry could not help but enquire as to his name, turning her head slightly to speak to the young lady behind her whilst not allowing her gaze to fall from the gentleman for even a moment.

      “Miss Greyson,” she began, feeling heat climbing up her spine. “Tell me, if you please. Who were you referring to only a moment ago?”

      Miss Greyson sighed heavily, as though lost in affection for this gentleman. “Surely you must be aware of Lord Weston, Miss Wells,” she replied, not looking into Merry’s face but rather across the room at Lord Weston. “He is Earl of Weston and is, from what I have heard, exceedingly wealthy.”

      “And handsome,” Merry added, before she could stop herself, but Miss Greyson only acknowledged this with a quick nod of agreement.

      “More than handsome,” she replied, as Merry turned her head back to continue watching Lord Weston. “He was present last Season and was here for the first few weeks, and then disappeared completely for some time. No one knew where he had gone. How wonderful to know that he has returned now!”

      “Wonderful indeed,” Merry replied, a little dryly as she saw Lord Weston bowing over the hand of another young lady and became aware of how the girl blushed furiously. She could not help but see the broad smile that settled on his face as he lifted his head. Was it that he enjoyed garnering attention such as this? Did he take great pleasure in seeking out as many young ladies as he could, so that he might be fawned over and flattered as he was being now?

      Merry tossed her head and forced her eyes away from the handsome gentleman. She had no need to watch him, no need to behave as the others did. She was not interested in a gentleman who had such a manner as Lord Weston, the sort of man who reminded her of a peacock, its tail feathers all fanned out as it strutted around in the hope of making itself as noticeable as possible – whilst ensuring that they did not give their attention to only one in particular. Lord Weston was a man who should be ignored—as far as Merry was concerned. She had no time for a gentleman such as he.
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        * * *

      

      “I believe you may have won this wager, Merry.”

      It was some hours later and, much to Merry’s relief, no gentleman had come near her, just as she had predicted. The gown and the stylish coiffure had made no difference. She had remained as she normally would, standing with the wallflowers and showing no particular interest in engaging with anyone. In that, her mother could not criticize her, for she had not changed her behavior in any way.

      “I did state that such a thing would occur, Titania,” she replied, seeing her sister shake her head in a clearly frustrated fashion. “I can now hope that Mama will simply leave me to my own choices and not force me to dress in a certain manner.”

      Titania shook her head again, frowning heavily. “She is only seeking your best, Merry.”

      “What is for my best, as you so put it, is to be permitted to do as I wish, and not be dressed up in the hope of catching a gentleman’s eye. A gentleman who will, most likely, see nothing more than the outside façade that has been placed upon me.”

      “Now, that is hardly fair,” Titania replied swiftly. “You know very well that both Eliza and I are very happy and contented in our arrangements.”

      Merry sighed and looked at her sister, seeing the concern in her eyes and wishing that everyone would simply leave her to herself. “You forget, Titania, that you and Eliza both wished to be wed. You especially were eager to seek out the company of a gentleman so that your choice might be made well. I have no such desire.” This was not the entirety of the truth, but Merry had no desire to speak openly to her sister for fear of laying her heart out completely. That would make her much too vulnerable. “Thankfully, it seems that I am to be….”

      Her words slipped away from her as a gentleman began to come towards them both, eyeing Titania with the same curious eagerness that Merry had seen so many times before. She sighed inwardly and turned away slightly, leaving her sister looking at her in confusion.

      “Am I to find myself so blessed as to be standing in the presence of Miss Titania Wells?”

      Merry closed her eyes momentarily and turned around a little more, taking a few steps away from Lord Weston as he greeted Titania. She should have expected that Lord Weston would be known to Titania. The usual sting of being treated as though she were invisible grated at her again, but Merry simply accepted it as a familiar friend. Gentlemen always sought out Titania. She was bright and vivacious, whereas Merry, even in her beautiful gown and pinned back curls that had been adorned with seed pearls, would still go entirely unnoticed.

      She swallowed hard, turning around to see the way Lord Weston laughed down into Titania’s face. It was just as well, she told herself. She did not want to be acquainted with such a gentleman. She did not allow the pain of being unnoticed to gnaw at her soul as it had done so many times before, even though her heart sank low in her chest. It was her lot, it seemed. Her lot in life was to be in her sister’s shadow and to stay back from the light. No matter what she wore, what she said, or how she behaved, she would be left with only the shadows to call her friends.

      “I have danced with almost every young lady present this evening,” she heard Lord Weston say, sounding quite proud of himself. “And yet you, Miss Wells, have quite escaped my notice.”

      Merry watched this interaction with a slightly dulled interest, catching sight of Lord Carroway approaching Lord Weston and Titania.

      “I am sorry we have not become reacquainted these last hours, Lord Weston,” Titania replied, with no hint of flirtation in her voice. “But I should inform you that things have changed vastly since we first were introduced.” She reached out a hand to Lord Carroway, smiling up into his face. “Lord Carroway and I are to be wed.”

      Merry saw Lord Weston’s expression change at once. It went from surprise to a broad smile, which did not quite reach his eyes. It was nothing more than a pretense, she was certain of it. Perhaps Lord Weston was disappointed that he would have one less young lady to fawn over him. She rolled her eyes to herself and glanced about, looking for her mother, wondering if she would be permitted to escape home any time soon.

      “My hearty congratulations,” Lord Weston said loudly, as Merry continued to look about her. “I fear then that I shall have to give my attentions to another, Miss Wells, since Lord Carroway has stolen you!”

      Titania laughed softly. “I do have two unmarried sisters and a cousin, Lord Weston,” she told him, making Merry freeze with a sudden, distressing horror. “Should you ever feel the need to further your acquaintance with my family, then I should be more than happy to introduce you.”

      Merry kept her face turned away from Lord Weston and Titania, feeling heat climb up her spine and flood into her cheeks. Titania knew full well that she was not to interfere in any way in this evening’s wager between Merry and Lady Whitehaven, but apparently, she had decided to do so regardless. Praying that Lord Weston would have no interest in doing as Titania suggested, Merry held her breath as she waited for Lord Weston to answer.

      However, it was not Lord Weston who spoke first, but rather Lord Carroway.

      “In fact, Lord Weston,” he said cheerfully, “may I present Miss Merry Wells to you?”

      Merry whirled around at once, her eyes widening as Lord Carroway drew near her, a broad smile on his face. Did he know of the agreement between herself and her mother? Was he doing this purposefully? She shot a hard look towards Titania, who was smiling helplessly, a small shrug lifting one shoulder.

      “Come, Miss Wells,” Lord Carroway said, as though he were doing her a tremendous favor in inviting her to speak to Lord Weston. “Let me introduce you to an acquaintance of mine.”

      Quite how she managed to move forward, Merry did not know. Her feet were stumbling, her mouth going dry as she was brought to stand in front of Lord Weston, who was, at the very least, smiling at her. His eyes were roving across her features, before lowering to her toes before rising again, and Merry felt herself go hot all over.

      And with that heat came a flicker of anger. How dare he look at her in such a dispassionate way? It was as though she were being considered by him so that he could decide whether or not she was suitable. Suitable to be allowed some of his attentions, or whether he could permit himself to accept her own accolades and adorations – which Merry was certain Lord Weston wanted.

      “Good evening, Lord Weston,” she said stiffly, once introductions had been formally made. “I hope you have had an enjoyable evening.” She did not hold his gaze but looked away, hoping that her lack of interest would be enough to prevent him from seeking anything further from her. The last thing she needed was for him to look to further their acquaintance, brief as it was, for fear that her wager would be lost.

      “I have had a very enjoyable evening, I thank you,” Lord Weston replied easily, his eyes still fixed upon her, although they still did not linger in one place. “Although I have made it my intention to dance with every young lady I can find, it appears I may have missed some entirely.” He gave her an easy smile, which Merry did not return.

      “I think your endeavour to be lost from the start,” she told him plainly. “For there are far too many young ladies present for you to complete one dance with each, Lord Weston.” Looking back at him steadily, she saw him grin but felt no answering pang in her heart. He was a fop, nothing more, and she did not want to give him even a moment longer of her time. It was only when she glanced to her left that she realized that Titania and Lord Carroway had moved aside a little, talking quietly amongst themselves so as to give Merry and Lord Weston enough privacy to talk to each other without fear of being interrupted. Her anger began to fan itself into flame, for her sister had clearly interfered in this evening deliberately, and she was now trying to ensure that Lord Weston was the gentleman who succeeded where others had not.

      “If I would be permitted to dance with you, Miss Wells, then I would not consider my evening to be entirely lost,” Lord Weston replied, taking a step closer as though to reach for her dance card – but Merry placed her arms behind her back before he could do so. He was not about to have the same effect on her as he did with so many others, she reminded herself, looking into his hazel eyes and finding that instead of warmth, they remained fairly cold. Was he insulted because she did not seek to be in his arms, as so many young ladies would have done?

      “I can see that you are nothing more than a mouse, Miss Wells.”

      Lord Weston’s tone had changed entirely. Instead of the joviality that had been there at first, there now was a hardness there. A hardness that lingered the more she looked into his face.

      “You remain in the shadows, do you not?” he continued, sweeping an arm through the air in front of her. “You choose to linger where you will not be seen, knowing that you will not be noticed should you choose to step out into the light. Your sister has more vivacity and character than you shall ever be able to claim, and I deeply regret that she will no longer be able to give me her smiles in the same way as she once did.”

      Merry drew herself up, refusing to allow Lord Weston’s harsh words to hurt her. “You know nothing of me, Lord Weston,” she replied firmly. “I am not a mouse, for a mouse hides away and runs from everything, for it finds all manner of creatures fearful.” She took a small step closer, finding him to be one of the rudest, most ill-mannered gentlemen she had ever had the opportunity to meet. “You will find, Lord Weston, that I am not a mouse simply because I do not wish to dance with you. Rather, you will soon realize that it takes determination and courage to refuse such a gentleman as you.” A wry smile tilted her lips as she saw his brows lower, his forehead furrowing. “Now if you will excuse me, I think it is time I sought out my mother.” And, so saying, she turned on her heel and walked away from him, leaving Lord Weston staring after her with both shock and irritation.
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      “I hardly think that it is wise for you to continue to behave in such a fashion, not after what you have just endured.”

      Thomas, Earl of Weston and son to the Marquess of Vanderbilt, shook his head as he picked up his glass of whisky and brought it to his lips. Taking a long sip, he let the heat of the whisky spread through his chest before deciding to reply. Whites was fairly quiet, especially given that it was only late afternoon, but Thomas found the peace to be quite calming.

      “I do not think that ‘endured’ would be the correct word to use,” he replied mildly. “My sister has been nothing more than a trial since the day of her birth, I am quite certain.”

      Thomas’s friend, Lord Henderson, sighed heavily and ran one hand through his hair. “Regardless, she has been restored to health now, has she not?”

      Thomas nodded, not betraying how afraid he had been for his sister’s life. The girl had gone out riding in the rain apparently and had then failed to come home. She had become lost, it seemed, lost in the darkness that had quickly descended as it often did with a summer storm. Thomas had been summoned back to his father’s estate by a quickly worded note, telling him that Sophia was gravely ill. Even though he and his father were not at all on the best of terms, Thomas did not hesitate but returned at once, staying by his sister’s bedside until she had fully recovered.

      “I am very glad to hear it,” Lord Henderson said with a good deal of feeling. “I have been worried for you both.”

      A little intrigued, Thomas tipped his head to the left and regarded his friend. “She will be making her debut next Season,” he told him, seeing a slow flush creep up Lord Henderson’s face. “You shall have to wait to court her until then.”

      Lord Henderson stammered and stuttered, but Thomas only grinned. His friend had known the family since he was a boy, and Thomas had always silently hoped that his sister and Lord Henderson might make a match. They were very well suited, since they were both fairly quiet in their character and less inclined towards residing in London with the rest of the ton. Each time Sophia had visited, she had spoken of her longing to return home to the country—and Lord Henderson often repeated the same desire.

      “You shall have my blessing, if you seek it,” Thomas said quietly, seeing Lord Henderson flush all the more. “I know that Sophia thinks very highly of you.”

      “I am much too old for her.”

      “Tosh!” Thomas exclaimed with a laugh. “You are a year younger than I, who is only five and twenty, and she will be seventeen when the time comes for her debut. She was to make it this year, of course, but as things now stand…”

      Lord Henderson cleared his throat, trying to claw back some of his dignity. “I quite understand,” he replied with a small smile, before reaching to pour them both another whisky. “And I will not pretend that I do not think very fondly of Sophia, Weston. Although I believe you must have surmised as much!”

      Thomas chuckled. “Indeed, I have,” he replied, accepting the refilled glass from his friend. “And I am glad for you, although I am glad to say that I have no concerns of my own in that regard.”

      Lord Henderson sat back in his chair and regarded Thomas carefully. “You say such a thing, but I can hardly expect you to continue acting as you are after your conversation with your father.”

      Thomas sighed inwardly and tried to smile. “My father insists that I court and wed an appropriate young lady, yes,” he replied, recalling how the marquess had not pleaded nor cajoled, as he had done before, but had now demanded that Thomas obey. “But he is not present in London, is he?” A wry smile touched his lips. “He is to remain at home with Sophia. Therefore, I can continue to do as I please.”

      Lord Henderson frowned. “But will he not hear of it?”

      “What will he hear?” Thomas replied with a small shrug. “He will hear from my own lips that I sought to find a lady of distinction, but that I could not secure such a creature from amongst the horde that follow me.” He grinned, but Lord Henderson did not so much as raise a smile. “I shall tell my father that I do not wish to marry a lady simply because she comes from a good family, nor possesses a decent dowry. No, I shall state that I wish to marry a creature who has captured my affections and that I found such a thing more than impossible, given that all of those in my acquaintance seemed singularly interested in my title and wealth.”

      “And instead of doing as you have stated, you will simply continue on as you are, enjoying the company of many young ladies – and the wealthy widows that seek you out – without giving anyone in particular more than a brief flirtation.”

      “Precisely,” Thomas replied with a broad smile. “What could be more pleasing than that?” Taking another long sip of his whisky, he let out a satisfied sigh and raised a glass. “To living as we please.”

      Lord Henderson muttered something and lifted his glass half-heartedly, although he did not drink. Thomas permitted himself an inner sigh of frustration at his friend’s demeanor, knowing that, in character and in outlook, they were vastly different, and yet their friendship was unbreakable. Lord Henderson would never even consider acting in a rakish fashion, for he was singularly determined in whatever he chose to put his mind to. In this case, it seemed that Lord Henderson was determined to capture Sophia’s heart, and Thomas fully expected them to be wed by this time next year. Not so for him however! Marriage was the last thing he wanted to consider, for his father was still very much alive and looked to be so for some time yet. There was, then, no urgency for Thomas to wed, despite his father’s demand that he do just that.

      “Then I suppose I should ask you how last evening went,” Lord Henderson muttered, not looking at all pleased at the idea. “Did your return to polite society gain you as much interest as you hoped?”

      Thomas chuckled. “More than enough,” he replied, feeling quite satisfied with how the young ladies of the ton had flooded around him. “I danced every dance, and each with a different young lady of my acquaintance.”

      “Very good,” Lord Henderson replied, stifling a yawn. “And none refused you, I am quite certain.”

      Thomas hesitated, the smile slowly beginning to fade from his face. “That is not quite as you think it to be,” he admitted, recalling how the plain-faced Miss Wells had rejected his request to dance with her. It had not mattered, he had told himself, for he had been able to find another young lady in a matter of moments but, all the same, her disinterest in him had stung a little.

      “Ho!” Lord Henderson exclaimed, his face suddenly alive with interest as he leaned forward in his chair, fixing Thomas with his gaze. “You mean to say that a young lady refused to accept your company, Weston?”

      Thomas immediately regretted saying anything to Lord Henderson, looking back at his friend with a good degree of exasperation. “It was of no importance,” he stated firmly. “Miss Wells did not wish for my company, and so I withdrew.”

      Lord Henderson laughed aloud, slapping his knee with delight. “I can hardly believe this to be true!” he exclaimed, drawing the attention of one or two other gentlemen. “You, Lord Weston, have had your pride broken by the curt refusal of a young lady! What was it you asked her? Did you seek to call upon her? To go out walking with her?”

      “Neither,” Thomas replied stiffly, seeing two other gentlemen drawing closer to them as though they wanted to hear their conversation. “I merely asked her to dance, and she refused me.”

      Lord Henderson’s mouth dropped open in astonishment, his eyes sparkling with evident mirth. “She refused to dance with you?” he repeated, as if he could not believe such a thing to have occurred. “Tell me, Lord Weston, has that ever happened to you before this day?”

      Thomas closed his eyes and let out a long breath, his jaw clenching. “If you would lower your voice, Lord Henderson, I would be grateful.”

      But it was much too late. Lord Henderson’s exuberance had brought two other gentlemen to their part of the room, who now looked down at Thomas with interest.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Henderson, Lord Weston,” said the first, whom Thomas recognized to be Viscount March. “I could not help but overhear – are you stating that a lady of the ton has refused you, Lord Weston?”

      Fire lit his cheeks, but Thomas held Lord March’s gaze. “I do not think it is any of your business, Lord March,” he said steadily, although Lord Henderson’s guffaw detracted from his attempt at severity. “Although I would like to state that this was only a request for a dance that was refused, in case you think that a proposal, or some such thing, was the reason I now appear somewhat embarrassed.”

      The second gentleman, Lord Wiltshire, shook his head and laughed, a grin spreading across his face. “I hardly think that you should fear that we would make some sort of error in that regard, Lord Weston,” he stated, making Lord March snort with mirth. “Everyone knows very well that you have no intention of marriage at this present time. That is all the more reason for our interest in what has occurred!”

      “It was nothing!” Thomas slammed his fist down hard on the arm of the chair, his frustration bubbling over to anger. “A lady refused to accept my offer of a dance and would not even permit me to see her dance card. That is all.”

      Silence ran around the group for a moment, and Thomas noticed how the three gentlemen all exchanged glances.

      “I hardly think that such a thing is to be considered unimportant,” Lord Henderson said eventually. “It may have occurred with each of us at some point, but for you…” He trailed off, allowing the words to remain unspoken although Thomas could feel the weight of Lord Henderson’s implication.

      “I will admit that it is not something that has happened before,” he replied, trying to calm his inner frustration and appear quite composed. “But, as I have said, it did not mean anything in particular.”

      Lord Wiltshire chuckled loudly. “So you believe that she will come to you eventually, do you?”

      Thomas frowned, looking up at the gentleman who now stood by Lord Henderson’s chair, leaning on it lazily.

      “I do not understand what you mean,” he said coldly, hoping this would be enough for the gentleman to leave him alone. “Now, if you will excuse me –”

      “I mean,” Lord Wiltshire began firmly, “that you must surely believe yourself to be capable of capturing this young lady’s attentions in your own way.”

      Lord March began to nod fervently, whilst Thomas forced himself to answer. “Indeed,” he replied, hating to admit that his pride had been somewhat injured over the young lady’s refusal of him. “I could easily convince her to dance with me, converse with me, and even take a walk with me, I am quite certain. However,” he sniffed disdainfully, “I have much better things to do with my time.” He could still recall how Miss Wells had looked at him, her dislike of him appearing in her expression. Of course, given that they had not been introduced before, Thomas had little idea of what it was that he had done to induce such dislike. As much as he disliked the lady, the reason for her refusal to dance with him had been nagging at his mind, for she had been the first lady of his acquaintance to have ever done such a thing.

      “I have an idea,” Lord Wiltshire said suddenly, reaching down to grasp Lord Henderson’s shoulder. “A wager.”

      “A wager?” Thomas repeated with a sinking feeling from deep within his heart, although he gave no outward appearance of it. “What can you mean, Lord Wiltshire?”

      “Well,” the gentleman said with great gusto. “This is a situation that has never occurred before, and I think that it would bring us all a good deal of delight to see how it plays out! Therefore, Lord Weston, if you are so very confident that this young lady – what did you say her name was again?”

      “Miss Wells,” Lord Henderson interrupted before Thomas could speak. “Daughter to Lady Whitehaven.”

      Lord March’s eyes rounded whilst Lord Wiltshire’s grin only grew steadily.

      “Then,” Lord Wiltshire continued, as Lord Henderson reached for his whisky glass. “Then I propose a wager. A wager that you, Lord Weston, will not only be able to step out onto the floor with Miss Wells and dance two dances with her, but that you will also have her willingness to come out walking with you.”

      “No, more than that!” Lord March interrupted loudly. “You must offer to court her, and she must be inclined to accept.”

      Thomas frowned, his brows furrowing together. “That is hardly fair on the poor creature,” he replied, trying to think up any excuse as to why he should not have to be bound by this wager. “She is plain enough already and certainly not the object of interest in any other gentleman’s eyes.”

      Lord Henderson, whom Thomas had hoped would not be amenable to this idea, sat forward and frowned. “I must admit,” he began, giving Thomas a flush of hope. “I must admit that it would be most unfair to Miss Wells, given that Lord Weston would soon remove his court from her.”

      “If he succeeds,” Lord March replied with a wiggle of his brows. “And it would be very good for Miss Wells, would it not? She would have the attention of the ton, if you were to make to court her, Lord Weston. Once your courtship is brought to a sudden and swift end, there will be those who seek to comfort her, and she will be of much greater interest to the beau monde than she is at this present moment.”

      “But she will be tainted by the quick end to our supposed courtship,” Thomas protested. “Her reputation–”

      “No, no, no,” Lord Wiltshire interrupted, waving his hand in Thomas’s direction. “Everyone knows you are a rogue. They will place the blame on your shoulders, and you will shrug off the rumors that come thereafter.” He clapped his hands together, as though the matter were settled. “Now, how much shall we wager?”

      Thomas began to stammer, feeling a trifle uncomfortable with the idea. He did not want to have to return to Miss Wells and find a way to get into her good graces. He had never had to do such a thing before and to consider that he would need to do so now was more than a little frustrating. Since he was an earl, with the title of marquess to follow upon the death of his father, Thomas had never lacked attention from others. It had come to him naturally, and he had grasped at it eagerly. Lord Wiltshire was correct to state that he was known as a rogue—which was something Thomas’s father disliked intensely.

      But have you not only just said to Lord Henderson that you are not going to be restrained by your father’s demands that you behave in the manner he deems appropriate? Thomas thought, seeing Lord Henderson looking at him expectantly. And there is no need for you to consider Miss Wells in such a concerned manner. She was incredibly rude to you, was she not? And she will find herself more involved with society should you take on this wager, and that will, of course, be a good thing for her.

      “Very well,” he found himself saying, much to the delight of Lord Wiltshire. “I shall accept your wager.” He named a sum that had Lord Wiltshire blanch for a moment, smiling inwardly as he saw the man consider for a moment whether this truly was the best way forward.

      But then, Lord Wiltshire collected himself and agreed, whilst Lord March suddenly became deadly silent. It was clear he did not want to risk such a large amount of money!

      “You shall have a month then,” Lord Wiltshire said, as they began to make their way across the room to where Whites’ infamous betting book lay. “That is certain to be long enough for you, surely?”

      Thomas knew, deep down, that it was his pride and arrogance that made him accept such a ridiculous wager and that, in doing this, he would be making something of a fool of himself, but he could no longer bring himself to refuse. His chin lifted as he looked back at Lord Wiltshire, hating the grin on his face and wanting to prove to not only him but to the other gentlemen who were, by now, listening eagerly to this conversation and looking to see what bet would be made, that he was able to gain the adoration and affection of any young lady that he chose. “More than enough,” he stated firmly. “A month it shall be.”

      There were audible gasps as Lord Wiltshire wrote down the details of the wager and the amount concerned, but Thomas did not care. His reputation was at stake, and there was nothing he would not do in order to defend it.
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      “That is not at all fair, Mama!”

      Merry was more than a little angry with her sister and her mother, for they seemed to be working together in order to get her to do as they wished. Lady Whitehaven was now insisting that Merry had not won the wager and that, therefore, she had to do as she was told.

      “Titania has made it quite clear that she did not instruct Lord Carroway to seek you out and introduce you to Lord Weston,” Lady Whitehaven said firmly, dismissing Merry’s concerns with a wave of her hand. “Therefore, my dear, you have lost, and you must simply accept that.”

      Resisting the urge to stamp her foot, Merry took in a long breath and, closing her eyes, pushed it out between pursed lips. “Titania spoke to Lord Weston about her sisters and stated that she would be glad to introduce them,” she replied firmly. “If she had said nothing, then Lord Carroway might well have simply ignored the fact that I was present and could be introduced to Lord Weston. No, Mama, that is not fair in the least, especially since I spoke to Titania about what had been agreed between you and I. She knew full well that she was to say nothing, and yet, she chose to do so!”

      Titania, who had been sitting idly in a chair by the fire, now turned her head towards Merry and lifted one eyebrow slowly. “You seem to think that it is a bad thing to have been introduced to someone such as Lord Weston, Merry,” she said mildly. “Do you not know how very popular he is amongst the beau monde?”

      Merry stiffened, her hands balling into fists. “I care nothing for his self-importance nor how foolish the ladies of the ton are in batting their eyes at him,” she spat, knowing that Titania was not in the least bit concerned about her part in all of this. “He is an arrogant, self-interested fop, and I was glad to refuse to dance with him.”

      A cold hand gripped her heart as a swift intake of breath from her mother reminded Merry that she had not said a word about Lord Weston asking her to dance. That had remained unspoken and unsaid, for Merry had not wanted her mother to know that Lord Weston had shown such particular interest.

      “Well, well,” Lady Whitehaven said after a moment or two. “So Lord Weston asked you to dance, did he? You have not said as much before, Merry.”

      Titania laughed softly whilst Merry’s cheeks flared with heat. “That is because she knows that to admit such a thing would be to admit that she has lost the wager, Mama,” Titania stated, forcing Merry to duck her head with the shame of it all. “That is why you have not been honest, is it not?”

      Merry closed her eyes tightly, forcing air into her lungs and screaming inwardly as she did so. The urge to stamp her foot and to insist that Lord Weston had only offered to dance with her because they had been introduced and it would be most impolite not to do so rose up within her, for then she could place the blame solely on Lord Carroway’s shoulders and demand that she be freed from any implication that she had lost the wager. But, try as she might, Merry could not bring herself to force those words from her lips, her anger and frustration burning hotter and hotter within herself.

      “I am very surprised to hear that you refused such a gentleman, even though he is known to be something of a rogue,” Lady Whitehaven said gently, as if she could see Merry’s upset and wanted to quieten it somewhat. “You did not have any desire to take to the floor with him, Merry?”

      Opening her eyes, Merry looked at her mother and saw the calm smile on her face and the kindness in her eyes. Her own anger began to fade at once, in light of her mother’s gentleness, even though Merry knew that she would still demand that Merry do as she was asked—now that the wager had been lost.

      Inwardly, Lady Whitehaven must be delighting in the fact that she could dress Merry up in any gown or color she chose and have her hair set in any coiffure of her desire. But outwardly, at least, she was speaking kindly and with a good deal of understanding.

      “He did not make a favorable first impression, Mama,” she replied honestly, ignoring Titania’s snort. “I know that he has caught the interest of many and that he is, most likely, considered to be one of the most eligible gentlemen in all of London, but I myself found him arrogant, rude, and entitled.” She swallowed hard, shaking her head. “Mayhap I did wrong in your eyes, Mama, but I could not step out with such a gentleman.” A rueful smile grasped one corner of her mouth. “And I do not think that he expected such a thing either. The way he spoke to me once I had insisted I would not dance with him was quite unexpected.”

      At this, the slight humor about Titania’s mouth vanished, her eyes now filling with concern. “I must say, Merry,” she began, turning to face her sister a little more fully. “I have not heard Lord Weston speak ill to anyone before. Might I ask what was said?”

      Merry let out a long breath, wondering whether she should be truthful or whether she ought to brush aside Titania’s question. Deciding on the former, she allowed herself a tiny shrug, as though to let her sister know that she did not care much for what Lord Weston had said – even though his words had struck her heart like hammer blows.

      “He called me a mouse, stating that I loved to cling to the shadows so that I would not be noticed. He also stated that you, Titania, would be more than I could ever be.” At this statement, Titania drew in a sharp breath, her eyes rounding and her cheeks paling a little. “I suppose that is quite true however, so I shall not allow myself to be injured by it.”

      There came a quiet over the three ladies as they considered what Merry had just revealed, with Merry herself feeling a sorrow and a pain that she covered over with false calmness and a light smile. She was well used to doing such a thing, and so it came quite naturally to her to pretend that those words from Lord Weston had done nothing to upset her. However, even though she had been angry with him at the time, even though she had been furious with his harsh words and his impertinence, Merry had been quite unable to stop those words from reaching down into her heart and lingering there. They had held modicums of truth, which had bitten down at her, hard, making her wince in pain. Lord Weston did not know it, but he had injured her heart with the sharpness of his tongue, reminding her that she would never be as her sisters were. She had not the beauty, the grace, nor the ease of manner and conversation that Titania displayed. Merry would constantly be passed over by gentlemen who saw nothing more than a dull visage. None sought to know her better, to discover the truth about her heart. They did not wish to get to know her likes and dislikes, her interests and her sorrows. They merely thought her a plain, little wallflower who could easily be passed over.

      And as much as Merry did not want to admit it, that knowledge and awareness brought her a good deal of pain. She told herself that she was used to such things, that they did not hurt her any longer, but if she were honest with herself, then Merry knew that she felt such deep torment that it was almost too great to even acknowledge.

      “I am sorry for what Lord Weston said, Merry.”

      Merry looked over at Titania, tugged from her melancholy thoughts. She quickly shrugged and looked back at her mother, who was frowning heavily. “It is nothing for you to apologize for, Titania,” she replied with another small shrug. “I am just glad that Lord Weston showed the truth of his character, so that I would not be taken in—as so many others are.”

      “I quite understand your reasoning not to stand up and dance with him, Merry,” Lady Whitehaven said slowly, her brow still knotted. “Do not think that I will press you into doing as you do not wish to do, for that is not my intention at all.”

      Merry gave her mother a half-smile. “Then what is, Mama?” she asked, honestly. “Is it not that you wish to dress me up in whatever manner you choose, in order to thrust me towards whichever gentlemen you can? What if they are all as Lord Weston is?”

      Much to Merry’s surprise, Lady Whitehaven came closer to her, reached down, and took her hand in hers and then looked into her face with such a calm determination that Merry was quite taken aback.

      “I want to help you, Merry,” her mother said firmly. “You have hidden in the shadows for too long. You pretend that you do not care for the ton, for all of London society, but I am suspicious that such a thing is nothing more than a pretense. I believe that you fear coming into the light.”

      “Fear?” Merry replied, hating that her voice was a little unsteady. “I fear nothing, Mama.”

      “Yes, you do,” Lady Whitehaven replied decisively. “You fear that if you make yourself known to society, they will find you lacking. I think that you believe what Lord Weston said, cruel though he was. I think, in your own mind, you believe that he is correct to state that you shall never be as Titania is—when the opposite is quite true.”

      An ache came into Merry’s throat, which she pushed away almost at once. “I do not know what it is you are referring to, Mama,” she replied, turning her eyes away from Lady Whitehaven so that she would not have to look into her face and reveal herself. “I fear nothing. I simply do not care to be—”

      “If you cannot be honest with me, then that is to be expected,” Lady Whitehaven interrupted. “You keep your own thoughts so well hidden, Merry, that it must be very difficult for you to even imagine sharing them with me. However, know that I believe this to be the best thing for you. Whether you wish it or not, you shall be transformed into the delicate young lady you have always been.”

      Merry snorted in a most unladylike fashion and tugged her hand from her mother’s. “I am not delicate, Mama,” she told her, folding her arms across her chest. “Nor am I graceful and beautiful—as Titania is. I do not have good conversations and certainly do not catch the eye of any gentleman who passes me.”

      Lady Whitehaven lifted one eyebrow, but Merry was not about to drift into melancholy now. “Nor do I find myself eager to be as Titania is,” she told her mother firmly. “I do not want to be pulled to the dance floor or forced to walk with a gentleman who cares nothing for me but only for what I might look like walking beside him.”

      Titania got to her feet, her brows low. “You believe yourself to be plain and fear that a gentleman will only use you as an adornment?” she asked, bringing a flush to Merry’s cheeks. “What do you mean, Merry?”

      Merry sighed and rubbed at her forehead. “I am well aware that I do not have your beauty, Titania,” she said calmly, as Titania tugged the bell for some refreshments. “However, Mama is determined to attempt to improve my countenance in various ways, and I do not want any gentlemen to simply come near to me because of that. I do not expect there to be hordes of gentlemen,” she added with a wry smile, “but nor do I want even a single gentleman’s attention if he does not seek to know my character.”

      Titania nodded slowly, sitting back down in her seat. “That is an admirable desire indeed,” she replied, as Lady Whitehaven sighed heavily and made her way to sit opposite Titania. “Can you not trust that Mama will take your concerns seriously and, therefore, only introduce you to gentlemen who will not do as you fear?”

      Merry hesitated, seeing the way that her mother shot her an inquiring glance. “I…it seems that I have no other choice but to trust her,” she said eventually. “Although I am relieved to know that you will not consider Lord Weston, Mama.” She said this with a slight lift of her brow, seeing her mother nod and feeling herself fill with relief. Lord Weston, it seemed, would not be the sort of gentleman to be encouraged to give his attentions to Merry. That gave her some hope at the very least. Sighing to herself, Merry finally took a seat alongside her mother and sister, realizing that she had resigned herself to the fact that her mother would have her way in the end. The wager had been lost. Lord Carroway had seen to that, and now she would have to spend the rest of the Season being dressed up in whatever manner her mother chose. She would no longer be able to pull out her dullest dress and insist that her hair be pulled back into a chignon. Her mother had won.

      A scratch at the door alerted them to the butler. Lady Whitehaven called him to enter, and he came in at once, enquiring as to what he might be able to do for them.

      “Tea and refreshments, I think,” Lady Whitehaven said with a warm smile towards Merry, who could not quite bring herself to return it. “And have the carriage prepared. I intend to go into town thereafter.”

      Merry groaned and passed a hand over her eyes. No doubt this was for her benefit. She would be dragged along and made to try on various gowns of an array of colors until her mother was happy.

      “At once, Lady Whitehaven,” the butler replied bowing. “Oh, and a letter has arrived for you, Miss Wells.”

      Merry looked up in surprise, seeing a footman coming towards her with a silver tray in his hand. One letter sat upon it. She had not been expecting anyone to write to her, as she had not a good deal of correspondence. Frowning, she picked it up with a murmur of thanks, before turning it over in her hand. The seal and handwriting did not spring even a flicker of recognition within her, and so she was forced to wait until the butler and the footman had withdrawn from the room before she opened it.

      “It is unusual for you to receive a letter, Merry,” Titania said, albeit a little bluntly. “Who has written to you?”

      Merry let out a long breath as she quickly read the short lines. Her anger began to burn through her, searing her heart. Lord Weston’s words were as flowing and as sickly sweet as his manner, and she would not accept his apology simply because he had chosen such wonderful words by which to express it.

      “Lord Weston has written to me,” she told Titania and Lady Whitehaven, looking up from the letter to see them both exchange a glance. “It is of little importance however.”

      Lady Whitehaven’s interest grew obvious. “I hardly think so,” she replied quickly, gesturing to the letter. “What does he say within it?”

      Merry sighed inwardly but prevented herself from deflating into her chair. “He apologizes for his lack of courtesy and his ill manner towards me,” she replied, not wanting to read out each and every word to her mother. “That is all.” She did not mention that, at the very end of the letter, Lord Weston had asked for a second opportunity to greet her, promising that he would make a much-improved impression than he had the first time. There was no eagerness in her heart to see the fellow again, and even though Lady Whitehaven had assured her that she would be more than careful in deciding which gentlemen she would press upon Merry, Merry herself did not feel certain that her mother would not be taken in by Lord Weston’s ways. He had a quick smile and honeyed speech, which meant that Lady Whitehaven might well be overcome by his ways.

      “Then you have no eagerness to respond to him,” Titania stated, making Merry nod. “Even though he has apologized profusely.”

      “If he wishes to apologize to me, then I would prefer he speak to me about his behavior, rather than detailing a letter and expecting me to respond,” Merry replied swiftly. “And I am not as inclined to think well of him as you are, Titania. I shall not easily forget his words nor the cruel manner in which he spoke to me.”

      Lady Whitehaven nodded slowly, as if she had just now recalled what Merry had shared about Lord Weston’s harsh words. “Then that is entirely your decision, my dear,” she said to Merry. There was a firmness about her demeanor that made Merry smile. “If you wish to ignore this letter and stay out of his acquaintance, then I quite understand.”

      Merry rose to her feet, not giving the letter another glance but rather crumpling it up in her hand. “I am quite determined,” she replied, reaching the fireplace and throwing the letter into the small, lingering flames that sat in the grate. The flames grasped at the paper eagerly, licking the sides of the paper until, within a few moments, it was nothing but ash. Merry smiled satisfactorily to herself. Lord Weston was not about to make his way back into her good graces by simply writing a letter filled with apologies and accolades. He would have to learn that she was a good deal more determined than that.
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      Much to Thomas’s frustration, Lord Henderson made his way over towards him. Thomas had been doing his best to remain entirely unobserved as he lingered in the shadows, but it seemed that his friend had already spotted him.

      “Whatever are you doing over here?” Lord Henderson asked, sounding both confused and cheerful in equal measure. “I cannot quite understand it! It is a ball, and you are normally making your way through the crowd and seeking to put your name on as many dance cards as you can.”

      Thomas’s jaw clenched. “That was before I had the urgency to win a wager,” he reminded Lord Henderson, seeing his friend’s expression fill with understanding. “It has been two days since I sent that letter to Miss Wells.”

      “And?”

      Thomas shook his head. “She did not respond to me.”

      Lord Henderson paused for a moment, although Thomas did not miss the look of delight that passed across his face. Apparently, his friend was enjoying this a good deal more than Thomas, and that thought irritated him greatly.

      “I see,” Lord Henderson murmured, attempting to rearrange his face into a sympathetic expression but failing completely. “And you hope to see her here, do you?”

      “I hope to be able to speak to her,” Thomas replied, turning back so that he might look through the crowd again. “If she did not accept my written apology, then I can only hope that she will allow me to speak to her of my supposedly deep regret that has been troubling me since I last saw her.” This last sentence was said with so much irony within it that even Thomas could not help but grin. “I shall not be able to laugh when I say such things to her however,” he reminded his friend, shaking his head as he spoke. “I must be absolutely sincere.”

      “Even though you do not feel it.”

      Thomas scoffed at this. “Of course I do not feel it,” he replied with a roll of his eyes. “Miss Wells was rude enough to turn down an offer to take her to the floor for a dance, and in doing so, rejected me entirely. I cannot simply allow such a thing to occur without telling her just how much she has insulted me.”

      A twinge of guilt in his soul forced him to draw a quick breath, hiding the truth of what he felt even from himself. To admit that Miss Wells’ spurning him had made him both confused and upset would be foolish, for he needed simply to hide those emotions from his heart until they disappeared from him completely. He had a many other young ladies who sought out his company almost the moment he set foot into any establishment anywhere, which meant that he had no reason to continue thinking of Miss Wells. He only had to think of her now so that he might win the bet and collect his winnings from Lord Wiltshire. His reputation would remain intact, and Miss Wells, he told himself again, would be dragged into the center of attention and would, most likely, do very well from it. At the very least, more gentlemen would be interested in dancing and conversing with her, which might then lead to a happy match. That was all he had to think of, he reminded himself, looking through the crowd again in search of her. There was no need to feel any sort of guilt.

      “There!”

      His eyes narrowed, and his breath caught as his gaze landed on his quarry. Miss Wells was standing by her mother, clad in a cream gown and with her brown tresses piled up on the back of her head. A few curls graced her temples as she looked about her, although Thomas noticed there was no smile of excitement or anticipation on her lips.

      “You have discovered her, I see,” Lord Henderson murmured, moving to stand shoulder to shoulder with Thomas so that he might observe the lady also. “Goodness, she has improved somewhat, I must say.”

      Thomas frowned. “Improved?”

      “You are not the only one who has been introduced to the Wells sisters,” Lord Henderson replied with a chuckle. “It was Miss Titania Wells that I met however, as well as the eldest, Miss Eliza Wells – although she is wed now and Miss Titania Wells is soon to be also.”

      Thomas nodded, feeling no twinge of disappointment in his heart. He had not felt anything for Miss Titania Wells but had made out that he was deeply upset over her engagement to Lord Carroway. It had just meant that he was without one of his adoring young ladies whose company he had always enjoyed.

      “I was not ever introduced to Miss Merry Wells,” Lord Henderson continued, with a small shrug. “She remained with the other wallflowers, and so I did not seek out an introduction. However, her countenance has certainly increased, and she appears a good deal improved since I last saw her.”

      “Merry?” Thomas repeated, her name on his lips. “That is her name?”

      Lord Henderson nodded, grinning at him. “It is,” he replied, chuckling. “Although I would beg of you not to address her as such, for she will not take kindly to such a thing.”

      Thomas laughed and shrugged. “I shall use it with discretion,” he replied in the hope that, one day, Miss Wells might ask him to use her Christian name when they were alone. That would speak to him of an intimacy that, for the moment, he could only dream of. That would be the moment that he would know if had been victorious, for if she were to give him such an intimacy, then he would know that if he asked her to accept his court, she would do so without hesitation.

      Whereby, he would then snatch it all from her, declare that he was no longer willing to continue their intimacy, and march to Whites’ in order to claim his prize.

      “Are you quite all right, Weston?”

      Jerking slightly, Thomas glanced over at Lord Henderson. “Quite,” he replied, setting his shoulders and clearing his throat. “I have only a month in which I must have Miss Wells by my side, and so I was thinking of what I must do next in order to secure her affections.” He chuckled at Lord Henderson’s roll of his eyes. “You do not believe I will be successful.”

      “No, that is not it,” Lord Henderson replied slowly, his brow lowering slowly. “Some of my heart wishes for you to fail entirely, Weston. That is not to say that I want you to lose a good deal of money, for that is not the truth of it at all.”

      Thomas frowned, his smile fading. “Then what do you mean?”

      “If you fail, then you might come to realize that there is more to a lady than simply how much she graces your eyes,” Lord Henderson replied with a small shrug. “You are so caught up with appearance and the like that you never learn anything about the ladies who surround you. With Miss Wells, however, that stunning beauty is not as apparent. It may be that you find there is a beauty of character also – which is something I can only pray will come true.”

      Thomas resisted the urge to scoff at this, for he was more than content with seeing only the outward beauty of those who drew near him. Lord Henderson was correct to say that Miss Wells did not have the same outstanding beauty of his usual companions, but she was not overly plain at least. His eyes drew back to hers and took her in, seeing her curvaceous figure, her gentle lips, and it reminded him of her sharp eyes. Light green, if he recalled correctly, although there had been nothing but ice within them when he had first spoken to her.

      “I think you should go and attempt to speak to her whilst you have the opportunity to do so,” Lord Henderson said, dragging Thomas’s attention away from his own thoughts. “Look now, there is another gentleman attempting to catch her eye, and he will be by her side before you know it.”

      Thomas did not even hesitate for a second, moving forward with such long strides that a good many people had to move out of his way. His eyes were fixed on Miss Wells, as he forced himself to move faster as the gentleman before her bowed and smiled. Much to his displeasure, Thomas saw Miss Wells smiling back, although her expression remained somewhat taut. Was she not enjoying herself? Or did she think this gentleman to be entirely unappealing in some way?

      “Miss Wells.”

      Seeing Miss Titania Wells nearby, Thomas stopped making his way towards her sister and bowed quickly. “How good to see you this evening.”

      Much to his surprise, Miss Titania did not seem delighted to be back in his company. There was no smile on her face and no warmth in her expression as she curtsied.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Weston,” she replied tightly. “If you will excuse me, I was just on my way to find Lord Carroway, my betrothed.”

      He frowned, wondering at the sharpness of her tone. “I recall that you are engaged, Miss Wells,” he told her, as she made to turn away. “Did I not give you my most hearty congratulations?”

      She nodded but did not smile. “You did,” she admitted, still half turned away from him. “I thank you for that.”

      “Might I be permitted to peruse your dance card?”

      Normally, Miss Titania Wells would be more than delighted to oblige him, but this evening, for whatever reason, she was tightlipped and less than inclined to do as he asked.

      “I do not think I shall dance much this evening, Lord Weston,” she told him, her eyes fixed up on his for a moment. “You will have no end of partners however; I am quite certain.”

      Still thoroughly confused by her lack of warmth towards him, Thomas could not help but grasp her arm for a moment, which stopped her from turning away from him completely.

      “Forgive me, Miss Wells,” he said quickly, seeing the angry look in her eyes. “But what is the matter if I might ask? You appear to be rather put out, and I cannot think as to why.”

      A hard laugh came from her, as though he had said something foolish. “Do you truly think that my sister has not informed me of what passed between you both at the last ball we attended, Lord Weston?” she asked, coldly. “Surely you cannot be so arrogant as to believe that I will give my loyalty to you instead of to her?”

      A flush crept up Thomas’s neck, his heart twisting painfully. Of course. He had not even thought about the fact that Miss Merry Wells would speak to her sisters about what had occurred, nor had he thought that there would be such a strong reaction from Titania over it.

      “I do hope she informed you that I have apologized fully for what I said to her that evening,” he replied quickly, inclining his head by way of expressing his sorrow. “It was cruel and unkind, and I should not have said a single word to her.”

      Miss Wells sniffed and turned away. “You should have accepted her refusal with good grace, Lord Weston,” she replied. “For she has every right to choose whom she will dance with on any particular evening – as do I.” And, with this final remark, she began to walk away from him, leaving him to stand alone.

      A ripple of anxiety ran over Thomas’s frame, but he pushed it aside easily enough. There was no need to worry himself about what Miss Merry Wells would say. He would make a pretty apology in person – for it seemed she was not about to accept his written note of regret – and thereafter, his eagerness to acquaint himself further with her would grow steadily. At least, he would make it appear as such. The only reason he was doing this was to win the bet.

      The gentleman he had seen earlier was still in conversation with Miss Wells. Frustrated, Thomas let out a long breath and waited until the gentleman caught sight of him, clearly unaware that he had been waiting to speak to Miss Wells. With a slight bow in Thomas’s direction and a murmur to Miss Wells, the gentleman left her side and allowed Thomas to step forward.

      Miss Wells was smiling softly in the direction of the gentleman who had only just departed from her. Her whole face was changed in that moment, for there was a brightness to her eyes and a warmth to her smile that halted Thomas for a moment. He had not seen her smile in such a way before, and when she did so, Thomas knew that he could not refer to her as plain. She was delicate, warm, open, and delightful and, much to his surprise, Thomas found himself wondering how he might be able to bring such a look to Miss Wells’ face.

      “Miss Wells.”

      After striding purposefully towards her, Thomas bowed grandly, snapping his heels together as he did so.

      “How good to see you again,” he continued, looking up to see her looking back at him with a dark expression on her face, the smile gone completely. “I do hope you have received my note.”

      “I did.” Miss Wells said nothing more, her lips flattening as he looked back at her, his confidence beginning to fade in a most alarming manner. This was not something that often occurred with him, and he had very little idea of what he was to do or what he was to say next. He had never once had to force conversation from a lady and certainly had never needed to consider what he might say in order to have her warm to him. He was floundering completely, feeling as though he were a drowning man with no one nearby to save him. Even Miss Titania Wells, whom he had thought might encourage her sister towards him, had done nothing but turn her back on him, now apparently considering him to be poor company for what he had said.

      “Merry.”

      A murmured word caught his attention, seeing a tall, older lady turn towards Miss Wells, with a look of interest in her eyes. Miss Wells shot a quick look up to her before closing her eyes momentarily, clearly irritated.

      “Might I present my mother, Lady Whitehaven,” she said, barely looking at Thomas as she gestured towards him. “Mother, may I present the Earl of Weston.”

      Thomas bowed at once, wondering if Lady Whitehaven had also been made aware of his lack of manners towards her daughter. In lifting his head, he saw that she did indeed know, for her smile was fixed and her eyes suddenly sharp.

      “Lord Weston,” Lady Whitehaven murmured, inclining her head. “How good to meet you.” This was said with no warmth whatsoever, and as Thomas struggled to know what to say in response, he saw how she took a step closer to her daughter, as though to reassure her that she would not be left alone to deal with Thomas’s conversation.

      “My sister and my cousin are nearby, but not close enough to make introductions,” Miss Wells said, a little tartly. “Else, I would have done so at once.” These last few words were filled with nothing but sarcasm, and Thomas felt himself grow a little angry.

      “I would speak to you if I would be permitted, Miss Wells,” he found himself saying, looking at her with a direct gaze. “It appears that my letter has not been an adequate enough apology, and I should like to speak to you further about the matter, if that would please you.”

      Miss Wells looked back at him steadily, her chin lifted slightly. “If you wish to apologize in person, Lord Weston, then I would be glad to hear your words. However, I shall not pretend that any sort of acquaintance will arise from it, for that is not at all what I seek from you.”

      Thomas stiffened; his whole body racked with a fierce heat that then led to a cold hand grasping at his heart. He did not know what to do with this lady! She was, at least, willing to hear him speak his apology in person but thereafter, there was to be nothing of what he hoped for. How was he meant to have her court him if she continued to refuse his attempts to make himself amenable to her?

      “I believe Lord Featherstone is waiting, my dear.”

      Thomas glanced to his left and saw a gentleman approaching, his eyes fixed upon Miss Wells. A groan left his lips. He had done remarkably poorly, and now,  he was to be left wanting. Miss Wells was not even looking at him any longer but had turned her attention to the approaching gentleman.

      “If I could only have but a few minutes of your time, Miss Wells,” he said desperately, seeing her throwing him only the briefest of glances. “I would be truly grateful.”

      She sighed and looked back at him dispassionately. “It would ease your guilt somewhat, I presume?”

      Immediately, he wanted to rail at her and state that he felt no guilt whatsoever and that the only reason he was doing such a thing was simply to try and gain her trust. Instead, he lowered his head and prayed that his look of sorrow seemed genuine enough. “Indeed,” he replied, softly. “It would.”

      She sighed again, whilst the other gentleman greeted her mother. “I am certain I can give you a few minutes of my time at a later time, Lord Weston,” she replied, clearly a little frustrated. “But for the moment, I must dance with Lord Featherstone. Do excuse me.”

      Without even giving him a moment to bid her farewell or to thank her for her generosity, Miss Wells stepped past him and drew closer to Lord Featherstone. She greeted him warmly, her tone much changed from what it had been when she had spoken to him. Thomas was forced to step back, out of her way, leaving himself standing alone whilst she greeted Lord Featherstone and stepped out onto the dance floor. For a moment, he was quite overwhelmed with the feelings that swamped him, having very little experience with the deep sense of embarrassment that came with her brush off. Had any of the ton seen her turn away from him with such determination? Were they now whispering about his mortification?

      “That did not go as well as you hoped, I would surmise.”

      Thomas closed his eyes and let out an exasperated breath. “Might you say that a little louder, Lord Henderson?” he asked, sarcastically. “I do not think that everyone about us heard you say such a thing so explicitly.”

      Lord Henderson merely shrugged and grinned at Thomas, who was still battling his anger and his embarrassment. “Please,” he continued, as he and Lord Henderson began to walk towards the footman bearing drinks on a large silver tray. “Please do not speak to me of Miss Wells any more this evening. She has quite infuriated me, and I need not have any reminder of the mortification her brush off has brought on.”

      Lord Henderson chuckled and took two glasses from the footman, handing one to Thomas. “Might it be that you need some help in pursuing a young lady?” he asked, lifting one brow in question. “I know that such a thing may be fairly novel to you, having never needed to ask for anyone’s help or advice when it comes to the young ladies of the ton, but perhaps in this case, it is merited.”

      Thomas said nothing for a moment, draining his glass of ratafia in a few gulps. This was not what he needed. He did not want Lord Henderson’s mockery nor did he want to be drinking ratafia. He wanted a good glass of the best French brandy; he wanted Miss Wells to be more open to him than she was; and most of all, he wanted to blot out the record of the bet from Whites’ betting book.

      “I do not know what I am to do,” he admitted eventually, seeing the way Lord Henderson nodded in understanding. “It is most frustrating. Miss Wells will barely give me more than a moment of her time, and I had to press her heavily before she would permit me to speak to her again in order to offer her my sincere apologies.”

      Lord Henderson shrugged. “That is something at least,” he agreed. “However, you must not see Miss Wells as a goal you must achieve, Weston. You must look at her as she is.”

      Thomas frowned, reaching for another glass. “What is it that you mean?”

      Lord Henderson hesitated, then nodded to himself, as if he were confirming in his own mind what he meant to say. “Miss Wells is unlike any lady of your acquaintance,” he told Thomas, as though he did not know this already. “Therefore, you must study her.”

      Recoiling, Thomas shook his head. “I want as little to do with her as possible. I know I must play the part of a regretful fool, and thereafter, a devoted gentleman, but I cannot allow myself to know her better than at present. There is no need to do so!”

      “That is where you are mistaken,” Lord Henderson replied firmly. “That is precisely what you must do, if you seek to win your bet. You must do all you can to know her, to find out the person that she is. The other ladies of your acquaintance are nothing more than vapid figures, who bat their eyelashes and paint on their smiles for you. That is not so with Miss Wells. If you are to have her eager to accept your court, then you must dedicate yourself to the learning of her true self. Discover who she is. Look to what she enjoys and force yourself to become the devoted gentleman, even though you know that you have no true affection for her.”

      Considering this, Thomas sipped his ratafia instead of throwing it back as he had done before. Perhaps Lord Henderson was correct in his suggestions, as much as Thomas did not want to admit it. It would mean transforming himself entirely—although it would be nothing more than a façade which he would place upon himself until the wager was won.

      “At least consider my suggestion,” Lord Henderson said, looking over Thomas’s shoulder, a wry smile on his face. “Now, I shall not take up any more of your time, given that you have admirers already approaching you.” He chuckled and Thomas turned around to see none other than Lady Finnegan and her daughter approaching. They both had bright smiles on their faces, and the daughter had a touch of pink to her cheeks.

      Thomas greeted them both warmly, finding himself relaxing as he returned to his usual state, unencumbered by thoughts of Miss Wells and the trials she was bringing him. This was the gentleman he was, the gentleman he knew himself to be. The smile returned to his face, the easiness of his manner coming back to him almost at once. He would succeed with Miss Wells; he was quite certain. But, for the moment, he would do nothing other than enjoy himself.
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      Quite why she was looking over her reflection in the mirror, Merry did not know. Looking away from herself and back towards the guests who stood before her, all talking amongst themselves, Merry told herself sternly not to be so foolish. She disliked intensely being forced to don this gown, which was a trifle too low cut for her liking, and had certainly detested sitting in front of a mirror whilst a maid had twisted her hair this way and that as Lady Whitehaven watched attentively. It was the third time that she had been forced to endure such a thing, and her mother showed no sign of relenting. First, she had been preened for a small, intimate gathering of guests, and then had come the ball, where she had met with Lord Weston. Now, she was supposed to be enjoying a musical soiree, although the music itself was yet to start.

      Merry sighed and, with an effort, prevented herself from leaning back against the wall. She had managed to escape from her mother’s clutches for a few minutes and had returned to what were familiar surroundings – the quiet edges of a room where she might escape unnoticed. Sighing again to herself, Merry tried not to allow her thoughts to turn to the one man she was meant to be disregarding entirely but found that despite her attempts, she could not prevent herself from considering him.

      Lord Weston was rude and arrogant, that much she knew. However, she could not quite forget the look of desperation in his eyes, as he had practically begged her for another opportunity to speak to her, another opportunity to apologize for his manners towards her, and another opportunity for him to assuage his own guilt.

      When she had said those words of his guilt, Merry had expected him to deny it at once, for to admit such a thing was to admit a failing in one’s character, but much to her surprise, Lord Weston had done no such thing. Instead, he had inclined his head and admitted that, yes, she was correct to state such a thing. That had come as something of a surprise, for she had not expected him to be so vulnerable towards her, and it was for this reason that she found herself struggling to push him from her thoughts.

      Was it also why she was glancing at her reflection in the mirror again? Did she find herself wanting to look her very best in order to satisfy Lord Weston’s critical eye? She knew very well that she would never be a diamond of the first water, nor would she reach the heights of beauty and exuberance that Titania so easily exhibited, but for the first time in her life, Merry was beginning to think that there might be a little hope for her. It was not something she was ready to admit, and she certainly would not say it aloud to her mother, but being forced to wear delicate and beautiful gowns and having to endure her hair being scraped into various states of being had, in fact, garnered her a little more attention. Gentlemen had sought her out and asked her to dance at the ball she had attended last evening. Granted, her dance card had not been full, but it was a vast improvement to the usual empty card that had dangled from her wrist so many times before.

      “But they only see the outward appearance,” Merry reminded herself, mumbling aloud. “None of them care for your character.”

      But they might come to do so.

      The thought made Merry catch her breath. Could there be such a possibility? Would she be able to find a gentleman who was willing to put in the time with her and the effort required to truly know the person she was? Someone who would not mind if she did not have seed pearls threaded through her hair or did not wear the highest fashion gown? A small ball of excitement settled in her stomach, and Merry allowed it to linger there, feeling as though she were looking at the London Season with fresh eyes. Perhaps, if she allowed herself to do so, she might find some enjoyment in the weeks that were to follow. Mayhap she might find herself caught up with a gentleman who could come to care for her in a deep and true manner. The possibilities opened up to her as she considered this a little further, the flames on the candelabra seeming to brighten all the more.

      “Miss Wells. Good evening.”

      She jumped visibly, startled by the voice that came to her ear. Turning, she saw none other than Lord Weston standing just to her right, bowing in front of her. She did not curtsy, a lump suddenly entering her throat as she looked up into his face. What was he doing here? She had not known he had been invited this evening and certainly did not think that it was at all proper for him to greet her in such a manner, especially when she was standing alone.

      “You look very well this evening, Miss Wells.”

      Stiffening, Merry lifted her chin a notch. “I did not know you were acquainted with Lady Greyson,” she replied quickly, speaking of this evening’s host who was something of wealthy widow, having lost her aged husband some eighteen months ago. “Although mayhap I should have expected it from someone as well-known as you are.” She made certain to keep her tone bland, although the truth of her meaning did not quite manage to slip past Lord Weston unnoticed. His lips thinned, and his brow lowered.

      “My father was acquainted with the late Lord Greyson,” he retorted, a slight flush to his cheeks. “We were present on the day of his wedding to the now-widowed Lady Greyson.”

      Merry, who did not much care for how Lord Weston knew anyone in particular, gave him a small smile and made to turn away, only for Lord Weston to take a small sidestep and prevent her from doing so.

      “Do you have a few moments you might be able to spare me, Miss Wells?” he asked, the heat gone from his face now. “You did promise me that you would, did you not?”

      “I did not promise, Lord Weston, no,” she told him calmly. “But to speak to you now, at this present moment, would not be suitable at all. The musical part of the evening is bound to start within a few minutes, and I do not want you to rush what must be said.” She gave him a sweet smile, but Lord Weston only grimaced.

      “Then I shall sit with you, Miss Wells,” he replied, surprising her. “For I do not think that I shall have another opportunity, given your apparent unwillingness to permit me to speak to you.”

      Merry’s cheeks flared hot, and she was about to give him a resounding reply when Lady Greyson tapped her glass with a spoon and captured everyone’s attention. Her anger cooled somewhat as Lady Greyson begged them all to come into the next room where chairs had been set out in preparation. She also stated, most emphatically, that she hoped that some young ladies would be willing to perform on the pianoforte or might even sing, once the paid performers were finished.

      “Might you wish to play, Miss Wells?” Lord Weston asked, close to her ear. Merry shivered softly before beginning to walk away from him, throwing back her answer over her shoulder.

      “I shall be doing nothing other than sitting and listening, Lord Weston,” she replied with decisiveness. “For I have never found enjoyment in playing the pianoforte nor in filling a room with my voice. I do not seek attention from others…unlike many of the beau monde.”

      She could see from the dark look that appeared on Lord Weston’s face that her words had hit their mark, finding that she did not feel any sort of guilt in speaking to him so. Rather, she felt a degree of satisfaction, feeling as though she had some sort of victory over the notorious rascal. She hoped that it might put him off from his intent of pursuing her and sitting with her, so as to speak to her of his supposed sorrow and guilt, but she was to be disappointed. Lord Weston followed her as though he were some sort of lap dog, willing to follow her wherever she went. Her mother was already waiting for her, with Titania seated with Lord Carroway. Beside her mother stood Catherine, her younger sister, and Dinah, Merry’s cousin. Both appeared to be finding this evening to be rather dull, for neither had a smile on their face or even an interested countenance. Instead, they simply faced forward and waited quietly for Merry to join them, although Lady Whitehaven looked to be rather intrigued as to why Lord Weston was following Merry so doggedly.

      “Thank you, Mama,” Merry said, quietly, as she drew near. “Are we ready to seat ourselves?”

      “Indeed we are,” Lady Whitehaven murmured, throwing a quick glance in the direction of Lord Weston, who murmured a greeting. “Are you quite all right, my dear?”

      “I am perfectly well,” Merry replied, not looking behind her nor making an acknowledgement to Lord Weston. “I am looking forward to hearing the performance by the string quartet. Shall we sit without delay?”

      Lady Whitehaven nodded, giving Merry another concerned look, before leading the way and sitting down with Dinah and Catherine on one side, leaving space for Merry and Lord Weston on the other. Merry took her seat without a murmur to Lord Weston, looking straight ahead so that she would not even have to glance in his direction.

      “Do you enjoy music, Miss Wells?”

      She stiffened involuntarily, hating that she was having to engage with this gentleman. Irritated that she had given him so many of her thoughts since last evening, she tried her best to give him as brief an answer as she could. “I do.”

      “It is just since you informed me that you did not enjoy playing the pianoforte, I wondered if music was something that you were not at all inclined towards,” he replied, surprising her with his thoughts on the matter.

      “Just because I do not enjoy spending hours seated at an instrument so that I might play it proficiently does not mean that I do not enjoy music, Lord Weston,” she told him, giving him a quick glance and finding the intensity of his gaze to be rather overwhelming. Looking away, she tried to focus her intent back upon the gathered musicians, who were waiting for a cue from Lady Greyson before they began. “Now, pray, say whatever it is that you wish to say to me so that we might be finished with this conversation.” And our acquaintance, she thought to herself, a touch wryly.

      Lord Weston let out a long, audible sigh, and out of the corner of her eye, Merry saw him watching her. Her stomach twisted. Was she being unnecessarily cruel?

      “I wish to tell you, Miss Wells, that I have reflected on my behavior and find it to be utterly unacceptable.”

      She looked at him then, one brow arched. “Is that so?”

      “Indeed,” he replied, looking despondent. “I will not pretend that being denied by a lady is something I am used to, Miss Wells, which might be why I reacted in such an unfortunate manner.”

      Unable to pretend that she was not curious as to what he meant, Merry allowed herself a question. “You mean to say that I am the first lady of your acquaintance to refuse your request for a dance, Lord Weston?”

      He nodded, a rueful smile touching the corner of his lips. “Indeed, Miss Wells. Does that shock you?”

      She hesitated, before lifting one shoulder in a small shrug. “It does not matter what I think, Lord Weston. I am grateful that you have reflected on your manner towards me. I do hope that next time a young lady refuses you, you will know better how to respond.”

      “I shall,” he replied softly, his voice dropping low as Lady Greyson came to stand before the front of the assembled crowd. “I thank you for the opportunity to… ‘assuage my guilt’ in this manner, as you put it, Miss Wells.”

      A flare of heat touched her cheeks, but she did not look at him again. “You are most welcome, Lord Weston.”

      “You are one of the most interesting young ladies I believe I have ever met, Miss Wells,” he finished, as Lady Greyson called them all to attention. “What a shame we must now bring our acquaintance to an end. If you would give me another opportunity at any time, then I would be grateful for the chance to prove to you that I am not the rude, arrogant gentleman you believe me to be.”

      Merry said nothing to this, focusing all her attention on the musicians as they picked up their bows and prepared to begin their first piece. A strange sensation began to come over her as she listened, growing far too aware of Lord Weston sitting next to her. He had appeared more than genuine as he had spoken to her, although she knew that he could be very eloquent should he wish to be. It was one of his many charms, and she was not about to give in to him.

      I am not the rude, arrogant gentleman you believe me to be.

      This had been said with such eagerness that a part of her wanted to believe him. She wanted to give him the opportunity to begin their acquaintance again, but something held her back. Was she not quite convinced that almost all gentlemen saw nothing but the outward appearance and cared nothing for the truth of a lady’s character? Why should she think any less of a gentleman who the entirety of London society knew to be a rogue? Had not Titania told her that he enjoyed the company of young ladies and rich widows? Why should she think that he was genuine in anything he said?

      And yet, as she continued to sit by him, continued to feel his presence next to her and allowed his words to run around her mind, Merry felt herself softening. Perhaps he had simply made a mistake in speaking to her as he had done. If she had truly been the first lady of his acquaintance to refuse to step out with him, then was it not understandable that he had reacted with such vehemence? No doubt Dinah would tell her that she ought to forgive him, for he had apologized and she had accepted it. Therefore, she should not hold a grudge against him nor allow herself to remain aloof and distant.

      A long sigh escaped her as the piece came to an end, and much to her surprise, Merry found herself swallowing a lump in her throat. She could not say what it was that had affected her in such a fashion, for whilst the music had been more than lovely, it had not grasped at her heart. Nor could it be that Lord Weston affected her, for she was doing all she could to ignore his presence despite the thoughts that ran through her mind.

      Unless it was, mayhap, that for the first time since she had arrived in London, Merry had been truly enjoying herself. She had not sat quietly, lost amongst the crowd and fully aware of her plain face and how she had been passed over so many times. Nor had she been frustrated with herself, for her lack of willingness to leave the shadows and actually converse with those about her. Instead, she had felt as though she belonged here. She had enjoyed the music, enjoyed the atmosphere, and had not once felt herself sorrowful nor regretful. It had been the most illuminating experience, and with it came a flood of emotion.

      “Are you quite all right, Miss Wells?”

      She blinked rapidly before looking to Lord Weston, surprised to see the concern etched into his expression. “I am very well, I thank you,” she replied hastily, glad that she had been able to control her tears. “It is just that I feel myself a little overcome.”

      Lord Weston smiled, as though he understood, although Merry privately thought that he would have no true understanding of what she meant.  He did not appear to be the sort of gentleman who allowed his emotions to overwhelm him.

      “Do excuse me.” She rose from her seat, giving a quick word of explanation to her mother before making her way out of the row of seats. The powder room would give her the quietness and the space she would need to regain her composure entirely, as well as help her to push aside all the strange thoughts that had flooded her mind as regarded Lord Weston.

      “Do you need me to accompany you, Miss Wells?”

      “No, I thank you.” Hesitating, Merry looked into Lord Weston’s face and wondered if she ought to give him the second chance that he so desperately craved. Her heart quailed at the thought, her mind screaming that she would be making the wrong decision but yet something within her wanted her to speak to him.

      “Miss Wells?”

      She swallowed and gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Mayhap we shall have the opportunity to speak again, Lord Weston, at the next social occasion we both attend.”

      Lord Weston blinked in evident surprise only for a slow smile to spread across his face. As much as she did not wish to, Merry felt her heart skip a beat at the sight of his handsome face with his attention solely on her.

      “I should be very glad of the chance to speak to you whenever you may wish it, Miss Wells,” he told her, inclining his head. “I thank you. You have given me a sliver of hope, and for that, I am truly grateful.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a very grand occasion, and thus far, Thomas was enjoying himself thoroughly. Of course, he had done the proper thing in seeking out Miss Wells and, having greeted her with a warm yet tentative smile, he had quietly asked if he might have a dance with her later on in the evening.

      Miss Wells had hesitated, her eyes searching his face, and for a moment, Thomas had thought she had been about to deliver a resounding set down and was about to state that she would not dance with him this evening or any evening that was to follow, only for her to surprise him completely and offer him her dance card. Nothing further had been said, for he had quickly thanked her and stepped away, not wanting to overstay and cause any awkwardness or difficulty. But, thus far, Thomas was feeling rather pleased with himself. Miss Wells had not rejected him completely, which meant there was now a flicker of hope that he would succeed in winning the wager.

      “Good evening, Lord Weston.”

      Thomas turned his head to see none other than the beautiful and charming Lady Reid approaching him, her fan fluttering delicately. He could not help but smile at her, taking great pleasure in the sheer beauty of her. She was dressed in the most ravishing of gowns with the purple hues bringing attention to her dark blue eyes. Her fair hair was held up on the top of her head, with glimmers of pearls catching his attention. With delicate curves, alabaster skin, and full, rosy lips, Thomas could not help but admire her.

      “Lady Reid,” he murmured, accepting her proffered hand and bowing over it, his lips only just brushing her skin. “My evening has brightened considerably now that I have seen you.”

      Lady Reid’s lips curved gently, her eyes holding his. “Your lips are honey, Lord Weston,” she murmured, as he let go of her hand. “But I shall not be taken in by you.”

      Thomas could not help but chuckle, knowing full well that Lady Reid very much enjoyed playing a flirtatious game with any gentleman she set her eyes upon. Being both widowed and wealthy meant that she could do as she pleased, using gentlemen as though they were mere fripperies. He had never yet experienced the pleasures that Lady Reid had to offer, although he very much appreciated her company whenever she deigned herself to draw near to him. He would be the envy of almost every gentleman present.

      “Might I not be allowed the opportunity to attempt to find something of import to say, Lady Reid?” he asked, moving a little closer to her, a smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “You may discover that I can be as genuine in my words as in my actions.”

      Lady Reid batted her long, dark eyelashes as she looked up at him, tilting her head carefully, as though she were a cat studying her intended prey. “That may be so, Lord Weston,” she replied, her voice soft. “I must consider whether or not I shall give you the opportunity to prove yourself to me in such a fashion.”

      Thomas’s heart leapt in his chest – not out of any sort of affection or fondness for the lady before him, but rather because of the hope that he might now become the chosen favorite of Lady Reid. “I must hope that you will find me satisfactory,” he replied with a small bow. “But for the moment, might I walk with you in search of some refreshments?”

      Lady Reid looked at him for a long moment, her piercing gaze beginning to bite away at Thomas’s hope. But then, she smiled at him and turned, reaching out one hand to him so that she might place it on his arm – and Thomas’s heart burst to life again.

      Walking through the ballroom, Thomas felt as though he were walking on the clouds in the sky, such was his pleasure and delight. Every eye was turned to him, every gaze catching sight of Lady Reid and her hand on his arm. It was a distinct, outward sign that she was considering him, and Thomas was almost breathless with importance.

      And then he saw Miss Wells.

      His heart dropped to the floor almost at once, his sudden recollection that he was to be supposedly attempting to court Miss Wells stabbing at his mind fiercely. Catching his breath, he forced a smile to his face, as Lady Reid looked up at him sharply, stumbling to find some explanation for his sudden intake of breath.

      “I am overwhelmed by your presence, Lady Reid,” he told her, seeing her concern fade and her brows lift from where they had knotted. “You do me a great honor with such attention.” He tried his best to ignore the way his stomach had twisted at the sight of Miss Wells, telling himself that he had nothing to worry about when it came to the lady. He was simply walking through the ballroom with another lady on his arm, and surely Miss Wells could not construe anything improper from that!

      Lady Reid gave him a sidelong look, turning her face away. “There may be more of this attention that you so obviously crave, Lord Weston,” she murmured, her words bringing a thrill of excitement to his chest. “If you would like to further your acquaintance with me, then I should be glad if you would call upon me.” She looked up at him again, a knowing smile touching her lips. “Although you should not have any expectations, Lord Weston.”

      “I have no expectations whatsoever, I assure you,” Thomas replied firmly, practically feeling the lingering stare of Miss Wells on his retreating back. “But I thank you, Lady Reid, for your generous offer. I should be more than happy to call upon you whenever you are next able to see me.”

      Lady Reid nodded, smiled, and let go of his arm. “A dance later, mayhap?”

      “A waltz, I hope,” Thomas said, hoping his luck with Lady Reid had not run out. “Or the supper dance?”

      Lady Reid’s smile grew. “The supper dance would do me very well,” she replied quickly. “I look forward to speaking with you later this evening, Lord Weston.”

      “Good evening,” he murmured, watching Lady Reid walk away and finding his whole being suddenly glowing with the delight of what might yet be with the lady. Of course, that could only come after he had finished his supposed courtship with Miss Wells, but that should not inconvenience Lady Reid in any way. She was not the sort of lady who was eager for courtship and marriage, for she was more than content, it seemed, with her life such as it was. If things went as he hoped with Lady Reid, then all he would have to do was ensure that Miss Wells had no knowledge of it.

      “What are you doing?”

      The hissed words of Lord Henderson reached Thomas’s ears, and he turned around with a sigh, looking wearily at his friend.

      “Whatever is the matter now, Henderson?” he asked, rubbing his forehead. “I did not think that accompanying a lady for a short time was to be frowned upon.”

      “Miss Wells has been watching you carefully,” Lord Henderson replied, his brow furrowing. “Do you wish to win this wager or not?”

      Thomas shook his head. “You are being quite ridiculous, Henderson. I have done nothing wrong. I will admit that I saw Miss Wells watching me, but I felt no concern.” The lie came easily to his lips. “I have not made an error in judgement, I am quite certain.”

      Lord Henderson’s frown did not lift. “Everyone in London is aware of Lady Reid’s status. They know full well that she is not at all inclined towards matrimony but rather seeks close friendships with her chosen gentlemen for entirely different purposes.” His eyes narrowed still further. “And now that you have been seen with her in such an intimate fashion, rumors will begin to spread.”

      Unable to prevent it, Thomas laughed aloud at this statement, shaking his head. “I hardly think walking with a lady is in any way intimate,” he replied with a chuckle. “You are much too concerned, my friend. I would have thought that you would wish me to lose the bet in order to make me realize just how foolish I am.”

      “You are my friend, Weston,” Lord Henderson stated firmly. “I may have been in my cups when the wager was made, but I must tell you that I am concerned not only for your sake but also for Miss Wells. As much as it pains me to admit it, I do not want you to lose the wager—for you will lose a great deal of money. What will your father say to that?”

      Thomas’s mouth went dry as he considered it, going cold all over. He had not given much thought to what his father’s reaction would be, for he had believed that he would be quite successful in his wager. However, if he failed, and if he did, in fact, have to pay Lord Wiltshire the money that was owed, then most likely, he would have the weight of his father’s displeasure resting on his shoulders thereafter. His father would be furious, his already worn patience broken completely. Would he insist that Thomas wed a lady of his choosing, instead of allowing Thomas to continue on as he was? Thomas shuddered at the thought.

      And yet, the wonderful Lady Reid was much too beautiful to give up.

      “I have a dance with Miss Wells,” he told Lord Henderson, who did not look in the least bit pleased. “I shall ensure that my attention is given to her solely and that she knows there is nothing to fear as regards Lady Reid.”

      Lord Henderson shook his head but said nothing.

      “That will be of great importance since I also have a dance with Lady Reid,” Thomas continued with a small shrug and rueful smile. “Although I cannot quite recall which dance I am to have with Miss Wells.”

      Lord Henderson rolled his eyes and let out a long breath. “It is just as well I was nearby when you approached the lady at the first,” he replied with a grim smile. “You have the supper dance with Miss Wells.”

      Thomas closed his eyes, his heart sinking to the floor. Surely he could not have been so foolish as to have offered the same dance to Lady Reid as to Miss Wells?”

      “What have you done?” Lord Henderson asked, his tone lowering. “Tell me you have not been foolish.”

      Not wanting to admit that this was the case, Thomas let out a long breath and tried to look nonchalant. “It seems that I have made an error, that is all,” he replied with a shrug. “I shall simply have to seek out Miss Wells and ask her for another dance.”

      Lord Henderson’s mouth dropped open. “You have them both for the supper dance?”

      “It was nothing more than a mistake!” Thomas stammered, spreading his hands. “You know what effect Lady Reid can have on a gentleman, do you not? When she asked me to dance with her, I could not help but offer the one that would allow me the greatest length of time with her. And I cannot turn from her now.”

      “But you must.”

      “No,” Thomas stated firmly. “No, I shall not. Lady Reid will not be willing to give me another opportunity if I turn from her now, whereas Miss Wells will have more than enough space on her dance card to permit me to choose another one. I am quite decided.”

      Knowing full well that Lord Henderson would, of course, find this decision to be the wrong one, Thomas turned away at once, leaving Lord Henderson standing with his mouth ajar, clearly ready to have spoken against this choice but having no opportunity to do so. Making his way across the ballroom, Thomas tried to discover where Miss Wells might be, feeling a twist of concern over what he was to have to do, even though he had told Lord Henderson that he was quite confident in his decision.

      He had only just made amends with Miss Wells, had he not? She had only just begun to trust that he might not be as rude as he had seemed at the first, but now he was to do something that would, no doubt, have her disappointed in him again. Perhaps he might ruin their budding acquaintance entirely.

      Drawing in a long breath, Thomas shook such thoughts from his mind and determined that he would not fear about the consequences. To be the chosen companion of Lady Reid was much too great an opportunity for him to pass up, even if it meant he would have to work all the harder to regain the trust and hopefully, adoration of Miss Wells. Yes, he knew he was being entirely selfish, but since that was as he had always been, it did not matter to him a great deal.

      “Miss Wells.” Spotting her, Thomas hurried towards her, bowing quickly and clearing his throat. “I regret to say that I—”

      “I know that you may think you ought to be listened to the moment you arrive in the company of any young lady, Lord Weston, but even you must realize it is highly rude to simply interrupt another gentleman when he is conversing with the lady!”

      Thomas began to stammer a response, realizing that he had, in fact, stepped right into the middle of a conversation between Miss Wells and another gentleman.

      “Lord…” The name escaped him as he struggled to regain his composure. “Forgive me, I–”

      “Lord Whitaker,” the gentleman replied dryly, looking at Thomas with a disdainful lift to his brow. “Good evening.”

      “Good evening,” Thomas replied, daring a look at Miss Wells, who was, for the most part, watching the interaction with interest. “I must apologize. In my haste, I did not see you speaking to Miss Wells.”

      Lord Whitaker chuckled. “You mean to flatter the lady, I think, Lord Weston.”

      Thomas gritted his teeth, hating the feeling that Lord Whitaker was not only laughing at him, but was, for whatever reason, appearing much more reasonable and respectful than he. Suddenly, what he had been going to say to Miss Wells about requesting another dance so that he might dance with Lady Reid at the supper dance went from his mind. He could not allow someone such as Lord Whitaker to take his place, if it should mean that that Miss Wells might favor Lord Whitaker instead of himself.

      “I mean to speak honestly, Lord Whitaker,” he replied quickly. “That is all.”

      Lord Whitaker chuckled again, making Thomas clench his jaw with frustration. “Is that so, Lord Weston?” he replied with a grin. “What is it then, that is so very important that you interrupted my conversation with Miss Wells?”

      The words he wanted to say were gone from his mind, his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth. He looked hopelessly at Miss Wells, feeling as though he were completely lost. This had never been the case before. He was always able to talk to ladies without any difficulty, but this was now the second time that he had struggled to speak to Miss Wells with ease.

      “You are having an enjoyable evening, I hope?”

      He looked up at her, finding himself more than a little relieved that Miss Wells had been considerate enough to speak and, therefore, saving him from his embarrassment. “I have had an enjoyable evening thus far, Miss Wells, yes.”

      Something in her eyes flickered and a slight hardness appeared about her mouth. “You have most of the ton eager to seek your company, it seems.”

      The memory of how she had watched him as he had walked with Lady Reid came back to his mind almost at once, recalling the sharpness of her gaze. “I am acquainted with a good many of the beau monde, Miss Wells. Although there are only some to whom I seek to further my acquaintance.” This had been meant to be something of an encouragement to her, for he had wanted to suggest, without saying it implicitly, that it was she to whom he wished to further his acquaintance, but unintentionally, he had suggested that it was Lady Reid to whom his attention had been drawn.

      Miss Wells’ eyes narrowed, a slow flush creeping up her cheeks. “I see,” she replied, lifting her chin and looking towards Lord Wiltshire. “Then do not allow me to hold you back from such a thing, Lord Weston,” she replied, clearly insulted. “I am quite certain that Lord Whitaker will be more than willing to dance the supper dance with me, since he has already asked.”

      Lord Whitaker seemed to be more than pleased with this suggestion, stepping in before Thomas could even speak. “Indeed I would,” he said at once, throwing a hard look in Thomas’s direction. “In fact, nothing would please me more.” It seemed Lord Whitaker did not particularly care for Thomas and was not about to allow him the chance to explain. “In fact, Miss Wells, let me remove you from this situation at once. It seems that the air about us has become a trifle unpleasant.”

      Miss Wells frowned, looking back at Thomas for a moment. The hardness of her expression had begun to lift, and she opened her mouth as if she was to say something, only for Lord Whitaker to step directly in front of Thomas and prevent anything from being said. She was swept away before he could say another word, leaving Thomas standing alone, feeling both frustrated and angry. He ought to be relieved, he told himself, turning on his heel and storming across the ballroom. He should be glad that he did not need to dance with Miss Wells and would be able to therefore dance with Lady Reid without concern, but he did not feel any joy nor happiness at the prospect. Instead, he was deeply frustrated at his own confusion and furious with Lord Whitaker’s behavior and attitude that had been so vehemently displayed towards him.

      It was deeply unsettling to have such a plethora of emotions over a young lady he was meant to care nothing for. Shaking his head as though it might dislodge some of what he felt, Thomas continued to make his way across the ballroom, thinking that the best thing for him to do until the supper dance was to find a quiet corner and enjoy a glass of brandy. For whatever reason, he did not feel like company any longer, and that in itself was deeply troubling.
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      Merry did her best to keep her sigh as contained and as hidden as possible, but hearing Titania wittering on about her upcoming wedding and all the intricate details that were to be a part of it was, to her mind, rather tiresome. It was not as though she was not pleased for her sister, for Titania appeared to have made an excellent match, which was made all the better by the fact that Lord Carroway cared for her deeply, but it was growing somewhat wearisome to hear the same discussions over and over again. Dinah was not saying a word, her face turned away from Titania and her eyes closed as though she were in prayer. Catherine was, at the very least, trying to show some interest, but Merry herself was not able to pay even the slightest bit of attention.

      Her last interaction with Lord Weston was playing on her mind.

      Muttering darkly to herself over her own lack of ability to push him from her thoughts, Merry rose from her chair and without a word to her sisters or cousin, began to make her way towards the door.

      “Merry!”

      She paused, turning her head and looking at Titania’s wide-eyed face. “Yes?”

      “You do not wish to hear what I have to say about the ribbons?”

      Pasting a smile on her face, Merry gave a small shrug. “I have some matters of my own to sort out, Titania.”

      “But the ribbons!” Titania exclaimed, as though this was, at present, the most important thing. “Surely you cannot–”

      “Do leave Merry alone,” Catherine replied suddenly, throwing Merry a quick glance before frowning at Titania. “She has matters of her own, as she has said.” She gave Merry a quick smile. “Has Mama got more gowns for you to try?”

      Merry, grateful for Catherine’s help, lifted her shoulder. “You know that Mama is doing her very best to have me noticed by the gentlemen of the ton, as much as I do not wish it,” she replied quickly. “Therefore, I have very little choice now but to go along with what she requests. Especially since, despite my pleas, it has been decided that I have lost the wager!” She shot a dark glance towards Titania, who held her chin up defiantly.

      “Lord Whitaker seemed to be very attentive last evening, I thought,” Catherine said quietly, looking at Merry with no discernable expression on her face. Perhaps she wanted to gauge Merry’s reaction before she said any more. “What did you think of him?”

      Merry did not immediately reply, thinking quickly about what she wanted to say. The truth was, she had found Lord Whitaker pleasant enough but had been irritated by how he had practically marched her away from Lord Weston. On top of that came a stab of guilt over her own behavior, thinking that she had behaved rather poorly towards Lord Weston and had, mayhap, jumped to the incorrect conclusion about what he had been trying to say.

      “Merry?”

      This time, it was Titania who held her gaze, a flicker of interest in her eyes.

      “I thought Lord Whitaker most amiable,” Merry replied calmly, tugging herself out of her thoughts. “But that is all I thought.”

      Titania slumped back into her chair and rolled her eyes. “You shall never find a gentleman good enough for you if you do not allow yourself to admit when you have been quite flattered by a gentleman’s presence or manner towards you, Merry,” she said, as though Merry were deliberately hiding the truth from her. “Lord Whitaker is a viscount, is he not?” Seeing Merry’s nod, she spread her hands. “Then what can be wrong with admitting that you found him charming, amenable, genteel, kind, considerate and, mayhap, handsome?”

      Merry planted her hands on her hips, feeling a flicker of anger in her chest. “May I remind you, Titania, that I am not the kind of young lady who falls at the very first gentleman’s feet when they deign themselves to show me even the smallest flicker of interest.”

      A hard laugh came from Titania’s lips. “I think we are aware of that, Merry. If that had been so, then you would have reached out for Lord Weston’s attentions at the first, long before Lord Whitaker showed you consideration!”

      Silence flooded the room. Titania’s laugh died away although the harsh jangling it had brought to Merry’s ears remained. Titania herself continued to try to smile, only for it to begin to fade as she received angry glances from not only Merry but from Catherine also.

      Merry’s throat ached, a dull pain settling in her chest. Her sister was being both irritating and insensitive with her harsh words, and it was this that brought such pain to Merry’s heart. Had not Merry supported her when she had spoken to their mother about her disdain for Lord Weston? Why now had she seemingly turned against her?

      “He that is slow to anger is better than the mighty.”

      Merry closed her eyes, feeling her spirit rebel against Dinah’s softly spoken words. She wanted to rail at Titania, wanted to give full vent to her rage, but instead the Bible verse began to make its way into her heart, and it settled there.

      “I am sorry, Merry.”

      Surprised, Merry looked to Titania, whose face was now a deep shade of scarlet.

      “I spoke hastily,” she continued quickly. “I know that Lord Weston offended you greatly, and I should not have referred to him.” She looked at her with concern in her eyes. “It is only that I seek for you to find the same happiness that I have done, in the hope that it might bring you the freedom you desire.”

      Freedom?

      Merry’s stomach twisted. How had Titania known that she sought such a thing? It was the freedom that would come with being allowed to live as she wished, whether it be in beautiful gowns or the drabbest of garbs, just as long as she knew she was loved by another who cared naught for what she wore. To have a gentleman care for her character instead of her hair or her gown or her figure: was such a thing ever to truly be grasped?

      “Thank you for your apology,” she replied tightly, not wanting to allow Titania, Catherine, or Dinah to see that Titania’s words had left a mark upon her heart. “Perhaps we might talk about ribbons another time. Do excuse me.”

      She left before any of her sisters or cousin could say anything more to her, wanting to bring an end to the conversation. Her heart was clenched with pain, making her almost double over as she quit the room. Pausing for a long moment, she dragged in air until the pain left her, closing her eyes tightly so as to stem the tears that came quickly. Titania had apologized, and she had accepted it. There was no need to think of it any longer. She would continue to do as she had always done – keep her feelings and struggles within her heart and not allow any other to see them.

      “Merry, my dear! Whatever is the matter?”

      Her mother bore down on her all at once, having appeared at the top of the staircase and seeing Merry bent over.

      “I-I am quite all right, Mama,” Merry assured her, one hand placed against her heart as she tried to smile. “It is just that I–”

      To her horror, as she tried to finish speaking, tears began to pour from her eyes and splash onto her cheeks. She stared up, aghast, at Lady Whitehaven, seeing her mother’s concerned expression and feeling as though she could do nothing to prevent herself from weeping all the more.

      “I am truly worried for you, my dear,” her mother said, her arm wrapped around Merry’s shoulders as she drew her away from the door and began to walk with her towards the library. “What is it that troubles you so?”

      Merry blinked rapidly, her tears finally abating as she walked into the library. “I am quite all right, Mama.”

      “No, you are not,” Lady Whitehaven replied firmly, “and I am not about to let you pretend that there is nothing wrong, Merry. I know that you are vastly experienced when it comes to hiding all that you feel from everyone but yourself, but in this matter, I will not allow you to do so now. This Season has been an entirely new experience for you, has it not? Therefore, there must be a great deal of emotion that floods you, and I must insist that you share it with me.” Sitting down, she gestured for Merry to take the seat opposite her and, having very little choice but to do so, Merry opened her mouth but did not begin to speak.

      “Now,” Lady Whitehaven began, gesturing towards Merry. “Begin.”

      Merry opened her mouth to again to insist that she was perfectly well, only to see the flash of her mother’s eyes and the thin tug of her lips and to realize that she would not be able to escape from it this time.

      “I-I have been considering my own behavior as regards a certain gentleman,” she admitted slowly, seeing her mother’s shoulders begin to drop in evident relief that Merry was beginning to speak to her honestly. “I have been deep in thought in fact, to the point that I was distracted from what Titania was speaking of – ribbons and the like – and so made to quit the room. Titania and I had something of a spat, but it is at an end now.” She managed a watery smile, although her mother began to frown. “It has been put right, Mama, that is all. You need have no concern for me.”

      Lady Whitehaven shook her head. “That does not explain why you were so deeply upset, Merry. What is it about your behavior that concerns you so?”

      Merry hesitated, pressing her lips together as she tried to explain what she had been thinking and feeling. How could she tell her mother about Lord Weston when she had been so determined to set herself against him?

      “Merry.”

      Her mother’s voice was low, her eyes narrowing slightly, and Merry knew there was no escape from this now. Heaving a sigh, she shook her head.

      “It is to do with Lord Weston,” she admitted, seeing her mother’s brows lift in surprise.

      “Not, then, Lord Whitaker?”

      Closing her eyes, Merry let out another breath. “I will admit that Lord Whitaker was most attentive at the ball,” she replied, opening her eyes to see her mother nod slowly. “However, at one point, he behaved in a manner that did not allow me to speak nor act in the way that I wished, and I have found myself troubled with that.”

      Lady Whitehaven said nothing, sitting back in her chair and continuing to watch Merry.

      “As regards Lord Weston,” Merry continued, finding it easier to speak with every word that was said. “I confess that it is my own behavior towards him that has been weighing on my mind.”

      “In what way?” Lady Whitehaven inquired, her expression alive with interest. “You were not inappropriate or ill mannered, I hope?”

      “Of course I was not,” Merry replied at once. “But I will admit that something Lord Weston said angered me, and I responded harshly. It was only some moments later that I realized I might have been incorrect with what I thought and that he could have been, in fact, seeking to compliment and encourage me.”

      Lady Whitehaven’s expression changed to one of mild surprise. “Indeed.”

      “But by then, it was much too late,” Merry finished hopelessly. “And having reflected upon what I did and said, I must admit that I was irritated in seeing Lord Weston walk with Lady Reid.”

      Lady Whitehaven drew in a breath. “I saw that also,” she replied with a small smile. “And I found myself relieved that you had set your mind against Lord Weston, for it appears to me that his company is sought after by almost every lady in the ton.”

      “Save for me,” Merry replied heavily.

      Lady Whitehaven chuckled softly. “Yes, that is so,” she admitted quietly. “I meant only to encourage you—that you were not the only one who reacted in a certain way upon seeing Lady Reid with Lord Weston.” She shook her head. “Lady Reid’s reputation is well known.”

      Merry nodded but said nothing. What was troubling her most of all was the sheer depth of feeling that had crashed over her when she had first glanced Lord Weston and Lady Reid. Disappointment, sadness, grief, anger, and frustration had washed through her, one after the other, until she had barely any breath left in her lungs. Of course, she had no reason to feel such things because it was quite right for a gentleman to walk with a lady through a ballroom and, as such, did not signify a great deal. Why she had felt so strongly, Merry still did not know, and it troubled her still.

      “Lord Weston did appear to want to begin his acquaintance with you anew however,” Lady Whitehaven continued gently, looking keenly into Merry’s eyes. “Does that mean that you thought he might wish to pursue you in some way?”

      “No, indeed I did not!” Merry exclaimed at once, going hot all over as her mother’s eyes pierced her very heart. “No, I cannot say that I did, Mama.”

      Lady Whitehaven hesitated for a moment, then shrugged delicately. “Then if it is only your behavior that concerns you, all you need do is seek Lord Weston out and apologize to him. Then the matter should be freed from your conscience and you can continue on as you are, particularly if Lord Whitaker is eager to pursue you.”

      But what if I do not want him to pursue me?

      It did not make sense. She should be glad that Lord Whitaker seemed to be interested in her. He had not simply glanced at her, made her acquaintance, asked her to dance, and then left her side only to return when his dance was due. Instead, he had remained and spoken to her at length, asking her about her family, her late father, her interests and the like. He had appeared quite interested in her responses, and for that, she should have been glad. However, all she had been able to think of was Lord Weston and how rudely she had spoken to him. The look on his face as Lord Whitaker had taken her away from his company continued to linger in her mind, making her head heavy and sore.

      “I should like to see Lord Whitaker’s reaction should I dress as I usually do, Mama,” she said slowly, looking up to see her mother frown. “I must be convinced that he is interested in who I am rather than how I appear. I know that I do not have a great deal of beauty, but even that–”

      “Do as you wish, Merry.”

      Her mother’s response surprised Merry entirely, for she had fully expected Lady Whitehaven to refuse to even consider the idea.

      “If it will ease your mind and your heart, then you must do as you think fit,” Lady Whitehaven continued. “Although I will insist that you continue to dress fittingly for the social occasions we attend in the evenings. Should Lord Whitaker wish to call upon you, then you may dress as you please. Does that satisfy you?”

      Merry nodded, her fingers lacing together as a tight knot of tension settled in her stomach. “It does, Mama.”

      “And Lord Weston?”

      His dejected face lingered in her thoughts, her heart sinking like a stone all over again. “I shall speak to him, Mama,” she agreed, already going hot all over at the thought of doing so. “I shall admit to my mistake and apologize for it, in the hope that my mind will be freed of all the guilt that I feel.”

      Lady Whitehaven nodded. “Very good, Merry. You have a determination about you that I find quite pleasing.” Her smile faded as she continued to regard her daughter. “However, I do wish that you would not keep such emotions to yourself. It is something of a pain for me to see you go through so much alone. You know that I am always ready to listen to you and should never betray an intimacy.”

      Merry felt her tears return, but this time she managed to hold them back. “I am aware of that, Mama,” she replied, knowing in her heart that even though her mother had been absolutely determined and stubborn at times, she had done it out of concern for Merry. “I shall consider speaking to you about matters of the heart,” she promised, unable to force herself to do so. “It is not something I am accustomed to, but I will admit that speaking to you as I have done now has been something of a relief.”

      Lady Whitehaven’s smile returned. “I am very glad to hear you say so, my dear,” she replied gently. “No more hidden tears, my dear girl. You shall find happiness in the end. I am quite certain of it.”
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      “Is that so?”

      For whatever reason, Lady Reid’s usually sparkling conversation held no interest for Thomas today. She had accepted his invitation to take a short walk through Hyde Park, which he had arranged for the fashionable hour, but much to his dismay, Thomas felt no pleasure in her company. It was most disconcerting.

      “You are rather quiet today, Lord Weston.”

      Thomas cleared his throat and gave her a quick, apologetic look. In the sunlight, Lady Reid looked more like an angel than a mere lady of London, her parasol held carefully so that she would not have even a momentary flicker of sunlight on her face.

      “I do apologize, Lady Reid,” he replied, quickly coming up with an excuse. “It is just that I find myself delighting in your company and in listening to what you have to say.”

      Lady Reid smiled delicately, although there was no particular warmth in her eyes. “I have been flattered a great deal in my life, Lord Weston,” she murmured. “I do not always accept the compliments given to me, especially if I think they are being used as an excuse for a gentleman to hide behind.”

      Thomas blinked and tried his best to look astonished. “I assure you, Lady Reid, it is only that I am overcome with the joy of your company,” he replied, as earnestly as he could. “Surely you must be aware of the gravitas and importance that surrounds you? A gentleman catches the eye of every single gentleman and lady of the ton when he walks with you. I shall be the envy of almost every gentleman we pass, I am quite certain.”

      This seemed to satisfy Lady Reid, for her eyes glowed with pleasure. “I believe you will be the envy of every gentleman, Lord Weston,” she told him calmly, turning her face back to the path they walked together. “For I have never had a gentleman refuse me a single request before. Not even one who stated he was completely overcome with love for his betrothed.”

      This did not bring a smile to Thomas’s face. Instead, his stomach turned over on itself, his heart squeezing painfully as his lips curved into a disdainful grimace.  He found no pleasure in what Lady Reid had said, even though he had once boasted the very same thing. That was why he had been so caught up with Miss Wells, was it not? She had refused to step out onto the dance floor with him and, as such, he had found himself angry and confused over her refusal, for it had been the first he had ever encountered. He had been proud that no lady had ever rejected him, had never once turned away from his requests, and yet, now that Lady Reid stated almost the very same thing, he felt disdain for her in a way he had not expected. Guilt stained his heart, making his expression twist all the more. He had no right to think badly of her, not when he was of the very same ilk.

      It was all most unsettling. What was becoming of him? Why had he reacted in such a way as this?

      “You would not even consider refusing me anything, I think.”

      Lady Reid lifted her blue eyes to his, capturing his attention in a moment.

      “No, indeed I would not,” Thomas replied firmly, even though his mind was clamoring for him to say something entirely different. “I am aware of just how luck has blessed me with your company, Lady Reid. You cannot imagine just how grateful I am.”

      She laughed delicately, drawing the attention of some of the beau monde nearby. Looking up at him, she gave him a long glance, which warmed Thomas’s heart somewhat and chased away his other, more confusing thoughts. Of course, he would give Lady Reid whatever she asked for, just so long as she did not expect him to fall in love with her or seek matrimony. He still had no intention of allowing himself to feel any such emotion and certainly did not want to take a wife!

      And then, an image of Miss Wells thrust itself into his memory with such sharpness that he caught his breath. His heart began to pound furiously, a trickle of sweat running down his back as he tried to regain his composure. What was it about Miss Wells that continued to plague him? Why had he thought of her at the very moment he told himself he did not wish to seek a wife?

      “Lord Weston?”

      Lady Reid’s tone was a trifle angry now, clearly irritated with his manner.

      “Your beauty takes my breath from me, Lady Reid,” he croaked, pulling out his handkerchief and dabbing lightly at his brow. “I am overcome.” It was a foolish excuse and one that he knew she would not believe, but it was all he could say. Fully aware that he was making a cake of himself, Thomas stuffed his handkerchief back into his pocket and cleared his throat, doing his utmost to rid his mind of any thought of Miss Wells. He was here with Lady Reid, and therefore she should be the sole object of his consideration.

      “Perhaps we might stop for a few minutes,” Lady Reid said, her tone suggesting that he would be best to do as she asked. “Look, there is Lord Gladstone and Lord and Lady Phillips.”

      Thomas murmured his assent and stepped from the path to lead Lady Reid over to the three acquaintances, only for his eye to catch sight of someone else entirely. Someone who had their gaze fixed upon him, so as not to miss even a single moment.

      Miss Wells.

      “If you will excuse me for a few moments, I have just seen someone that I wish to speak to most urgently,” Thomas said suddenly, unable to resist the urge to go out after Miss Wells and speak to her about what had occurred the night of the ball. For some reason, he had a deep urgency to explain to her that he had not meant to suggest that he had wanted to further his acquaintance with Lady Reid, even though, he realized, as he hurried towards her, that it appeared that this was now precisely what he was doing. Most likely, Miss Wells would simply turn away from him and retreat before he even had the opportunity to speak to her.

      Much to his surprise, Miss Wells did no such thing. Instead, she remained precisely where she was, standing close to her mother who was in conversation with someone Thomas did not recognize.

      “Miss Wells.” He bowed deeply, feeling her eyes lingering on him as she bobbed a quick curtsy.

      “Lord Weston,” she murmured, no smile on her face nor a look of disdain. “You are out walking with Lady Reid this afternoon I see. Are you having a pleasant walk?”

      He did not know what to say, looking down into her pale face and wondering why he found himself at such a loss when he did not feel such a way with any other lady of his acquaintance. Was he embarrassed that he had been seen by her walking with Lady Reid? He had no need to feel such mortification—surely!

      “You seem a little at a loss for words, Lord Weston.” A slight tinge of pink had come to Miss Wells cheeks, her eyes flicking from his face to his shoulder and back again. “Perhaps it is I who ought to speak first.”

      Thomas tried to smile, tried to say that there was no need for such a strain between them, but Miss Wells had begun to speak again before he had the chance to say a word.

      “I must apologize for my sharpness with you at the ball, Lord Weston,” she said, her words coming out in a torrent, still unable to keep her eyes fixed to his. “I believe that I misunderstood what you were saying and, as such, made the mistake of insulting you in a most improper fashion.” She swallowed hard, pressing her lips together for a moment. “Forgive my foolishness, Lord Weston.”

      Thomas did not know what to say. He was astonished not only at her honesty but what it was that she said. A flood of questions rushed into his mind, but he could say nothing, his mouth opening and then closing again.

      “After all that has occurred between us thus far, Lord Weston,” Miss Wells continued, her voice somewhat tremulous as she attempted to speak with the same openness with which she had begun, “I cannot imagine what you must think of me. I spoke to you with the very same rudeness of manner for which I berated you. You must truly think me ridiculous.”

      “Not ridiculous, Miss Wells,” Thomas murmured, finding something quite lovely about her current manner. The vulnerability she displayed spoke to him in a way that nothing had before, making his heart soften. It was a most unexpected sensation and one that he allowed to penetrate through his whole being. A genuine smile of appreciation spread across his face as he looked back at her, seeing the question in her eyes and finding himself eager to answer it. “You have nothing to concern yourself with, Miss Wells,” he continued, aware of how she seemed to relax in front of him. “I can well understand why you thought I referred to Lady Reid—for my character fully deserves such consideration. I have not been the gentleman that I have been expected to be.”

      He blinked, astonished that such words had come from his own mouth, and not only that, but that they had been said to Miss Wells, who was now looking at him in surprise. Sand filled his mouth. Why had he said such a thing? There was no denying that he had fallen far short of the standards set for gentlemen of the ton and certainly in terms of what his father expected, but that had never concerned him before. Why had he admitted such a thing to Miss Wells? Was it because he somehow wanted her to believe that he was a gentleman seeking to change? It would, he supposed, make her more inclined towards him, and therefore give him better opportunity to win his wager. From that particular perspective, it was perhaps a good thing to have said.

      “You surprise me greatly, Lord Weston,” Miss Wells replied, after some moments of silence had passed between them. “I had not expected you to be so honest with me.”

      “You lead by example, Miss Wells,” he replied, trying to convince himself that he had said such a thing simply to further his own opportunities with Miss Wells and not for any other reason. “Might I say that this conversation has brought a great rest to my heart. Thank you for your openness. It has encouraged me to do so also.”

      Miss Wells smiled and, for the first time since they had been introduced, Thomas saw a softness in her expression. He wanted to cling onto the moment, to hold it close to him so it would not pass him by with the swiftness that he knew would take it from him. It was a strange desire indeed, but Thomas did not allow his mind to question it. It was too beautiful to throw aside.

      “I do hope you enjoy the rest of your walk with Lady Reid,” Miss Wells said, looking at something behind him, her smile beginning to disappear. “I should allow you to return to her, of course.”

      Before she could turn away and without having had prior intention to do so, Thomas stepped forward and grasped her hand. He did so with such swiftness that Miss Wells caught her breath; her gasp audible. It was only for a moment, for he could not be seen to do such a thing in public, but it was enough to grasp her attention.

      “Might I be permitted to walk with you, Miss Wells, one afternoon?” he asked urgently. “Might I call upon you with my carriage?”

      Miss Wells’ eyes flared for a moment, her light green eyes seeming to darken to emeralds. Thomas felt his heart quicken, his hands clenching into fists as he waited for her to reply. There was a desperate hope in his heart that she would accept him, almost praying that she would do so in order that his pursuit of her might begin.

      “I-I think….” Miss Wells trailed off, biting her lip, and Thomas could not help but close his eyes, waiting for what he feared was now her inevitable refusal.

      “If you wish to, Lord Weston, then I would be glad to accept you.”

      His eyes opened at once, staring at her as astonishment flooded him.

      “I should like to very much,” he stammered, feeling vastly unlike the confident, suave gentleman he knew himself to be. “Thank you for your kindness, Miss Wells.”

      She laughed and the tension that had been swirling between them washed away in a moment. “You have not proved yourself to me yet, Lord Weston,” she said, with a hint of teasing in her voice. “But nor have I.” Her smile softened, and she looked at him again. “Thank you, Lord Weston.”

      “I look forward to seeing you again, Miss Wells,” he replied honestly, smiling back at her before she turned away to re-join her mother.

      “You seemed greatly caught up in your conversation with that plain creature.”

      Lady Reid’s voice caught Thomas’s ears, her voice loud enough for Miss Wells to hear. Thomas had not known that she had drawn near to him, recalling how Miss Wells’ gaze had been drawn to something over his shoulder. Miss Wells clearly heard Lady Reid’s words for her back stiffened and her steps faltered for a moment – and Thomas felt himself tense.

      “I would not call her plain,” he replied, a trifle more loudly than Lady Reid. “Her eyes, for example, are remarkably beautiful.” He kept his gaze upon Miss Wells as he spoke, seeing her throwing a quick glance over her shoulder as she looked back at both himself and Lady Reid. Her cheeks were bright red, and she turned away quickly, hurrying to her mother’s side and leaving Thomas battling with his anger.

      “Your tongue can be more than cutting, Lady Reid,” he told the lady, turning back to face her. “There was no need for such a remark.”

      Lady Reid’s delicate brows rose. “Are you defending such a lady?” she asked, sounding more than a little surprised. “She is not the sort of young lady you often seek out for your company, Lord Weston.”

      Thomas shook his head, remembering that he was meant to be courting Miss Wells out of nothing more than winning a wager and that Lady Reid could be a much greater conquest than Miss Wells. Why did he feel so angry over Lady Reid’s harsh words to Miss Wells? Miss Wells was meant to mean nothing to him, for he was meant to be feigning his interest in her, was he not?

      “You have a kind heart underneath all of your grandeur and bluster,” Lady Reid continued, now sounding rather mirthful. “You hide it well, Lord Weston, I must admit.”

      Pushing aside his desire to state that he was speaking in such a way in order to defend Miss Wells as best he could, Thomas simply gave Lady Reid a rueful smile and tried to return to his playful, jovial appearance that he had so often held. It was more difficult to return to than ever before, for a vision of Miss Wells and her reddened cheeks kept nudging at his heart, making his anger continue to flare.

      “Come, Lady Reid,” he said, offering her his arm and seeing her accept it at once, a thin smile on her face as though she knew she had succeeded in this matter. “We should return to your friends. I have not spoken to them as yet.”

      “That is because you were so eager to speak to Miss Wells that you practically ran from my side,” Lady Reid replied tartly. “Might I ask what was of such urgency that you could not resist going to her?”

      His mind began to whirl with responses, trying to find a good excuse that would satisfy Lady Reid.

      “I-I am acquainted to her brother and sought to discover whether he was to come to London this Season,” he replied, lying quickly and easily. “It seems he is not however.”

      Lady Reid threw up an interested glance. “Her brother?” she replied. “The newly titled Lord Whitehaven, I believe.”

      “Indeed,” Thomas answered, aware that should she question him further, he would have no answer as to the character nor even the description of the gentleman’s features, for he had never once met the fellow. “However, as I have said, it seems he is not to attend the Season this year.” Silently, he prayed that such a thing would not occur, for then Lady Reid might become suspicious of him and his reasons for seeking out Miss Wells. “There is nothing to concern yourself with there, Lady Reid.”

      She laughed then, a slight tinge of mockery to the sound that set Thomas’s teeth on edge.

      “I hardly think I should concern myself with someone as plain and as uninteresting as Miss Wells,” she replied, her arrogance once more showing its face. “But I thank you for your concern, Lord Weston.” Her hand tightened on his arm, as if she could see the displeasure that he was battling so hard to hide. “Come now, let us enjoy the rest of the afternoon with no more talk of this creature.”

      Thomas’s smile was tight, but he placed it upon his lips anyway. The urge to come to Miss Wells’ defense still rattled around within him, but he pushed it aside with an effort. The only thing he needed to do was concentrate on Lady Reid. Miss Wells would not mean anything to him in the long term, whereas an arrangement with Lady Reid could last a good deal of time and would be most satisfactory.

      The only thing that that held him back from feeling satisfaction at the present moment, however, was the realization that he was now looking forward to meeting with and walking with Miss Wells whenever he could arrange it. In fact, he realized, his smile slowly fading, he was looking forward to it a great deal more than he had been in walking with Lady Reid.

      What was happening to him?
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      “You have a letter, Merry.”

      Merry got to her feet at once, reaching to grasp the letter from her sister’s hand as a flurry of expectation brushed over her.

      “Something you have been expecting, mayhap?” Catherine asked with a small sidelong glance, as she moved to sit by the small fire in the grate, for the day was not particularly warm.

      Looking down at the letter, Merry ignored the glance and turned to sit in the window seat, her heart fluttering a little. Was this letter from Lord Weston? She could not forget how he had hurried towards her in the park only yesterday, for she had seen the urgency of his steps and the eager expression on his face as he had done so. What had made it all the more interesting was that he had been walking with Lady Reid at the time and had left her side in order to come towards her. Lady Reid had appeared to be quite disgruntled, for she had begun to approach Lord Weston soon after he had begun to speak to Merry herself but, surprisingly, Merry had not felt any jealously nor irritation towards either Lady Reid or Lord Weston. Instead, she had felt herself aglow with pleasure at Lord Weston’s willingness to not only speak to her but also to listen to her apology. He had been very gracious and considerate – gentle, in fact, in his manner towards her. It was markedly different to the first time they had met, and Merry found herself beginning to be inclined towards him. That was why she had accepted his request to call upon her and walk with her in the park one day soon.

      And mayhap this letter was to arrange such an invitation.

      Catching her breath, Merry told herself quietly to quell her excitement before breaking open the seal. Unfolding it quickly, she spread it out and began to read.

      ‘My dear Miss Wells,’ the letter began. ‘I must apologize profusely for any embarrassment that was caused by Lady Reid’s unfair words yesterday afternoon. I must also hope that you have not set your mind against me because of it, for I would be grievously disappointed if that was to occur.’

      Merry let out her breath slowly, feeling it shudder out of her. Her cheeks grew hot as she recalled what Lady Reid had said within her hearing. Most likely, it had been said in order to bring shame and embarrassment. Had it not been for Lord Weston’s determined and robust defense of her, perhaps that was what she would have felt. It had not been mortification that had warmed her cheeks then, but rather a gentle delight. He had spoken well of her, had made sure to defend her against the harsh words of Lady Reid, who had never once been introduced to Merry nor she to her. Why Lady Reid should care that Lord Weston had been speaking to Merry, she did not know, but it seemed that the lady wanted to make sure that Merry knew how little she thought of her.

      ‘If your answer is still as it was yesterday, then I must ask your permission to call upon you tomorrow afternoon, whereupon I propose a quiet walk in the park – or to any other place you wish to go. I look forward to your response at your earliest convenience.’

      Closing the letter slowly, Merry allowed a small smile to catch her lips. She had her answer already formed in her mind, knowing precisely what it was she wanted and having no desire to do otherwise. Lord Weston had proven himself to be genuine in his yearning to show her that he was not the rude, arrogant gentleman that she believed him to be at the first. He had accepted her own apology with good grace and, on top of which, Merry could not pretend that she herself did not have a desire to further her acquaintance with him. It was most peculiar to feel such a thing for a gentleman she had initially decided to dislike and certainly Merry would not allow herself to even admit such a thing to her sisters nor her cousin, but the desire was there at least. She could admit that to herself and found that she did not find such a desire to be in any way displeasing.

      Getting up from her chair, and without a single word to Catherine, who was still sending questioning glances in her direction, Merry hurried to the writing desk in the corner of the room and sat down at once. Her words flowed quickly as she wrote, her hands trembling slightly as she sanded the letter and then folded it carefully. Once it was sealed, she rose and rang the bell, pacing up and down the room, as she waited for one of the maids to arrive. She did not look at Catherine nor at Dinah, who had come into the room with a book in her hand, looking for a quiet place to read. Once the maid had arrived, she handed the note to her with specific instructions that it was to be delivered at once.

      “Goodness, Merry!” Catherine exclaimed, one eyebrow lifted in surprise. “You are certainly in a hurry. Whatever is it about?” A slightly hopeful look came into her eye. “Can it be that Lord Whitaker has–?”

      “It is naught to do with Lord Whitaker,” Merry replied swiftly, for whilst the gentleman was attentive should they meet at a social gathering, he had not yet suggested that he call upon her as Lord Weston had done. Gathering her courage, she looked Catherine directly in the eye. “It is Lord Weston who has asked me to walk with him, Catherine; that is all.”

      Catherine’s evident surprise grew all the more. “And you are eager to accept him?”

      “I have already accepted him,” she replied, feeling a blush catch her cheeks. “But I pray that you do not begin to ask me many questions about the matter nor seek to know everything that I think and feel as regards him. All you need know is that I shall be stepping out with Lord Weston come the morrow.” She lifted her chin as her sister looked back at her, no smile on her lips.

      “I shall not pry,” Catherine replied honestly. “You know that I care very little for matters of the heart.”

      “And I shall pray for you,” Dinah added, opening her book. “That is all I shall do, and I certainly shall not ask you to explain why you are giving him another opportunity to impress himself upon you.” She sighed and rolled her eyes. “Although I cannot imagine that Titania and Lady Whitehaven will be as unobtrusive in their questions, Merry.”

      Merry, a little surprised by Dinah’s response, began to nod slowly. “Lord Carroway came to call for them both so that they might have a picnic luncheon in the park,” she said, looking forward the door as though they might step through it at any moment. “Pray, I beg you both not to say a word of this affair to either of them. I shall speak to Mama about the matter, of course, but not in Titania’s hearing.”

      Catherine’s lips quirked, knowing full well that Merry was simply trying to avoid Titania’s exuberance that would come from hearing that her sister was to go out walking with Lord Weston, even though she had thought as poorly of him as Merry had done at first. “Should you care to walk for a time, Merry?” she asked, suddenly rising to her feet. “It is a fine afternoon, and I have some parcels to take to a few families in town.”

      Merry hesitated. “You are to give blankets and food to those who are struggling, are you not?” she asked, knowing Catherine’s tendency towards philanthropic work, which was a source of great frustration to Lady Whitehaven. “Does Mama know?”

      Catherine blushed and looked away. “If I am to keep your secret, Merry, then mayhap you might think of keeping mine.” She shot a look towards Dinah, but their cousin was already slightly turned away from them, her nose in her book. “Yes, I have blankets and the like to give to those who struggle in despair and difficulty.”

      “Where did you get the money to buy such things?”

      Catherine’s blush deepened all the more. “Pin money is useless to me, Merry,” she told her sister, reminding Merry of the small stack of money that she had stored up in her bedchamber, having never had any desire to buy ribbons or the like. “So therefore, I have chosen to give it to others less fortunate.”

      “I shall not chide you for that,” Merry replied fervently. “In fact, I shall ensure you have my pin money also for your endeavors, given that I have very little to spend it on.” She hesitated, then smiled. “Although I shall keep a little back so that I might purchase a new book from the bookshop, should you care to walk with me into town? I will be able to show it to Mama thereafter as evidence of why we chose to quit the house.”

      A grateful look caught Catherine’s eye as she nodded. “That sounds wonderful,” she replied quickly. “I shall call the carriage and have it prepared. We shall be ready to leave within the hour.”
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        * * *

      

      Some three hours later and Merry was exhausted. Catherine had practically filled the carriage with blankets and the like and, with the aid of the footmen who were with them, proceeded to hand out what she had to those in need. Having been required to step out of the carriage and walk into the dark, dank London streets, where the acrid smells burned her nostrils and the gloom of misery and poverty seemed to reach out and grasp at her sleeves, Merry had found herself both a little afraid for and in awe of her younger sister. Catherine showed no concern whatsoever, believing herself to be quite protected by the footmen who walked with them, carrying what Catherine had prepared. It had been quite astonishing to realize the depths to which some of London’s residents had fallen, and Merry’s heart had softened with the anguish of it all. When Catherine had, thereafter, taken her to a charitable house, where an older lady had greeted her sister as though she were an angel from Heaven, Catherine had given her the remainder of what she had brought and the lady had expressed her thanks over and over again, pressing Catherine’s hands as she did so.

      Catherine’s gentle spirit and kind heart behooved her, and Merry felt herself grow in respect for her sister.

      “You shall not say a word to Mama, I hope?”

      Merry linked arms with her sister as they wandered up the London street towards the bookshop, the carriage waiting for them. “I shall say nothing,” she replied truthfully. “You do wonderfully well, Catherine. Your generous spirit and your concern for others makes me question my own heart.”

      Catherine smiled softly, although there was no arrogance in her expression. “I believe God has given me a heart for the poor amongst us,” she replied quietly. “He does not give the same desire to all, and I should not expect you to do as I do, Merry.” She squeezed her sister’s arm gently. “You must find your own path.”

      Merry sighed, feeling a slight heaviness to her heart. “At this present moment, Catherine, I find myself a trifle confused,” she said. “Lord Weston and I have both behaved in a rather poor fashion, and yet something about him draws me towards him.” She had not intended to speak so honestly to her sister, but now that she had begun, she could not prevent herself from continuing on. “He sought me out in order to explain something that I had misunderstood, and thereafter, defended me to another.”

      “That speaks well of him,” Catherine replied. “Do you believe it to be genuine?”

      It was a question that did not spring an immediate answer to Merry’s lips. She looked towards Catherine and bit her lip, wondering what it was she should say. “I want to believe that his kindness and his seeming keenness to call upon me again comes from his heart,” she replied slowly, her eyes fixed on the road ahead. “I find that I want to know him better, Catherine, which is not what I thought when I first met him.”

      Catherine laughed softly as they drew near the bookshop. “Yes, he did make a very poor impression, did he not?” she asked, making Merry smile. “The only advice I should offer is that you ought to be careful with someone such as Lord Weston.” The smile left her face and a seriousness came into her eyes. “He is a rogue, Merry, and whether or not he is being one now is yet to be seen. A rogue is well known to be able to don any disguise that he wishes in order to gain victory over those young ladies he seeks to make his conquest.”

      “I understand what you are saying,” Merry replied, finding that she wanted to defend Lord Weston but knowing that her sister was speaking words of wisdom. “I shall be careful.”

      “And I do wonder what Mama’s reaction shall be,” Catherine added, a slight tug of her lips indicating the mirth that rose up within her. “She shall either be delighted or horrified to hear that you have accepted an invitation to walk with Lord Weston, Merry.”

      A slight twinge of guilt caught Merry’s heart. “Mayhap I should have spoken to her before I wrote to Lord Weston,” she admitted, feeling a little tense. “I suppose I feared that she would be overly exuberant. I did not think that she might be displeased.”

      Catherine laughed and shook her head. “It will not matter,” she answered, encouraging Merry. “You have made your own decision, as you have always done before, Merry, and that will not come as any great surprise to our dear mama.”

      Merry made to answer, made to retort in a teasing fashion that she had very little idea as to what Catherine was saying, only for the bookshop door to open and a lady to stride through, as the door was held back for her. Merry’s steps began to slow as she caught sight of the lady’s face, seeing her to be none other than Lady Reid, who had spoken so harshly about Merry only yesterday.

      Catherine shot her a quizzical look, but Merry only shook her head quickly and turned towards the door, making to ignore Lady Reid entirely. After all, they were not introduced and as such, had no reason to speak to one another.

      “Ah, Miss Wells.”

      She stopped dead; Catherine tugged to a standstill beside her. Quickly, she turned to greet Lady Reid, plastering a quick smile on her face.

      “Forgive me,” she said quickly, seeing the sharp gaze that came from the lady. “I do not think we have been introduced.” She let the words hang between them for a few moments, looking at the lady steadily and seeing the flash in her blue eyes. “You were walking with Lord Weston yesterday, I believe.”

      “And he then left my side in order to speak to you,” Lady Reid replied, her lips flattening as she looked at Merry with narrowed eyes. “Might I ask what it was you spoke of?”

      A tiny gasp of surprise escaped from Catherine, as Merry herself battled her own astonishment. It was more than extraordinary for Lady Reid to ask such an impertinent question, and Merry certainly was not about to answer it.

      “It was nothing of particular importance,” she replied firmly, managing to find her voice. “If you will excuse me, Lady Reid, we mean to find a book to read.”

      Lady Reid did not allow Merry to take her leave, for she took a small step closer to Merry and shook one finger in her direction.

      “You are to leave Lord Weston alone, Miss Wells, do you understand?”

      Merry stiffened, more than a little astonished by the lady’s lack of propriety and the rude manner in which she spoke. “I do not think that you have any right to tell me what I must or must not do, Lady Reid,” she replied firmly. “Good day.”

      “It will be all the worse for you if you permit your acquaintance to continue,” Lady Reid replied fiercely, her voice low and threatening. “Do not misunderstand me, Miss Wells. I shall make things more than difficult for you if you continue to accept Lord Weston’s attentions.”

      For a moment, Merry was quite at a loss for words, having never experienced such rudeness nor such an ill manner before. Lady Reid was clearly determined to have Lord Weston for herself and, therefore, wanted Merry to be gone from his acquaintance. Why would she demand such a thing? Surely Lord Weston could not have any sort of true fondness for Merry, so that he would set his face towards her instead of towards Lady Reid? Lady Reid was beautiful, intelligent, and captured the immediate attention of everyone within London the moment she had returned to town, whereas she herself was plain, dull, and certainly did not capture the attentions of the beau monde.

      “You have no right to threaten my sister.”

      It was Catherine who spoke up now, her chin lifted and her eyes sparkling with anger. Merry felt herself grateful for her sister’s support, moving a little closer to her.

      “She is permitted to speak to, associate with, and accept the invitations of anyone she chooses,” Catherine continued, decisively. “Good afternoon, Lady Reid.”

      Lady Reid’s hand shot out and grasped tightly to Merry’s arm. “You have accepted an invitation from Lord Weston?” she asked, her voice rising loudly. “What has he asked you?”

      Merry’s frustration burned with her, her cheeks flaring with color. “You shall have no satisfaction from me, Lady Reid,” she told her, wrenching her arm away. “It is only to state, once again, that I shall accept whatever invitations I choose, and that such a decision shall be mine alone. I will not listen to your threats nor your demands. Good day to you, Lady Reid.” She gave the lady a long, angry look before turning her head away and marching towards the back of the bookshop, her heart clamoring furiously within her.

      Merry could not help but dart one more look over her shoulder, however. Lady Reid was standing as she had been when Merry had left her, her gaze fixed on Merry. Her brows were lowered, her cheeks a dark, angry red, and a tenseness about her frame that spoke of utter fury. Merry could not understand it, for surely Lord Weston was the one to whom Lady Reid ought to speak should she have concern over whom Lord Weston spent time with. Nor did Merry think that Lord Weston would ever consider her in the place of Lady Reid. If it was his affections she sought, then Merry did not think that Lady Reid had anything with which to concern herself.

      “Goodness,” Catherine murmured, looking at Merry in surprise as the bookshop door closed behind Lady Reid as she left. “What was that all about? Why does Lady Reid seem so eager for you to step away from Lord Weston?”

      Merry shrugged, not allowing Catherine to see just how confused and upset she was. The strength and the anger that had flooded her as Lady Reid had spoken now gave way to bewilderment, her limbs shaking slightly from the shock of it all. Lady Reid was a powerful lady and the threats, whilst Merry had ignored them, could easily be brought to fruition in whatever way Lady Reid chose.

      “You should mention this to Lord Weston, when you walk with him tomorrow,” Catherine added, grasping Merry’s hand and taking her to a quiet part of the bookshop where they might speak in hushed tones. “I am certain he will want to know what has occurred.”

      Merry shook her head. “I have no reason to do so. Lord Weston can keep his own affairs in check, and since it is merely a walk and nothing more, I have nothing to concern myself over. If he was to seek to court me, however, then that would be an entirely different matter.” She tried to laugh, but the sound stuck in her throat. “Thank you for your concern and your help, Catherine.”

      “But of course,” Catherine replied at once, her eyes searching Merry’s face. “But I still think that you should speak to Lord Weston about what has just occurred. It is best that he knows of it.”

      Merry shook her head. “I do not think it will come to anything,” she told her sister, trying to push the incident from her mind. “But if he asks me, then of course, I shall tell him the truth.” She smiled at her sister, feeling the tension beginning to leave her frame. “Come now, let us look at the books before we return home. Remember that I must have an excuse to give to Mama as to why we left the house for a short time.”

      Catherine laughed softly, shaking her head, and the matter of Lady Reid was set to one side. “Very well,” she replied, with a smile in Merry’s direction. “I shall be glad to return home, I confess, for I find myself quite weary.”

      “As do I,” Merry agreed, suddenly finding herself quite anxious about speaking with Lord Weston come the morrow. What if he was to ask her about Lady Reid? What would she say? And would he come to her defense again if Lady Reid was to attempt to enact one of her threats? Or would he simply stand aside and allow the consequences of such a thing to occur without stepping in?

      Tossing her head as though to remove her thoughts, Merry tried to focus on the task at hand. She did not need to think about Lord Weston at the present moment. To give him more of her thoughts would allow him to linger there all the more, and Merry feared that, to do so, might begin to bring up feelings of fondness and affection within her heart, for a taste of such a thing had already begun to make its way into her soul.

      She was bewildered enough already without allowing that to occur!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Good afternoon, Miss Wells.”

      It did Thomas’s heart a world of good to see Miss Merry Wells at the door, standing ready and waiting for him. She wore a pale yellow gown that he would not have thought would have suited her—but, as she stepped out into the summer sunshine, he found himself thinking that she looked very well indeed. Her dark tresses were pulled back under her bonnet and a parasol hung from her arm. He bowed as she came down the steps towards him, with another young lady behind her.

      “My cousin Dinah thought to accompany us,” she told him, making a stab of disappointment lance his heart. “I do hope that is suitable.”

      He began to bluster, realizing that she was simply keeping to the rules of propriety. “But of course,” he replied, stammering a little awkwardly. “That is perfectly suitable, Miss Wells. Please.” He stepped to one side and offered her his hand so that she might climb into the carriage, putting a smile on his face and praying that she did not suspect that his first reaction to hearing that they would not be alone had been one of sheer disappointment.

      Miss Wells smiled at him, something flickering in her eyes as she accepted his hand and climbed inside – and Thomas found himself so distracted by the questions that filled his mind over what Miss Wells might be thinking, that he very nearly forgot to assist Miss Wells’ cousin into the carriage. She said nothing, moving quickly and not so much as looking at him as she climbed in. Much to Thomas’s surprise, the girl pulled out a book and began to read almost before Thomas had seated himself in the carriage.

      “My cousin is very fond of reading,” Miss Wells said, by way of explanation as the footman shut the carriage door. “Now, which park was it we were to attend?”

      Thomas cleared his throat and pushed aside all of his thoughts that came with being in the presence of Miss Wells. “I thought, mayhap, St James’s Park might make for a most agreeable afternoon, Miss Wells,” he replied, seeing her smile and nod as he reached up to rap on the roof. “It will not be particularly busy this afternoon – not as yet at least, although we can remain until it becomes so, if you wish it.”

      Miss Wells laughed softly as the carriage began to roll away. “You will find, Lord Weston, that I am not at all inclined towards being seen or to seeing others who come out simply in order to do so,” she replied, lifting her eyes to his. “If you wish it, however, then–”

      Silently thinking to himself that it would be best if Lord Wiltshire saw himself and Miss Wells together at some point, Thomas shook his head and let his eyes linger on Miss Wells. “No, I am quite content as I am,” he told her truthfully, a little surprised to realize that he had no eagerness to go in amongst the ton, such as it was. Was it because he did not want to be seen with Miss Wells? Or was it simply because he did not want any distractions when it came to speaking with her?

      “You do surprise me, Lord Weston,” Miss Wells murmured, turning her head to look out of the window. “I thought you might wish to be seen by the beau monde.” She lifted one eyebrow at him, and Thomas found himself flushing quickly. “Is that not the case?”

      “You know my reputation, it seems,” he replied quickly, his words tumbling over each other. “I will not pretend that I have not enjoyed all that London society has to offer, Miss Wells,” he continued, trying to find a truth he could share with her without informing her of the wager that had taken place almost a fortnight ago. “For the most part, I find myself enjoying society a great deal, and I will not pretend that such a thing is not the case.”

      “Remarkably honest, Lord Weston,” she replied, her eyes searching his expression as though she sought to see whether or not there was anything lacking with him. “That is where we differ, I think.”

      He could not help but ask her another question, caught up entirely by what she was saying. “You do not care for society then?”

      Miss Wells bit her lip and looked out of the carriage window again, clearly unwilling to speak.

      “Come now, Miss Wells,” Thomas said encouragingly, hoping that this would encourage the intimacy between them. “You can speak to me of such a thing without embarrassment, surely?”

      “It is not embarrassment that keeps me from speaking so,” she replied, looking back at him. “It is, unfortunately, a habit of mine to keep all that I think and feel entirely to myself. Therefore, I am unused to sharing the truths of my heart, and I find it most peculiar that I wish to do so now.” She stopped dead, her mouth a little ajar as she realized what it was she had said. A dusky pink brushed across her cheeks, and Thomas found himself smiling in appreciation of the sight before him.

      “I shall not mock you, Miss Wells,” he promised, finding himself more than eager to know what it was that she thought. Rationally, he tried to consider such a desire to be nothing more than a furthering of their acquaintance, which would then aid him in his attempt to win the wager, but his heart began to draw closer to Miss Wells, clearly wanting to know what she thought out of a simple, honest desire to know her better.

      Miss Wells let out a long breath, studying him carefully as though she were weighing up the consequences of speaking the truth to him. Thomas felt himself grow tense, although he could not explain why he felt such a way when he was meant to feel nothing for the lady before him. This was all meant to be an act, a façade, a mask. So why then, was he so desirous for her to speak openly to him?

      “I suppose there can be no harm in being honest with you, although I fear that my view of society shall differ greatly from yours, Lord Weston, and most likely, you shall argue with me that I am wrong,” she stated, lifting her gaze from his features and letting it settle on the London streets as they passed them. “I shall speak honestly, therefore.”

      “Pray, wait a moment,” he said, seeing the carriage drawing close to St James’s Park. “For we are almost at the park, and I should not wish you to be interrupted.”

      Miss Wells looked surprised at this but smiled at him after a moment, and Thomas found himself smiling back. He did not know why he felt such a warmth in his soul knowing that she had decided to be honest with him about what she thought of London society, but he allowed the feeling to spread through him regardless. It lingered in his heart as he dismounted from the carriage and took Miss Wells’ hand as she climbed down also. Her cousin decided to stay within the carriage, although Miss Wells made sure to promise that they would remain in sight of her.

      Thomas was more than grateful for that, feeling himself glad that he would be able to walk alone with Miss Wells for a time.

      “You were to be honest with me,” he began, as they stepped out along the path together. “What think you of the beau monde?”

      Miss Wells gave him a rueful smile. “You will berate me, I am certain of it.”

      He laughed and, before he could prevent himself, offered her his arm. Miss Wells looked a trifle surprised at this but accepted him without hesitation, which in turn brought a broad grin to Thomas’s face. He looked down at her, their gazes meeting for a long moment, before Miss Wells cleared her throat gently and turned her head away. Thomas was left feeling a little lost within himself, astonished to realize that he had been enjoying her smiles and forcing himself to reconsider the present situation as it stood. He was meant to be encouraging this intimacy so that he might win the wager, nothing more. Any feelings that rose within him regarding Miss Wells should be discarded at once.

      “I shall not berate you,” he promised, his words breaking the silence that had fallen over them both. “I am truly eager to hear what you have to say, Miss Wells.”

      She sighed heavily, then lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “I do not care for the beau monde, Lord Weston,” she replied with a quick smile in his direction. “Most likely, you have been able to ascertain this for yourself, given that I keep to the shadows during grand social occasions.”

      Not wanting to recall how harshly he had spoken to her the first time they had become acquainted, Thomas said nothing but continued to listen, letting her speak when she was ready. Again, came another heavy sigh as though she carried a great burden within her heart that she had never shared with another living soul.

      “I am a plain creature,” Miss Wells continued, stopping short when she heard him begin to protest. Looking up at him, she gave him a sad smile, which stopped his urgent defense of such a statement. “You need not pretend, Lord Weston,” she told him firmly, as though she knew he protested out of nothing more than a vain attempt to flatter her. “My eyes are not captivating, my figure not dainty as so many others are. I dislike that the ton considers only the outward appearance and, therefore, I set my mind to the task of finding acquaintances who cared for me instead of simply looking at the outward appearance.”

      Thomas blinked rapidly, feeling a slow, hot flush begin to creep over him. It started at the crown of his head and began to wash down over him, hearing her words and feeling the condemnation growing within him. Was that not what he was like? All he cared for was the outward appearance, for it was his only desire to have as many beautiful ladies about him as he could. Their attentions brought a smile to his lips and a satisfaction to his heart, even though they meant nothing to him in themselves.

      “I know that many are contented with the way of things,” Miss Wells added, looking up at him before returning her gaze to the path in front of them. “Most likely, I am one of the few who considers things in such a dark manner, but I cannot pretend otherwise. I am not the only sister who feels such a way, for Catherine is caught up in her philanthropic work and spurns society as best she can. Dinah, too, seems to care very little for the beau monde.” A wry smile tugged at her lips. “We bring a good deal of despair to our mother, I am quite certain.”

      Thomas cleared his throat gruffly, finding it to be filled with sand and dust and all manner of things that prevented him from speaking clearly. He did not quite know what to say, aware that what Miss Wells said was the truth and yet finding himself wanting to distance himself from it. He did not want to have the same guilt upon his shoulders as she laid on the ton itself, but yet he knew it was there.

      “You speak candidly,” he told her, seeing her cheeks color and fearing that he was making a dreadful mistake in speaking so. “I find it refreshing, Miss Wells, although I fear that I must fall short in your estimation.”

      Miss Wells hesitated, darting a glance up at him, her lip caught between her teeth. “I think, Lord Weston,” she began slowly, “that a gentleman might prove himself. Perhaps he once was such a way but now seeks another path. Does that make sense to you?”

      “It does indeed,” he agreed at once, hating the heaviness of his heart as he did so. The truth was, he was doing all of this in order to win a wager. He was nothing more or less than he had always been – and that shamed him. There was a smidgen of hope in her words and in her look that he dared not allow to grow. She believed that he might be, in his own way, growing less inclined to behave as he had always done, that he might be changing in his perspective and in his intentions as he made his way through the London Season, but nothing could be further from the truth. He was treating her as though she meant nothing, as though she had no value. She was simply to be used and then discarded so that he might do favorably well with his own matters. Was that any way for him to treat a lady?

      You did not care before, he thought to himself, trying to find that same disregard within himself that had been there for so many years of his life. So why does this trouble you now?

      It was a question he could not answer and, as such, Thomas felt himself growing uncomfortable within himself. It was as though layers of his character were being pulled back to reveal the ugliness underneath, and Thomas did not like in the least what he was finding there. A sense of irritation towards Miss Wells began to grow within him, although he knew it was more than a little irrational to think such a way. It was not her doing that he was now beginning to question all that he knew and believed about himself, was it?

      “Lord Weston?”

      Miss Wells voice was a little hesitant, and it took Thomas a moment to realize that he had not said something in some minutes. She was looking at him with curiosity and he had to try and come up with an excuse as to why he had been so lost in thought.

      However, instead of an excuse, it was the truth that came from his mouth.

      “I find that you have given me a great deal to think on, Miss Wells,” he found himself saying, seeing the way her eyes lit up as a small smile crept across her mouth. “Nor do I find your judgements on society to be overly harsh. In fact, I believe you have a fair and reasonable point to make in all that you have said.”

      “I did not mean to bring criticism down upon your head, Lord Weston,” she said quickly, her hand tightening on his arm for a moment. “You asked me to be honest, and I have done so without hesitation.” She shook her head, her expression growing somewhat frustrated. “Although I confess that I have not been as decisive nor as thorough as I would have liked in my own conduct.”

      Aware that they were soon to go out of sight of the carriage should they continue much longer, Thomas spied a large bench nearby and gestured towards it. Miss Wells beamed at him as if he had given her the most wonderful gift and, letting go of his arm, sat down upon it.

      “You are very kind, Lord Weston,” she told him, arranging her skirts carefully.

      “Kind?” He chortled, choosing to stand in front of her rather than sit by her. “I have never been called such a thing before.”

      She looked at him. “No?”

      “I am not known for my kindness, Miss Wells,” he told her, the truth sounding harsh even to him. “Why should you think that I am?”

      Her light smile remained. “Because you have been kind to me, Lord Weston. You have sought to apologize, only to then have to graciously accept my own apology for my poor behavior. Thereafter, you have made it apparent that you wish to spend a little more time in my company – although for what reason, I cannot understand!” This was said with a slight sadness about her eyes, making him wonder just how much hurt she was hiding beneath her smile. “I have not been the object of anyone’s–” She stopped abruptly, color rising in her face at once. “What I mean to say is, I have not been the source of anyone’s interest until recently.”

      “Lord Whitaker seemed to be interested certainly, Miss Wells,” Thomas replied with an easy grin, trying to save her from her embarrassment. Most likely, Miss Wells had just managed to stop herself from saying that she had not been the object of anyone’s affections before, instead of what she had said.

      “You are very kind to say so, Lord Weston,” she replied, with a small smile that did not quite take the mortification from her expression. “But Lord Whitaker is, I fear, another gentleman who does not incline himself towards only one lady but to many so that he might have as great a choice before him when it comes time to wed.” She sighed and shook her head. “Although I did think that he had excellent conversation.” Looking at him, her jaw set for a moment, her frustration suddenly rearing its head. “As I have said previously, Lord Weston, I have not been as firm in my decisiveness as I had wished to be. I allowed my mother to make me into her own creation, and it has only been since then that I have seemingly caught the interest of Lord Whitaker. I am not yet convinced that he is the sort of gentleman I hoped him to be.”

      A little surprised that she had spoken so unguardedly, Thomas held her gaze for a long moment with nothing but silence between them. Miss Wells looked back at him, not flinching or looking away, only for another sigh to escape from her lips.

      “I am sorry, Lord Weston,” she said, dropping her head. “I have spoken with the same openness which you first begged of me, and in doing so, I fear that I have said far too much. I should not have spoken of Lord Whitaker so. Do forgive me.”

      “There is nothing to forgive,” he said quickly, surprising himself with the fervency of his words. Reaching out, he held out his hand to her and, after a moment of hesitation, she gave him her hand. Bowing over it, Thomas’s desire to both encourage her and bring her relief grew within him. “You are quite unlike any young lady of my acquaintance, Miss Wells. Your frankness behooves you and brings to light a good many things which I must now continue to think upon.” He lifted his head and gave her a warm smile, seeing surprise reflected in her eyes. “Believe me when I say you have nothing to concern yourself with, Miss Wells. I am grateful for the way you have spoken.”

      Miss Wells opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. They looked at one another for some moments, until, with a rush of mortification, Thomas realized he was still holding her hand in his. What made it all the more of an astonishment was that he felt a sense of disappointment when he released it, taking a step back as he dropped his gaze from her face.

      “You are quite remarkable, Lord Weston,” he heard Miss Wells say, as she got to her feet. “You astonish me entirely.”

      “Might I ask in what way?” he asked, as she accepted the offer of his arm again.

      She laughed softly, her eyes bright. “In that you are not the rude, arrogant, crash gentleman I first thought you to be,” she replied, not unkindly. “You have proven yourself to be genuine in your consideration of me and in your desire to seek my forgiveness for your past mistakes.”

      He shook his head, a deep ache beginning to settle in his heart. “I hardly think–”

      “Oh, I still believe you to be a rogue, Lord Weston,” she finished, with a slight twist to her lips. “And I certainly do not give you my full trust—but, at the very least, you are improving in your acquaintance.”

      Closing his eyes momentarily, Thomas bit back his first response – which was to tell her that she should not trust him in the least – only to stick a smile to his face and nod as though he agreed with her. “That is satisfactory indeed, Miss Wells.” Seeing that they were drawing near the carriage, he held her back from her steps for a moment, catching her full attention. “I would like to call upon you again, Miss Wells.”

      Her eyes flared with surprise, a rush of color in her face. Blinking rapidly, she looked away, clearing her throat as though she did not quite know what to say.

      “Perhaps an ice at Gunter’s?” he suggested, seeing her color rise all the more. “Or a quiet visit to a bookshop – in fact, wherever you might wish to go, Miss Wells, I would be glad to take you.”

      She let out a long, satisfied breath and smiled at him, her shoulders settling as if she had made a firm decision in her own mind and was contented with it. “An ice would be most welcome, Lord Weston,” she replied, bringing him a cloud of relief as well as a stab of guilt. “Might we say tomorrow afternoon?”

      “I look forward to it,” he replied, inclining his head before turning back towards the carriage. “I should return you to your cousin now, Miss Wells.”

      “I doubt she will have noticed how much time has passed, Lord Weston,” she told him, laughing. “She is caught up with that book and certainly will not so much as look up once we arrive.”

      To Thomas’s surprise, Miss Wells spoke the truth, for the young lady did not even glance at them when he helped Miss Wells into the carriage. He sat back in his seat and smiled at Miss Wells as the carriage left the park, hating that a deep sense of guilt was settling into every sinew of his being. He did not want to see that smile wiped from her face, nor see the pain leap into her eyes when she discovered that he was, in fact, the dastardly gentleman she had first thought him to be. His head began to grow heavy and painful with the confused thoughts that seemed to double with every moment that passed. What was it that he was feeling for Miss Wells? It could not be a true fondness, could it? He had never experienced such a thing before and certainly had never believed it to be even possible for him to have these feelings for her, but now that he looked at her, now that he felt the heaviness of his own guilt lie on his soul, Thomas began to recognize the change within him.

      Miss Wells was, as he had told her, unlike any of the other young ladies of his acquaintance and, somehow, in being so, she had begun to enter his heart.

      The question was, what now was he going to do about the wager?
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      “You care for Lord Weston, do you not?”

      Merry looked up at her mother, opening her mouth to refuse but finding that the words would not come from her lips. She did not want to lie, did not want to pretend that she felt nothing for the gentleman, but yet also did not want to admit that she did have a strong affection for him.

      “He is seemingly quite caught up with you, Merry,” Lady Whitehaven commented carefully, looking to see her daughter’s reaction. “He has been more than attentive this last sennight.”

      “Yes,” Merry agreed slowly, aware that her heart was already fluttering in her chest over the thought of seeing Lord Weston again. “He has been.” She had gone from thinking the worst of Lord Weston, to realizing that he could be, when he chose it, a very kind gentleman, whose smile made her catch her breath whenever it was sent in her direction. She had discovered that her thoughts were nearly always centered on him, even when she had no expectation of seeing him until the next day. His handsome face would appear in her vision, reminding her of just what she felt.

      “You look very well, Merry,” her mother said and laughed, as Merry turned to check her reflection in the large glass mirror that hung above the drawing room fireplace. “Goodness, I am surprised to see you behaving in such a fashion! I would have expected it from Titania, but you….”

      Closing her eyes, Merry froze in place, one hand reaching up to press a curl a little further into the rest of her ringlets, realizing what it was she was doing. She was trying to look her very best for Lord Weston’s visit and, in doing so, had surprised not only her mother but also herself. When had she begun to consider such a thing? She often thought very little of what she wore or how she looked, but for Lord Weston’s visits, Merry realized that her attitude was changing somewhat. In her heart, she wanted to look her very best for Lord Weston. Was it because she was afraid he would look differently at her if she wore her hair in its usual chignon and chose a dull gown? Would he think less of her? Would his interest fade? Merry lifted her chin and looked at herself again, taking in the resolute tug of her lips and the way her eyes shone with determination. No, she knew within her heart that Lord Weston would not turn away from her no matter what she wore or how she looked. The time they spent together of late had been filled with conversation, and she had shared more with him than she had spoken of even to her sisters. The way he sought her to tell him the truth of what was in her heart behooved him, and she had found herself doing so without question – and he had, it seemed, welcomed it.

      “He is here!” Lady Whitehaven hissed, hearing a murmured voice floating towards them. “Do prepare yourself, Merry, and stop gaping at your reflection. Lord Weston is come!”
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        * * *

      

      “Might I ask you something, Miss Wells?”

      She looked up into Lord Weston’s face, her hand under his arm as they walked together. “But of course, Lord Weston.”

      “You – you would say there is a furthering of our acquaintance of late, yes?”

      Nodding, she put a smile on her face and ignored the quickening of her heart. “Yes, of course.”

      “And would you say that you have been glad of such a thing?” Lord Weston threw her a quick glance before letting his eyes return to the path in front of them. He seemed uncertain all of a sudden, which was very different to his usual proud and determined nature.

      “If you are asking me whether or not I have been glad to know you better, Lord Weston,” Merry began slowly, glad that Hyde Park was, at the present, fairly quiet, “then of course I would say yes.” She squeezed his arm, feeling a concern for him rising up in her chest. “I have been glad to know you better, Lord Weston.”

      This did not seem to satisfy him, however, for no smile caught his lips and no sigh of relief came from him. Instead, he merely nodded but kept his gaze fixed straight ahead.

      “What troubles you, Lord Weston?” she asked gently, slowing her steps so that she could look up into his face and caring nothing for the fact that they were, by now, surely out of sight of the carriage and of Dinah, who was seated within as she had been before. Their steps took them away from the path itself, wandering towards a few large oak trees. “Are you unwell?”

      A bark of a laughter came first, with Lord Weston then sighing heavily and shaking his head.

      “I am not unwell, Miss Wells,” he told her, turning to look at her and forcing her to drop her hand from his arm as they stood by a large oak tree, hiding them from the view of anyone walking by. “It is only that I am deeply confused and conflicted.”

      “Oh.” She did not know what else to say to this, finding her heart aching within her as though she were the cause of his confusion.

      “I was once a very proud, arrogant sort, who cared nothing for others,” Lord Weston continued, his honest words ripping his façade aside and showing the truth to her. “I was content with that life, Miss Wells. And then, I met you.” His mouth twisted into a half smile, a wry expression catching his eye. “You confused me greatly with your refusal to see me as so many other ladies did. I know I behaved terribly but you were willing to forgive me thereafter. It made me question what I knew of myself and what I have become.” He shook his head, letting out a long, pained breath. “And now that I see myself for what I am, I find that I am greatly troubled by my character.”

      Merry swallowed hard, seeing the pain in his expression and finding her heart softening all the more. She had been holding a part of herself back from Lord Weston for some time, she knew, for a part of her still feared that he was not to be trusted, but as she stood here in front of him and saw his expression and heard his broken words, she let her heart go out to him. Her affection for him began to burn and change into something more, something wonderful that coursed through her veins and forced her to catch her breath. Could it be? Was it possible that there was something truly wonderous between herself and Lord Weston?

      “Do you regret meeting me, Lord Weston?” she asked, unable to prevent herself from reaching out and taking his hand, squeezing his fingers gently as he looked up at her sharply. “Is that what you are trying to say?”

      “No!” he exclaimed at once, moving immediately closer to her and reaching up to let his free hand run down her arm before catching her other hand. “No, Miss Wells, I do not regret a moment of our acquaintance. Do not misunderstand me. The only thing I regret is my own selfish, idiotic behavior.”

      Merry swallowed hard, feeling heat rush through her before pooling in her belly, her hands now held tightly by both of his. She could not speak as her mouth went dry, looking up into Lord Weston’s face. His hazel eyes, a mixture of greens and browns, darkened just a little, his gaze growing in intensity as they stood there together.

      “There is more I must say, Miss Wells,” Lord Weston continued, his voice coarse and dry as though he, too, were finding it difficult to speak, such was the intensity of this moment. “But I would have you know that there are such emotions growing within my heart that I do not know what I am to do with them.” He closed his eyes and shook his head, struggling to speak coherently. “I have never experienced anything like this before.”

      “Nor I.”

      The words came from her heart and ran towards Lord Weston, who opened his eyes and looked back at her in astonishment. Merry could say nothing more, sparks bouncing up her arms from where their hands were joined, her heart aching with a beautiful, extraordinary affection that she could no longer contain. Her breath shuddered out of her, as she tugged one hand from his and placed it carefully against his chest, looking up into his eyes and hearing how he caught his breath. Her future began to brighten as she held his gaze, seeing the possibilities laid out before her.

      “I cannot pretend I feel nothing, Lord Weston,” she told him, her voice barely louder than a whisper. “For these last days I have found myself eager for your company. I cannot get you from my mind.”

      “But I shall fail you.”

      She shook her head, a smile tipping the corners of her mouth. “I know that, should I wear the dullest of gowns and tug my hair into a tight bun, you would still look at me in the same way,” she said, seeing how he closed his eyes tightly at her words. “There is an intimacy between us that I have found with no other. The way we share our hearts, the way you have opened yourself up to my prying eyes…I have no such intimacy with any other, Lord Weston. Not even with my own sisters.”

      Lord Weston opened his eyes and reached up to press his hand against hers. “You are much too good for me, Miss Wells,” he whispered, his head lowering. “I should not do such a thing, but my heart will not allow me to remain unmoved.”

      When his lips brushed hers, Merry had not expected such a flood of sensations to wash over her. It was light and heat and color all at once, her heart pounding furiously as he withdrew. It had only been momentary, but it had been enough to send her to the clouds in delight. Her heart was his, she knew, and if she could continue to trust him as she had allowed herself to do now, then it might be that Lord Weston could become more to her than she had ever expected.

      “I care for you very deeply, Miss Wells,” he told her, brushing his fingers down her cheek before taking a step back. “I pray that you will not forget my words.”

      “I cannot,” she replied, wondering at the grave expression on his face. “They are seared into my mind, Lord Weston.” She smiled at him and saw, much to her relief, that he managed to smile back. “I can hardly believe that such a thing is true.” She closed her eyes and gave herself a slight shake as though, when she awoke, Lord Weston would be gone and she would awake from a dream – but he was still there, still looking at her with that gentle expression that warmed her heart all the more.

      I am in love with you, I think, she thought to herself, walking to take his arm once more and return to the path. The thought brought no concern with it, no fear nor trouble. Instead, Merry felt herself overwhelmed with happiness, quite certain that, in a few days’ time, Lord Weston would seek to court her, and she would, of course, accept. Their future, then, would be settled and their happiness could continue into their shared life, lived together.

      It was almost too wonderful to believe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “You look terrible.”

      Thomas rolled his eyes, looking at Lord Henderson with a weary gaze. “What is it that you wish to put to me now, Henderson?”

      Lord Henderson chuckled, gesturing to the many guests that crowded into Thomas’s ballroom. “You are hosting a ball and, therefore, should be preening like the proud peacock you are. Instead, your eyes are heavy, and there is a grey pallor to your cheeks.” His smile began to fade as Thomas said nothing. “Goodness, there is something the matter with you. Are you unwell?”

      “No, I am not unwell.”

      “Then, are you dealing with the effects of drinking too much of your fine brandy last evening?” Lord Henderson asked, his voice growing concerned.

      “No, indeed not,” Thomas replied, shaking his head. “There is nothing to concern you, Lord Henderson, truly.”

      That was, of course, not at all true, for Thomas had not been able to escape from the torment of his mind for the last sennight. He had taken Miss Wells out almost every day and spent a good deal of time with her both on their private outings and at the social occasions they attended in the evenings, and given that he only had a sennight left in which to win the wager, things appeared to be going rather well. Unfortunately for Thomas, an attack of conscience had left him utterly exhausted, for he had barely been able to sleep these last few nights what with all the thoughts of Miss Wells, the wager, and his confusing emotions as regarded the lady.

      Lord Henderson muttered something under his breath, his eyes narrowing still further as he looked back at Thomas.

      “I am just a little tired, that is all,” Thomas protested weakly, hoping that this would be enough to satisfy Lord Henderson. “There is no need to concern yourself, Lord Henderson.”

      Just then, the sight of Miss Wells dancing with another gentleman came into view. Thomas’s gut twisted immediately, his eyes following her as she was swept across the room. His jaw clenched, his brows lowering as his gaze narrowed. Yes, he had managed to write his name down for two dances with Miss Wells, with one being the waltz, but it irritated him to see her dancing the first waltz with another gentleman, a gentleman who appeared to be Lord Whitaker.

      “Good gracious,” Lord Henderson said slowly, his eyes widening as if he had been able to see into Thomas’s heart and knew what was troubling him so. “You are conflicted over Miss Wells, are you not?”

      Thomas closed his eyes, shutting out the sight of Miss Wells entirely. “No,” he replied, somewhat unsteadily as he looked back at Lord Henderson. “Not at all. Not in the least.”

      Lord Henderson looked more than astonished, a broad grin settling on his face as he shook his head in surprise, reaching up to rub at his forehead. “I would not have expected to see such a thing from you, Lord Weston!” he exclaimed, clearly ignoring Thomas’s firm response that he felt no such thing for Miss Wells. “It appears you are caught up with the lady. All the time you have spent with her has ensured that your heart has become engaged.”

      Thomas shook his head, opening his mouth to protest, but the words died on his lips.

      “And what are you to do about the wager now?” Lord Henderson asked, his voice hushed as he leaned a little closer to Thomas. “If you tell her of it, even if you bring it to an end and lose the money, then she may still turn from you. Unless,” he continued, evidently thinking quickly. “Unless you are able to wed her before she discovers the truth. It will mean that you will lose a substantial amount of money, but at least your father will be placated somewhat by the news that you are to wed.”

      “Hush, I beg you!” Thomas pleaded, holding up one hand to stifle Lord Henderson’s words. “You do not know how much I have been troubled of late, and I beg of you not to say more.”

      Lord Henderson’s grin, however, only spread further. He clapped Thomas on the back and guffawed loudly, drawing the attention of those around them.

      “This is most astonishing,” he cried, refusing to listen to Thomas’s pleadings to quieten his voice. “You have never found yourself caught up with a lady before.”

      “Miss Wells is unlike any young lady of my acquaintance,” Thomas found himself saying, making Lord Henderson shake his head in evident amusement. “I do not know what I am to do, Henderson. Meanwhile, Lady Reid continues to dog my steps, and I have to continually placate her.”

      The smile faded from Lord Henderson’s face at once, his expression suddenly grim. “You are also seeking Lady Reid’s attention?”

      Thomas did not know what to say, for his thoughts and feelings as regarded Lady Reid had also, of late, been very conflicted indeed. He had wanted to avoid her completely but had continued to greet her, converse with her, dance with her upon occasion, and had twice called upon her. He had told himself repeatedly that he would be glad of Lady Reid’s company once his wager had come to an end, even though his heart was no longer willing to bring Miss Wells so much pain and embarrassment. It was as though his old character and his new were at war with one another within him, bringing him nothing but torment.

      “I see,” Lord Henderson murmured, even though Thomas had not said a word. “You struggle with what you have in your mind and heart then. It must be a vast change, Weston, although I will not pretend that I am not delighted to see it. I am your friend, yes, but I have long thought that you ought to put an end to your roguish ways.”

      Thomas closed his eyes, not wanting to hear a set down from Lord Henderson, who had always been more sensible and thoughtful than he.

      “I do not mean to repeat the words of your father, Weston, but mayhap it is time to consider matrimony,” Lord Henderson continued, ignoring Thomas’s audible groan. “If Miss Wells has affected your heart, then why would you turn from that?”

      “Because I will lose a great deal of money!” Thomas protested, hearing the words as they came from his mouth and wincing inwardly at how callous he was. “And my reputation…”

      Lord Henderson shook his head. “You fear your reputation will suffer,” he stated harshly, making Thomas scowl. “That used to be of the greatest importance to you, I know, but does it matter so very much now?” He looked directly at Thomas, who could not quite meet his friend’s gaze. “If it does not, then you must consider what it is that truly matters to you, Weston.”

      Thomas nodded but turned away, not wanting to show Lord Henderson just how much his words had affected him. What truly mattered, he knew, was Miss Wells and the affection that was growing in his heart for her. His reputation, which he had once clung to with such force that it was as though his life was dependent upon it, now shriveled away and began to blow away like the dust. The way he had been clinging onto Lady Reid, despite his feelings for Miss Wells, seemed ridiculous now. That kiss, as brief as it had been, had caught his heart and burned her name there. More than anything, he wanted to kiss her again, to claim her as his own, and to make her his bride. But to go to Miss Wells and ask her to court him would, in fact, bring an end to his wager, but it would also declare him the victor, for he did not expect her to refuse him. Could he claim the winnings and then go on to seek her hand in marriage? Surely she would not need to know of it, if it was kept to himself and Lord Wiltshire? His father would be delighted that he was to be wed, and even if she discovered the truth whilst they were engaged, he could surely convince her that it meant naught to him now.

      “I must go to her,” he murmured aloud, as Lord Henderson let out a soft chuckle behind him. “My heart has been conflicted terribly of late, and now I must –”

      “I must say, I am surprised you have not come to seek me out, Lord Weston.”

      Just as Thomas was about to move away, he turned to see the Lady Reid standing behind him, her expression cool although a smile was painted on her lips.

      “Lady Reid,” he stammered, suddenly feeling quite at a loss as Lord Henderson stepped away, apologizing that he had to go in search of the lady to whom he was promised for the next dance. “Good evening.”

      Lady Reid accepted his greeting and quick bow with a small inclination of her head, although her eyes remained sharp. She said nothing more, waiting for him to give her some explanation as to why he had not yet sought her out.

      “I have been caught up with my guests,” he answered, scrambling for a response. “I am very glad to see you here, Lady Reid.” Smiling at her, Thomas ignored the way his lies ran from his tongue with ease, finding that he suddenly considered such a skill to be to his detriment.

      “You have not been able to write your name upon a single dance card as yet, then?” Lady Reid enquired, her gaze stern and unrelenting. “Not a single one?”

      Thomas began to stammer, wondering if she knew that he had sought out Miss Wells almost at once and written his name for two dances. By the look on her face, he presumed she must know of it.

      “You have sought out Miss Wells,” Lady Reid hissed, her eyes narrowing. “I thought you were a gentleman who had better taste in ladies than that, Lord Weston!”

      A surge of anger rippled through him. “I think Miss Wells to be an excellent lady,” he informed Lady Reid, his brows furrowing together. “I have been glad to further my acquaintance with her.”

      “You choose her acquaintance over mine?” Lady Reid asked, her eyes widening and her cheeks flooding with color. “Truly, Lord Weston? It cannot be that you have fallen in love with the creature, surely?”

      The mention of the word “love” brought Thomas to his knees. His anger began to die away, heat climbing up his spine as he looked into Lady Reid’s beautiful face and saw the scorn there. He could not bring himself to admit to her or even to admit aloud that he cared for Miss Wells. It was too frightening a prospect to own.

      “Of course I am not in love with her,” he scoffed, waving a hand as though Lady Reid talked nothing but foolishness. “It is a wager only.”

      Lady Reid’s scornful expression changed in an instant. “A wager?” she purred, suddenly moving closer and putting a hand on his arm. “You have made a wager to capture Miss Wells’ attentions?”

      “I mean to have her accept my courtship,” he told her, knowing that he ought to prevent himself from saying more but finding that his mouth was working of its own accord, such was his urgency to defend himself against the accusation that he was in love. “Then I shall win the bet, defeat Lord Wiltshire, and all shall be as it once was.”

      Lady Reid seemed to purr, her eyes glowing gently as she looked up into his face. “Why did you not say so before?” she asked, her hand creeping up his arm towards his shoulder. Thomas tensed, his skin crawling as she brushed her fingers over the back of his neck. “Then I would not have grown concerned. You are still to be mine after all.”

      “Yours?” Thomas repeated, wondering why he didn’t feel any delight at this prospect, but rather, a growing disdain for the beautiful lady before him.

      Lady Reid laughed softly, shaking her head as though he were being ridiculous. “But of course,” she replied, running her hand down his back. “You did not think that I have permitted your attentions and forgiven your mistakes without having the intention of allowing you to further them.” Her lips curved, her lids lowering into a most alluring gaze. “I do hope you will accept, Lord Weston.”

      Thomas opened his mouth to state that nothing would bring him greater pleasure, but the words stuck in his throat. He could not answer her. Blinking rapidly, he cleared his throat and tried to smile but even that proved much too difficult. His whole body was rebelling against the idea of going to Lady Reid for such pleasures, his mind filling with thoughts of Miss Wells.

      “You are overcome, of course,” Lady Reid said easily, looking up at him coyly. “I shall leave you for a time, Lord Weston. I do hope the surprise will have worn off somewhat by the time I return to you.” She let her hand linger on his arm for another few moments before moving past him, letting him free to breathe more easily.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas rubbed his hands over his eyes, struggling to get his thoughts into coherent order. It had been a good hour since Lady Reid had left him, but he had not been able to escape from his own thoughts to even summon a moment of enjoyment from the evening. The eagerness he had once had to seek out Lady Reid’s affections and attentions had gone from him completely, removed by the thought of Miss Wells. It was she that he wanted to pursue. It was she that held his every thought, and as much as he had been unable to say as much aloud, he was beginning to care for the lady very deeply. It was why he had been so tormented of late, struggling to know what was best for him to do. His own desires were muddled, his mind confused. What was it he wanted? Was he in love with Miss Wells, as Lady Reid had suggested? It could explain the strong reaction he had experienced when she had stated it, although he certainly should not have said anything about the wager. That had been foolishness in itself.

      “Lord Weston?”

      He looked up, surprised to see Miss Wells hurrying towards him. Her eyes were wild, her face pale, save for two spots of color in her cheeks. Her hands were clenched, her ringlets bouncing about her temples.

      “Is it our dance, Miss Wells?” he asked, pushing himself away from the wall and inclining his head. “I must apologize. I–”

      “A wager?”

      Her words froze him in place, seeing the tears glistening in her eyes and feeling himself sinking slowly to the floor.

      “You have a wager with Lord Wiltshire that I will accept your courtship?” she asked, blinking back her tears, her voice breaking with emotion. “That is why you have been seeking me out? That is why you gave me so much of your attention?”

      “Miss Wells,” Thomas stammered, reaching out to her as though taking her hand would somehow assure her that he was not the ogre he now appeared to be. “It is not as it seems.”

      She took a step back from him, preventing him from grasping her hand. “You are telling me that this wager is not as it seems?”

      He could not answer that truthfully, his eyes downcast. “Lady Reid informed you of this?”

      “She did,” Miss Wells whispered, her voice no longer able to speak with any force. “She warned me that if I continued to accept your attentions, then she would make certain that there were consequences for such a thing.” She lifted one shoulder, a single tear falling onto her cheek. “I presume this is what she spoke of.”

      “Lady Reid did not know of it until only an hour ago,” he said rapidly, as though this would change her consideration of him. “I must tell you, Miss Wells, I have been in a quandary over what to do. I have this wager, yes, but I have found myself so drawn to you that I cannot pretend that I do not have a growing affection for you.” He took a step closer, his eyes fixed on hers so that he would not lose her attention. “Pray, do not turn from me now. The words I said to you in the park only yesterday are the truth!”

      A harsh laugh ripped from her mouth. “You must think me a fool,” she told him, shaking her head. “You seek to keep up your pretense so that I will fall into your arms, accept your offer of courtship, and you, therefore, shall win your wager.” Dashing away her tears, she closed her eyes tightly and dragged in a deep breath of air. “I will not be so mistreated, Lord Weston. I will not allow you to use me as your plaything. How foolish I have been to allow you to do so thus far!”

      His desperation grew steadily. He wanted to fall at her feet, wanted to beg her to listen to him and to believe what it was he said, only to see her anger and to feel himself fading away to hopelessness.

      “You have no reason to think well of me,” he admitted, his voice low as his hands fell to his sides. “I have behaved appallingly. I have treated you as though you mean nothing, Miss Wells. I should have no expectation that you will believe my words now. If only I could prove to you in some way that you have changed me, Miss Wells. Where I was once selfish, cruel, and unkind, seeking the attention of others, I now only seek your attention, Miss Wells. I want to be your only consideration, and yet, despite this urgency, I have failed utterly. How much you must despise me and how much I deserve that scorn.” His eyes lowered to the floor, his heart aching furiously. “It will do no good to tell you of the truth of my affection, Miss Wells, for you have no reason to believe me, but I will say it regardless. My heart has begun to yearn for you in such a way that it has never done before. I did not know what to do with it, nor how to express it, especially when the foolishness of the wager hung over my head. I am utterly ashamed of myself, Miss Wells. I am a coward and a fool, but I will never pretend that what I feel in my heart is not genuine.” Looking up at her, he saw how she stilled, her tears drying on her cheeks. “I believe myself in love with you, Miss Wells,” he finished, the words bringing both pain and gladness to his heart as he finally told her the truth. A weight rolled off his shoulders as he continued to hold her gaze, aware of how pale and wane she now appeared. “But I shall not pursue you, not for my sake. I will not seek your company again. I will lose the wager. I will give Lord Wiltshire the money and accept the consequences thereafter. And I shall do my very best to protect you from the shame of it all.”

      Miss Wells let out a snort of disdain, her eyes still glassy. “I hardly think you will be able to do so, Lord Weston, since Lady Reid is already informing all she knows of what it is you have done,” she replied unsteadily. “It seems I am destined to return to the shadows of society, where I once was before. At least there, I know I shall receive a true welcome.”

      And with that, she turned around and made her way through the crowd towards the door of the ballroom, leaving Thomas crushed with shame and bearing the weight of a broken heart.
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      Merry had never experienced a pain such as this. It had been three days since Lady Reid had told her all, three days since Lord Weston had stood there and confessed that it was as Lady Reid had said. Three days since her heart had shattered terribly and she had been left to deal with the agony that came thereafter.

      What made things all the worse was the memory of their kiss; it would not leave her. It pricked at her memory, mocking her, teasing her, and deriding her until she could take no more. It had filled her with such sensations that she had not known what to do with all that she had felt, for it had been the most wonderous of moments – and yet, Lord Weston had been playing her false.

      “My dear girl, how fare you this afternoon?”

      Merry closed her eyes tightly and turned towards the window, opening them to look down at the street below. She did not want to speak to anyone of what had occurred for fear that she would break down completely.

      “You are still sorrowful, I understand,” her mother said gently. “But it is only right that I inform you that another beautiful bouquet has arrived for you. A note has been sent with it.”

      Merry shook her head, her lips trembling as she fought to keep her composure. “I do not want to have any gifts from Lord Weston, Mama,” she said unsteadily. “He has used me ill.”

      There was a short pause. “That is so,” Lady Whitehaven replied slowly, “but there is also the chance that what he has said to you thereafter is the truth, Merry.”

      Blinking rapidly and forcing in a quick breath, Merry lifted her chin and turned to face her mother. “Pray, do not defend that gentleman to me, Mama.”

      Lady Whitehaven looked a little surprised. “I am speaking only what I think, Merry,” she replied candidly. “I seek your happiness, truly.”

      “My happiness cannot be found with Lord Weston.”

      Those words rang out across the room, silence following thereafter. Merry wanted to rail at her mother, wanted to scream aloud that she did not want to hear another word about Lord Weston, but instead she simply remained standing quietly, her hands clenched by her side.

      “The man has made a dreadful mistake, Merry,” Lady Whitehaven said softly, coming closer to Merry and looking sympathetically into her eyes. “I will not pretend that I am not furious with him for what he has done. However….” She trailed off, hesitating, as she struggled to find the words to explain what she meant. “However, I think some consideration must be given to what he has said to you, Merry,”

      “They were nothing more than lies,” Merry replied bitterly, her tears beginning to form again. “I know them to be nothing more than that, Mama. I was foolish to believe him.”

      Lady Whitehaven shook her head. “I believe that is where you are mistaken, Merry,” she said gently. “Lord Weston is not behaving as I would expect, given that he has been successful in his wager.”

      Merry’s head shot up, her heart pounding furiously. “I did not ever accept his courtship.”

      “I am aware of that,” Lady Whitehaven replied carefully. “But the time you have spent in his company has not gone unnoticed. Lord Wiltshire, I believe, refused to accept that Lord Weston had lost, given what has occurred between yourself and Lord Weston. From what I understand, this came after great pressure from other gentlemen, who all believed Lord Weston to have been entirely successful. They stated that he had the intention of asking you to allow his courtship, but that Lady Reid had prevented that from occurring. They stated that should he have asked, you would have accepted.” She let out a long breath, looking suddenly weary. “The rumor mills are hard at work, Merry, as they always are when something such as this comes out, but what I have heard is that Lord Weston did not wish to accept Lord Wiltshire’s money.”

      Merry closed her eyes and wondered how it could be that, even in his absence, Lord Weston could fool her mother. “I am certain he protested most artfully,” she replied, turning around towards the window again. “But he would have had to accept in the end.”

      “He did,” Lady Whitehaven admitted gently, “but he did not keep the money for himself.”

      “I do not care what he did with it,” Merry replied harshly, dashing tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand. “Why do you say this to me, Mama?”

      Lady Whitehaven said nothing for some moments, as Merry closed her eyes to battle against her tears. Why had her mother come to speak to her of Lord Weston? She did not want to listen to what was being said of him, nor to hear of the gossip that surrounded them both. The only thing she wanted was to be left alone, to retreat into the shadows and allow her pain to slowly begin to heal.

      “Catherine?”

      Confused, Merry opened her eyes and turned her head to see the door open and her sister Catherine to step inside. She did not understand why Lady Whitehaven had instructed Catherine to hide herself behind the door, praying silently that it would not be simply another person Lady Whitehaven would use in order to try and convince Merry that she needed to reconsider Lord Weston.

      “How are you, Merry dear?” Catherine asked softly, her expression deeply sympathetic. “Dinah has been praying for you quite unceasingly, although I confess that I have not been as pious as she.”

      Merry managed a small smile. “Thank you, Catherine.”

      “Catherine,” Lady Whitehaven said, interrupting their conversation. “Tell Merry of what occurred only this morning.”

      Catherine shot Merry a slightly apologetic look, as though she had been forced into speaking and had not thought it for Merry’s best, but Merry merely shrugged and gestured for her to continue.

      “I go to aid those in need, as you know,” Catherine began quickly, as if she wanted to say everything as quickly as she could. “Do you recall the charitable house I took you to when we went out into the town together?” A quick look towards Lady Whitehaven showed that their mother did not care about what they had done, for she merely continued to watch Merry closely, no expression of distaste or disapproval on her face.

      “I do recall it, yes,” Merry replied. “The lady there was very pleased to see you and thanked you for your donations.”

      Catherine nodded and then began to smile, her hands clasping tightly together. An expression of sheer joy came over her face, and she took a small step forward. “I was visiting there only this morning and, as I drew near the doorway, a gentleman hurried out without seeing me. I had to dart out of the way so as not to be knocked over!” She shook her head, a light smile on her lips. “I recognized him, of course, but did not have the courage nor the quickness of mind to speak to him.”

      A small flicker of curiosity captured Merry’s heart and, as much as she wanted to ignore it and to remain entirely disinterested, she found she could not. Obviously, Catherine was speaking of Lord Weston, but why would he have been in a charitable house?

      “It was Lord Weston,” Catherine continued, seeing Merry’s questioning look. “When I went into the house, I found the lady who oversees it all – Mrs. Stevenson – to be in a flood of tears.”

      A gasp escaped from Merry’s throat. “Oh, goodness! What had he done?” She could not understand why Catherine smiled so, why her eyes seemed to glow with happiness, when her friend Mrs. Stevenson had apparently been so very distraught.

      “He has given the charitable house his winnings.”

      Merry’s breath left her lungs in a rush, and she found herself unable to take another one for some moments.

      “You see, Merry,” Lady Whitehaven said gently. “That is not the action of a gentleman who is delighting in his success and who cares nothing for you.”

      Merry drew in air to her starving lungs, her whole body racked with a sudden trembling. Stepping forward quickly, she sank into a chair whilst her sister and mother drew near to her, with Lady Whitehaven tugging a bell as she passed. Most likely, Merry would be given a cup of tea to restore her, if she did not faint first.

      “The Lord Weston I know would not have done such a thing.”

      Now it was Titania who spoke, having come into the room without Merry noticing.

      “He was entirely selfish, proud, and entitled,” Titania continued, coming to stand in front of Merry. “I knew he treated you ill, but I was glad to see how attentive he became thereafter.” Her lips thinned, and her emerald eyes flashed. “Although if I were a gentleman, I would have called him out over what he has done to you, Merry.”

      “I-I cannot believe this,” Merry whispered, not quite certain what to make of all that she had heard. “Lord Weston gave his winnings to a charitable house?” She looked from her mother to Catherine and then to Titania, who all nodded to confirm that this was, in fact, the truth. Merry could not seem to make herself believe it. She wanted to continue thinking that Lord Weston was a rogue and she a fool, that he was callous and cruel, and that every word he had said to her had been nothing but a lie.

      Except that now, a flicker of doubt came into her mind and lingered there, sending a flurry of questions into her thoughts.

      “Should you have told me some weeks ago that Lord Weston had given his winnings to a charitable house, I would have laughed and told you that you were quite mistaken,” Titania said, after some minutes of quiet had passed. “But to see him do so now, when I know that he cares for you, Merry, convinces me that he is genuine in his affections.”

      Lady Whitehaven cleared her throat gently. “Although that does not make up for what he has done, Merry,” she added quickly, as though she wanted to encourage Merry that they were not simply pushing that all aside. “And amends will have to be made–”

      “You believe that he cares for me then,” Merry interrupted, her voice breaking with emotion. “You believe that what he said to me about his affections and the like are entirely true.”

      Catherine blew out a breath, her expression something of a grimace, before she nodded. “I believe so,” she replied quietly. “I think, Merry, that Lord Weston had discovered a new character within himself and that it has all come about because of his acquaintance with you.”

      Did he not say the very same thing himself? said a small voice in Merry’s heart. Did he not tell you that he has found himself so changed by his acquaintance with you?

      “He is not the only one who has found himself changed,” Merry whispered to herself, leaning forward and putting her hands on her knees and then her head in her hands as she tried her best to make sense of what had been revealed and what it was doing to her.

      “What do you mean, Merry?” Lady Whitehaven asked, coming to sit down in a chair close to her daughter. “Has Lord Weston’s acquaintance changed you also?”

      Merry let out a small, sad chuckle. “I think you know that it has done so, Mama,” she replied, looking directly at her mother and seeing the answering smile. “I feel as though I have discovered myself. I have not had to hide in the shadows any longer. I have discovered what it feels like to have a gentleman care about what I say and what I think and what I feel without focusing entirely on my appearance.” She shook her head and let out a long, pained breath. “Lord Weston brought that out in me, Mama,” she finished, her voice tremulous. “He sought the truth from me. He wanted to discover such a thing in order to grow the intimacy between us, and I found myself eager to tell him all. I have never known anything like it before.”

      “And he, in turn, spoke honestly to you?”

      Merry closed her eyes, feeling another wave of pain surface. “I believed him to be truthful,” she said, her voice now barely louder than a whisper. “That is all.”

      Titania leaned forward, having seated herself on a small stool. “But what if he was being truthful, Merry? What if, in pursuing you in order to win the wager, he found himself falling in love with you? He would not know what to do thereafter, would he?”

      Merry did not want to admit it, did not want to state that her sister was correct, but she knew that she had no choice but to do so. “Yes,” she whispered. “I recall that he told me he was confused and conflicted, but at the time, I did not know what it was he referred to specifically.”

      “And now you do,” Catherine replied firmly. “And even though I am furious with him for what he chose to do, I must now look at his actions thereafter and compare them with what sort of gentleman he was.” She smiled at Merry, her expression a little strained. “He was a fool to make such a wager, Merry, but if it is as Titania believes, if what he said to you about his affections is true, and seeing that he has given his winnings to the charitable house, then is there not an opportunity for you to find a happy and contented future with him?”

      “It would mean finding a deep forgiveness for him within your heart,” Lady Whitehaven warned, her tone somber. “Such a thing can be more than a little difficult, Merry, and none of us would expect you to be able to do so with ease.”

      Pulling out her handkerchief, Merry dabbed at her eyes. “I do not know if my heart can do such a thing, Mama.”

      “Of course it can.”

      Merry looked up in surprise to see Dinah standing by the door, having evidently slipped inside when they had been busy conversing.

      “You have a kind and gentle heart, Merry,” Dinah continued, not smiling nor frowning but rather simply holding Merry’s gaze steadily. “I know that you can find a forgiveness there for Lord Weston, if you wish to. Think on what he has said and done these last few days that has warmed your heart. If you can believe that his declarations were true, then you might be able to consider the conflict that has warred within his heart. He has discovered a new part of himself, a new part of his character that has been at war with the old. A very fitting example of a person finding the light and, therefore, turning their back on the dark, do you not think?”

      Merry closed her eyes and buried her head in her hands again. It was not as though she did not appreciate what her sisters, cousin, and mother had to say, but her head was so filled with thoughts and her heart with swirling emotions that she could not find anything coherent to say. Underneath her hurt and her pain, Merry knew that she still had a love for him within her heart, which was why the belief that he had used her as a mere pawn had broken her so terribly. If she accepted that he had made a mistake, that his heart had changed towards her in the course of his attempt to win the wager, then she had to consider what her actions would be next. Would she go to him? Tell him that she believed his words of love and affection and seek to find forgiveness within her own heart? Or would she choose to turn her back on him completely, even though there was the chance of a happy future for them both?

      “We should allow Merry some time to consider things alone,” Lady Whitehaven said, evidently seeing Merry’s distress and realizing that she needed to be allowed to think on such matters without interruption. “Come now, girls.” She rose to her feet, just as the maid scratched at the door.

      “A tea tray, I think, for Miss Merry,” Lady Whitehaven said, addressing the maid and setting a hand on Merry’s shoulder. “The rest of us will take tea in the library.”

      Merry looked up gratefully at her mother, seeing the gentle expression on Lady Whitehaven’s face and knowing that, whatever she decided, her mother would accept her decision without question. “Thank you, Mama.”

      “You are most welcome, my dear girl,” Lady Whitehaven said, with emphasis. “And before I forget, here is the note that Lord Weston has written to you, along with the beautiful bouquet that arrived. I leave it up to you as to whether or not you read it, my dear."

      Merry took the small folded note from her mother with a murmur of thanks, running her fingers over the unbroken seal. Her heart was in a quandary, her mind going from one thought to the next with such speed that it made it difficult to catch her breath.

      “Come and speak to me whenever you are ready,” Lady Whitehaven finished, letting go of Merry’s shoulder and following the others from the room. “And consider it all carefully, Merry. This matter deserves as much thought as you can give it.”

      Merry gave her mother a small nod and a watery smile, feeling a weight begin to lie heavily on her soul as the door closed behind Lady Whitehaven. Her mother was correct to state that she had to allow this matter to run through her mind for some time before she made a decision, for her entire future was built upon it. Her tears still lingered, blurring her vision as she looked down at the letter. The last letter she had received from Lord Weston had been one filled with apologies, with words of hope and a request for her consideration. What would be contained within this one? Could she bring herself to read it? Could she allow her heart to fill with him once more, knowing that she could, in the midst of her pain, find a way to forgive him his wrongdoing?

      Swallowing the lump in her throat, Merry forced herself to break open the seal and unfolded the letter. She could not simply discard it, could not allow his words to be unread, not if there was the slightest chance that what he had said to her about his love and his affection for her held some truth.

      With shaking hands, Merry unfolded the letter and stretched it out in front of her. Having expected it to be filled with words, to have it filled with lines upon lines of his expressions of sorrow, of guilt, and mayhap of love, she was surprised that it only contained a few words. A few words that reached out to her heart, that drew her into his torment and allowed her to linger there.

      Forgive me, I beg of you.
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      Thomas did not know what to do. Lord Henderson had forced him to attend this ball even though Thomas did not want to even leave his house. Over the last few days, he had done nothing but think of Miss Wells, his heart breaking each and every time he recalled her face as she had looked at him with the full knowledge of what he had done. The agony in her expression had tormented him, the way her gaze had fixed upon his whilst her eyes had filled with tears, burning into his very soul.

      Standing idly at the back of the ballroom, Thomas let his gaze travel across the room and found no pleasure in what he saw. Only some weeks ago, he would have been delighted to attend such a gathering. He would have been bounding across the room in an attempt to write his name on as many dance cards as he could, catching the eye of many as he did so. Now, he found such a thought revolting.

      “Are you going to be all right, old boy?”

      Thomas looked across at his friend, seeing the way that Lord Henderson was watching him with concern. “I shall be perfectly fine,” he replied, without any hope whatsoever. “I just do not know the kind of man I shall be when I have recovered.”

      Lord Henderson slapped him on the back in what Thomas supposed was meant to be an encouraging gesture. “I, for one, think you have improved remarkably, even if Miss Wells now despises you,” he said bluntly. “Although do not allow your dark state of mind to force you to return to the gentleman you once were. I do not think that going back to your carousing and the like–”

      “How can I go near another when Miss Wells is all I can think of?” Thomas whirled around, facing Lord Henderson, who looked back at him in surprise. “I cannot remove her from my heart or my mind. She is unlike any lady I have ever met, and as such, I do not want to be without her.” He shrugged, closing his eyes painfully. “And yet, I must,” he finished, his words burning his mouth and adding to his torture. “This holds no pleasure for me now.”

      Lord Henderson sighed heavily as Thomas opened his eyes. “Would that I had never encouraged such a wager,” he muttered, passing one hand through his hair. “Then such a thing as this might never have occurred.”

      “No,” Thomas replied firmly, rubbing his forehead in the hope it would relieve some of the pain that lingered there. “Had it not occurred, then I would not now be seeing myself as I truly am. I would never have had the opportunity to realize the depths of my foolishness and selfishness. Do not regret it from that perspective, Lord Henderson. I am slowly becoming a better man, and for that, I am grateful.”

      Tilting his head, Lord Henderson’s eyes suddenly narrowed. “Have you, as yet, spoken to Lady Reid?” he asked, his voice lowering. “Since she was the one who told Miss Wells the truth, I had wondered if you had confronted her.”

      Thomas frowned heavily, his brow furrowing. “I have not seen Lady Reid since that day,” he replied darkly. “Nor do I wish to see her. I fear what I would say should I have that opportunity.”

      Lord Henderson jerked his head, his own eyes now holding a faint trace of anger. “She is coming to you now, Weston,” he muttered, his shoulders lifting slightly. “Do you wish me to remove her from your side?”

      Thomas stiffened, his fury beginning to burn deep within him. “No,” he said, after a moment, his chin lifting a little. “I shall speak to Lady Reid, Lord Henderson.”

      Lord Henderson’s eyes narrowed, fixing themselves to Thomas. “You will not….?” He trailed off, his question remaining unanswered.

      “No,” Thomas replied, knowing what Lord Henderson was asking. “No, I shall not make a scene. I shall speak openly and honestly, but I will not draw the attention of those about me. I have no desire to bring any more whispers to Miss Wells’ ears.” That had been the worst of it; knowing that Miss Wells was bearing the brunt of the wagging tongues, the rumors and the gossip that was spreading through London because of his actions.

      “I shall make sure to remain by your side, if you have need of me,” Lord Henderson murmured, making Thomas aware that Lady Reid was drawing closer. “Just say the word.”

      Thomas managed a tight smile. “I shall be quite all right. Please, do not worry on my account. Go to whichever charming young lady it is that you are tied to.” The music for the next dance began to wind its way across the room, and Thomas gestured for Lord Henderson to step away. “Please, Lord Henderson.”

      His friend grimaced, nodded, and then stepped away, leaving Thomas to take in a long breath before turning around to face his adversary.

      Lady Reid was as beautiful as ever, her face lifted to his as she drew near. Her blue eyes seemed darker this evening, framed by her dark eyelashes. Her cheeks were a delicate pink, and her fair curls were wound around the top of her head like the halo of an angel. Had it been any other night, Thomas would have admired her gentle curves and the way her gown fell in a most pleasing manner, but tonight, he felt nothing but fury.

      “Lady Reid,” he muttered, as the lady came to a stop just a few steps away from him. He could say nothing more, his tongue sticking to the roof of his mouth as he tried to find a way to say what it was that he felt but finding that the words did not come easily to him.

      Lady Reid smiled and batted her eyelashes at him, as though everything was just as it ought to be. “Lord Weston. Good evening. I am glad to see you in amongst society again. I have been looking for you these last three days.”

      Thomas, who had not given Lady Reid even a moment’s thought, did not smile.

      “I even wrote to you the very shortest of notes,” Lady Reid continued, as though this was something that, ordinarily, was a little below her. “But you did not reply to me, Lord Weston.” She laughed softly and touched his arm. “Most likely, you were too busy dealing with the matters that have arisen after the news of your wager was made known.”

      Thomas’s mouth set hard. “A matter which you have complete responsibility, Lady Reid.”

      She laughed again, and Thomas felt it grate against his skin.

      “Indeed,” she trilled, as though he should have expected as much. “I am just glad that the whole farce has been brought to an end, for finally we can progress with what is to be between us.” Her hand reached out and brushed along his arm, towards his hand, but Thomas stepped back so that her hand dropped to her side. Lady Reid frowned, marring her beauty, as she looked at him with apparent anger.

      “You spoke to Miss Wells so as to bring an end to the wager?” Thomas asked, his voice low. “Why would you do such a thing?”

      Lady Reid shrugged. “I did warn the creature to stay away from your side, although I did not have any particular thought to the consequences that I threatened her with. How fortunate that I was able to use the news of your wager as such a consequence!” She laughed again, the sound burning Thomas’s anger all the hotter. “And, of course, I could tell by the way she looked at you that she cared deeply for you. It was easy enough to convince the other gentlemen who knew of the wager that you ought to be considered the victor.”

      Thomas’s anger began to fade, as he stared at Lady Reid in astonishment. He did not understand the lady in any way, only realizing now just how manipulative and coercive she could be.

      “You are the one who had Lord Wiltshire declare himself to be the loser in this wager,” Thomas said hoarsely. “You used your wiles and your schemes to convince those of our acquaintances who discovered the wager – or who knew of it prior to this – that Miss Wells was in love with me and would have accepted my court should I have asked.”

      Lady Reid pouted, batting her eyelashes. “Well, I would not have had you lose the wager and therefore have to give your funds to Lord Wiltshire now, would I?” she asked, as though this was to be expected. “I would not have said a word to Miss Wells if I was not confident that I would succeed.”

      “But why?” Thomas asked, taking a step closer to her, tension building through him. “Why did you go to such lengths, Lady Reid? Why did you speak to Miss Wells of it in the first place?”

      Lady Reid laughed softly and put her hand on his arm, and such was his confusion that Thomas did not immediately brush her off. “Come now, Lord Weston,” she murmured, her eyes alight as she looked at him. “Surely you cannot be as foolish as to pretend that you do not know the reason for my actions.”

      “I assure you, Lady Reid, I am entirely at a loss,” Thomas replied, his eyes narrowing and his lip curling. “I beg of you to tell me the truth in its entirety, before I lose my patience.”

      After a moment, Lady Reid took her hand from Thomas’s arm, her expression flattening. She no longer batted her eyes nor attempted to flatter him with her coy smiles. Instead, she held his gaze firmly, her shoulders lifting slightly with the strain of what she was to reveal.

      “Lady Reid,” Thomas said, his voice filled with warning. “I would have you tell me the truth in all of its entirety.”

      “I have been pursuing you,” Lady Reid told him calmly, which had Thomas frowning heavily. “I have sought you, as well you know.”

      Thomas shook his head. “No, Lady Reid. When you first approached me, I thought my chances of having your affections were slim. It was only when you continued to encourage me that I thought that I might be in your considerations. It was never you who pursued me.”

      Lady Reid sighed heavily and shook her head, as though he were being deliberately foolish. “You are quite ridiculous, Lord Weston. Yes, I allowed and encouraged your attentions, but only because I sought to have you for my own. That has been my intention throughout, but I could not make such a thing plain to you for fear of what you might think.” She sighed and looked away from him, as though he were the one being ridiculous. “Should you discover that I was pursuing you instead of you pursuing me, then what would become of me? Your arrogance would have overcome all sense. You would not have needed to make any effort in order to acquire me. Therefore, I played you, as I do with every gentleman.”

      Thomas shook his head, wondering how he had ever allowed himself to become so caught by this lady. “There are plenty of others who would wish to take you under their care,” he told her, not understanding why she had chosen him directly. “You had no need to pursue me.”

      Lady Reid held up one hand as though to silence him. “That is not quite true, Lord Weston,” she declared, her words a trifle hesitant. “For it is not your affections nor your protection that I sought, but rather your title and fortune.”

      It was as if he had been punched hard in the gut, for Thomas rocked back on his heels with the shock of what Lady Reid had just declared. She did not want his protection or simply to be his mistress. She had wanted to marry him.

      “I know that I have often stated that matrimony is not what I have sought,” she continued, somewhat airily. “But the truth is that I have decided that the time has come for me to wed, and therefore, I chose the gentleman who I felt to be the most worthy of me.”

      Swallowing hard against the revulsion that rose in his chest, Thomas shook his head and looked at Lady Reid, as though for the first time. She was not beautiful. She was ugly and uninviting. The darkness of her character shone through her outward appearance and made him realize just how black it truly was. He could never go to her now. Not when he had the wonderful Miss Wells in his heart. Miss Wells brought a joy to his heart and a smile to his face, with her firmness of character, her decisiveness, her honest way of speaking, and the kindness and forgiveness she had shown him. She might not claim the same beauty as Lady Reid, but how many times had he caught himself getting lost in her eyes? When he had kissed her, had he not felt such an explosion of emotion that it had fully taken him over? It could never be the same with Lady Reid.

      “You think I am worthy of you,” he muttered darkly, “but I know that there is more to your decision to wed than you speak of, Lady Reid. What is your true reason for seeking to marry?”

      Lady Reid hesitated, then smiled up at him, her eyelashes fluttering and her head tilted coyly to one side – but Thomas was not taken in.

      “I will not be played with,” he told her, remembering how Miss Wells had said almost the very same, although she had spoken of him. “The truth, Lady Reid.”

      Lady Reid sighed heavily and shook her head. “It is nothing,” she told him, with a small shrug. “It is only that my fortune has, of late, become a little less, and therefore–”

      “You have spent too much and therefore require a rich husband,” Thomas spat, seeing how he was reduced in her eyes to nothing more than cold, hard coins. “And the very best title you can manage.”

      Lifting one shoulder, Lady Reid let out a small laugh as if he were taking matters much too seriously. “But, Lord Weston, you must surely admit that we would do very well together,” she told him, clearly having thought this all out before now. “We could both continue on as we pleased, even though we would be wed.”

      The realization of what she was suggesting had Thomas’s stomach turning over.

      “And, of course, I would be yours whenever you wished it,” she finished, making it appear that this was the most wonderful suggestion he had ever heard. “There seemed no reason to delay since Miss Wells was clearly besotted with you, so therefore, I thought it best for her to know the truth.”

      Shaking his head, Thomas let out a long slow breath and tried to contain his furious anger. He wanted to grasp Lady Reid and shake her until she understood just how much he despised her, but the truth of the matter was that he also had to admit that he despised himself for the man he had been. Had the wager over Miss Wells not come to fruition, then most likely he would have found the idea to be fairly pleasant. It would have meant that he could have fulfilled his father’s desire for him to marry whilst maintaining his current practice of seeking the company and the adoration of any other lady he chose. But now, to have such a thing offered to him, made his stomach twist horribly. He did not even want to think of marrying Lady Reid, not when she was as cruel and as disgraceful as he realized.

      “I think, Lady Reid, that our time together has come to an end,” he told her, struggling to keep his anger contained. He had promised Lord Henderson he would not make a scene, would not draw the attention of those about them, but what Lady Reid had just revealed was making that exceedingly difficult. “I shall never, never, be willing to do as you ask.”

      Lady Reid’s eyes widened in surprise, and she was looking at him as though he had quite lost his senses.

      “I do not care for you,” he continued darkly, his eyes narrowing. “I have never cared for you. When you first came to me, it was my arrogance and my pride that were flattered. Had it not been for Miss Wells, then I would have, most likely, accepted your offer but now…” He shook his head fervently, his jaw set. “No, Lady Reid. I do not even wish to remain acquainted with you.”

      Much to his surprise, Lady Reid laughed, although the sound was no longer playful, but hard and grating.

      “You foolish boy,” she said, shaking her head as though he were a wayward child. “You have lost your senses! Miss Wells means nothing to you and–”

      “Miss Wells means everything to me!” he exclaimed, taking a step closer to Lady Reid and seeing her face pale slightly. “I have lost her because of my own foolishness and selfish pride, but that does not mean that my heart does not still belong to her.”

      Lady Reid snorted and looked away. “You are not the sort of gentleman to declare yourself in love.”

      “And yet, I am,” he told her firmly. “I love Miss Wells with everything that is within me. I cannot pretend that I have not done wrong, for the guilt of it shames me every moment I think of her. I have treated her ill, and yet, in doing so, I discovered that my heart is capable of caring for another. I have held her close and felt myself lift to the skies, such was the joy that enfolded us. Mark me, Lady Reid, I shall never draw near to you, not even if I am never to have Miss Wells’ affection return to me. She is the only one within my heart, and I shall keep her there until my very last breath.”

      Lady Reid lifted her chin and looked Thomas straight in the eye. She was quivering with suppressed emotion, her eyes bright and a defiant air about her, but Thomas knew that she was both shocked and horrified that her plans had come to naught.

      “Ridiculous man,” she muttered, turning her head away. “I can see that I have wasted a good deal of energy and the like upon you. I should have chosen my conquest more carefully.”

      Thomas said nothing, watching carefully as Lady Reid walked away from him and feeling his heart lift free from the pain and regret that held it so tightly. He had, at least, removed Lady Reid from his life, and even though more gossip and rumors would begin to circulate around them both, he knew that it was for the best. He wanted to be free of his past tethers and vices, and that included the company of Lady Reid – whether she liked it or not.

      Sighing heavily, Thomas rubbed at his forehead, squeezing his eyes closed as he tried to think of what he might do next. He had no desire to remain at the ball, but to sit at home and be surrounded by his sorrows held no delight either. He could go to Whites’, but that would only remind him of his foolishness with the wager and Lord Wiltshire.

      Mayhap it was time to return home to his father’s estate. His sister would be glad to see him, and, most likely, Lord Henderson would accompany him also. Mayhap there would be a wedding this Season after all, even though it would not be for Thomas and Miss Wells.

      A small groan of regret brushed from his lips, as he dropped his hand and opened his eyes. It was only then that he saw a small, pale-faced figure standing just behind where Lady Reid had been. A figure who must have overheard most of their conversation, he realized, his heart quickening frantically as he saw the figure step closer.

      “Lord Weston.”

      His heart began to pound with a furious hope as the figure moved closer still, bringing Miss Wells clearly into view. His mouth was clogged with sand, his lungs burning as he tried to catch his breath.

      “I heard everything,” she said hoarsely, as a single tear coursed down her cheek. “Tell me you meant those words, Lord Weston. Tell me the truth, I pray you.”

      Taking a small step closer, he looked into her beautiful face and found himself wanting to weep with the sheer relief of being able to speak to her again.

      “I meant every word, Miss Wells,” he told her, not quite certain what to do thereafter. “Pray, do not turn from me now. Allow me to speak to you of my heart, even if you do not have the words to say anything back to me. I must allow you to know the truth.”

      A glimmer of a smile came to her face. “So that you might assuage some of your own guilt, Lord Weston?” she asked, repeating something she had said to him soon after they had first become acquainted.

      He shook his head. “So that your heart might heal somewhat,” he promised. “So that you might know the depths of my regret.”

      Miss Wells took in a long, slow breath and wiped the tear from her cheek. “Very well, Lord Weston,” she murmured, gesturing to the door just behind him. “Might we find a quieter place to speak?”

      She did not wait but stepped past him into the hallway. Thomas, his hands trembling somewhat as he followed her, felt his heart begin to ache with a desperate hope that this might, in some way, be the beginnings of a way back to one another. A way back to what might have been and now could be again.
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      Merry’s heart was beating so rapidly that she was certain the sound of it could be heard bouncing off the walls. She had spoken to Lord Henderson, who had informed her as to where Lord Weston was, and had gone in search of him. Having made up her mind to, at the very least, converse with him, she had been stunned to hear the truth from Lady Reid’s lips – and then to see and hear the answering fury that came from Lord Weston.

      I have held her close and felt myself lift to the skies, such was the joy that enfolded us….She is the only one within my heart, and I shall keep her there until my very last breath.

      Those words had brought such a joy to her heart that she had barely been able to prevent herself from stepping out from behind Lady Reid and looking into Lord Weston’s face. She knew now that what he had said to her before she had discovered the truth had come from his heart, for he would not have rejected Lady Reid otherwise. Had he no genuine affection for her, then he would have accepted Lady Reid’s offer without hesitation, especially given that the conversation between them had not been overheard by anyone other than her.

      “I must tell you, Miss Wells, that I am–”

      “Merry.” She stopped and turned to face him, finding themselves in a quiet alcove away from the noise and bustle of the ballroom. “You may call me Merry, Lord Weston.”

      He gaped at her, his eyes flaring and his mouth hanging open for a moment such was his surprise. She did not laugh, but rather, held his gaze, feeling her heart lift within her chest.

      “I overheard what you said to Lady Reid,” she told him quietly. “It has convinced me that your words are true. It has shown me that your heart does, in fact, belong to me.”

      “It does,” he breathed, reaching for her hands and taking them in his own. Merry closed her eyes, feeling tears burn in her eyes again, but this time, they did not come from pain or sorrow. Instead, they came with the sensation of forgiveness, of allowing the wrongs to belong only to the past. It was easier to do than she had expected, for seeing the look in Lord Weston’s eyes had told her that his regret and pain was real. He had made a wager and then discovered that there was more to their acquaintance than he had first thought.

      “If I had told you of the wager, you would have turned from me,” Lord Weston said, as if he had read her thoughts. “I would have been alone. My heart would have quite broken.”

      Merry looked up into his face, pulling one hand free to run down his cheek and marveling at the flurry of excitement that flooded her. “You were the only gentleman of my acquaintance who showed a true interest in me,” she told him quietly. “That may have come, at the first, as an intention to claim me as your own to win the wager, but thereafter, I believe it became something more.”

      He nodded and swallowed hard. “It did, Merry,” he promised her, his gaze fixed and unrelenting. “I thought to show an interest in you only so that I might become the victor, but then I discovered that my heart was slowly becoming fixed upon you. I had never experienced such sensations, and the more I considered my heart, the more fearful I became of telling you the truth.” Dropping his head, he let out a soft groan. “I have made an abject fool of both myself and you.”

      “And yet, I have come to see that your affection for me is real,” Merry replied, seeing him slowly lift his head. “My forgiveness came the moment I heard you declare yourself to Lady Reid.” She smiled at him, seeing the hope flare in his eyes. “You would have gone to her had you no true affection for me, Lord Weston. Given that my own heart will not let you go, I have decided to set the past aside and to move into what I hope will be a happy and contented future….” She trailed off, a flicker of uncertainty in her heart. “That is, if you still wish it to be so.”

      Lord Weston lowered his head and caught her lips with his own. His hands wrapped about her waist, tugging her closer to him still. Her arms went about his neck of their own accord, pulling herself closer to him and losing herself in his kiss. His kiss was hard, his lips firm, as though he were branding her as his own.

      “I do not deserve you, Merry,” he whispered against her mouth, his forehead resting lightly against hers. “I do not deserve your forgiveness nor your love.”

      She laughed softly, letting her fingers twine through his hair as her heart flooded with more happiness than she had ever thought possible. “Enough regret, Lord Weston,” she told him sweetly. “I love you deeply. You have become everything to me, and I shall not let you linger in sorrow, not when we have so much happiness ahead of us.”

      Lord Weston took in a long breath and then let it out slowly, capturing her face with both hands and framing it gently as he looked into her eyes. “Then make my happiness complete, my love. Tell me that you will be my bride. I will spend each day showing you that I am the gentleman you deserve, the gentleman who sees you as you truly are and who loves every part of you with an abiding, unrelenting love that is solely for you alone.”

      Merry closed her eyes, lost in happiness. Her sorrow and fears were gone, her broken heart already beginning to heal. Lord Weston had proven himself despite his failings, and she knew now that he would make her the most wonderful of husbands. “Of course I will wed you,” she replied, hearing his sigh of relief and smiling at it. “I can think of nothing better than marrying the person who carries my heart.”

      Lord Weston smiled back at her, lowering his head for another kiss. “Nor I,” he whispered, before capturing her lips with his own.
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      Did you enjoy reading Merry’s story? I hope you did! If you haven’t read Book One of this series, you can find it here. The Return of Lord Avondale, London Season Matchmaker Book One.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Want to read the prologue in its entirety?

          

        

      

    

    
      Lady Eliza’s Broken Heart, London Season Matchmaker Prequel is available for free!

      

      Although The Return of Lord Avondale does have a short chapter length prequel at the beginning of the book, you can download the extended short story version of the prequel for free!

      

      Interested? Click here to learn more…
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for downloading The Earl She Despised.

      

      I hope you truly enjoyed Book Three of my London Season Matchmaker Series!

      

      Book Four is currently in the works and should be published by late July!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I grew up in a small town in New England. My father was a commercial fisherman for most of his life and I have two older brothers who followed in his footsteps

      My mom was a housewife and loved every minute of it. Looking back now, it seems that every year she spent taking care of the three of us and my dad, made her happier. She loved cooking, she loved cleaning and sitting up all night when one of us were sick never seemed to phase her. She is a remarkable woman and in a small town, that didn’t go unnoticed.  I can remember my friends coming home with me after school and before I could put my books away and change my shoes, they would be in the kitchen drinking milk and eating banana bread with my mom. She always made them laugh and I think they could have sat there for hours and hours listening to her.  It made me proud, but I remember thinking ‘Mom! Can I have my friends back now?’

      After I had written a few books, people began to ask my mom how did a girl who grew up in a family of fishermen end up writing Regency Romance?  She would laugh and blame her brother. She had allowed me to go to England with my uncle and my cousin on vacation when I was thirteen, and it changed my view of the world forever. The Royal family and the history in that family was fascinating to me. Every past King and Queen had a story that could have only come out of a story book. The day we visited Buckingham Palace and went on the tour I was overwhelmed with the splendor of the rooms.  The winding staircases, the tall ceilings and tall windows draped with satin curtains and gold beads. It wasn’t long before I knew I was in love with the grandeur of royal life.  The more I learned about the family, the country, and its history, the more I felt the stories inside of me wanting to come out.

      It wasn’t long before I had more stories in my head than I could put on paper.

      I do hope you enjoy my books as much as I have enjoyed writing them!
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