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      She ran from the altar. He carried her the rest of the way.

      

      Lady Frances Rowley is no ordinary debutante—fiery, intelligent, and unwilling to be bartered off like a prized estate. When an unwanted marriage threatens her freedom, she turns to the last man she ever thought she’d ask for help: Johnathan Seton, Duke of Hargate. Her scandalous childhood friend. Her once-greatest regret.

      Johnathan has spent years outrunning duty, drowning in vice as a member of the infamous Wayward Dukes. But when he sees Frances again—bold, desperate, and breathtaking—he can’t let her go. On the day of her wedding, he makes a reckless choice: he steals her from the church and flees toward Gretna Green.

      What begins as an escape soon becomes something far more dangerous—a journey of slow-burning passion, unspoken truths, and the unraveling of everything they thought they knew. With every mile, Frances begins to see the man behind the reputation, and Johnathan realizes the only thing he's ever truly wanted is the one woman he might lose again.

      But freedom comes at a cost. And as their pursuers close in, Frances and Johnathan must decide: will they defy society for a chance at forever… or let the past ruin their future?

      

      For fans of Sarah MacLean, Tessa Dare, and the slow-burn rogue redemption arc, Duke of No Return delivers swoon-worthy romance, daring escapes, and a love story that refuses to be tamed.
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      Lady Clara Mapleton adjusted the mask over her eyes and managed a brittle smile as the strains of a waltz drifted through the space. Candles glimmered in chandeliers overhead, casting golden light over an opulent sea of silks, velvets, and feathers. The masquerade ball at the Duke of Winfield’s London townhouse was the pinnacle of the Season, which meant it was also brimming with danger.

      Four seasons ago, Clara might have looked forward to this ball. Four seasons ago, she had been another hopeful among the ranks of society’s daughters, more interested in the taste of sugared lemon cakes and the unspoken promises in a well-executed dance than in the dreadful calculus of marriage and reputation. But that was before Oakford. Before he had spread a careless rumor that she had snuck off for a scandalous liaison with a viscount behind the hedges. A lie, but one potent enough to see her Almack’s voucher revoked, Lord Beresford’s flowers cease arriving, and the whispers begin in earnest.

      She moved through the crush of masked revelers with practiced poise, her chin tilted just so, the fan in her hand fluttering with deliberate control even as her pulse skittered like a trapped bird. She acknowledged acquaintances with brief, practiced nods, each smile a fragile veneer stretched thin over a heart thudding too fast, each step calculated to project composure. Every stride demanded a suppression of nerves, a masking of the dread that pulsed beneath her ribs. Her thoughts churned. Would she ever truly move past the scandal from her first season? Even now, it clung to her like soot. She refused to let the whispers define her, but even so, the weight of judgment pressed on her shoulders, heavy and unrelenting.

      The whispers of society ladies stung like nettles against her skin. After enduring too much, Clara had retreated to a corner near a gilded column, not in defeat, but to recover a sliver of calm. Yet even the shadows felt complicit, whispering her name with the echo of past mistakes, wrapping her in doubt as if the night itself sought to remind her she did not belong.

      “There you are,” came a voice to her left. It was her dear friend Lady Alice Pickford, wearing a gown of sapphire blue and a fox-shaped mask that somehow suited her impish nature. “You are the only woman I know who can make being a wallflower look elegant.”

      Clara sighed. “I am simply... observing.”

      “You are sulking.”

      “I am not,” Clara said.

      “Your frown could curdle cream.” Alice linked arms with her. “Come. Dance with someone. Or steal a kiss from a stranger. That is what masquerades are for.”

      “A stolen kiss?” Clara arched a brow. “That sounds precisely like the sort of behavior that leads to ruination.”

      Alice grinned. “Only if one is caught, and only by someone inclined to tattling.”

      “Alice,” hissed a voice behind them. Eden Langley, Marchioness Blackstone, her mask a demure cream edged with silver lace, stepped up beside them. She was taller than most, her dark hair braided tight and crowned with a circlet of tiny white roses, but her manner was all warmth. “Hush. You will cause a scandal with such talk.” She rested a hand on Clara’s arm. “Clara, you look wonderful. The red brings out the malice in your eyes.”

      Clara allowed herself a genuine smile, touched by Eden’s insouciance. “That was the precise effect I aimed for, Lady Blackstone.”

      “I hardly recognize you with all these feathers,” Eden replied, lowering her voice as the waltz swelled into a fortissimo. “If only our mothers were present…they would be in fits over this display.”

      “They are present,” Alice stage-whispered. “They are over by the refreshment tables, gossiping and scanning for eligible son-in-laws. Our future is at stake, after all.”

      The three women leaned in close, conspiratorial.

      A flicker of movement by the far pillar drew Clara’s gaze. Two men stood slightly apart from the crowd. Lord Blackstone, Eden’s husband, and her brother Thomas Thornton, Earl of Pavington. Gabriel Langley was the more imposing, black-haired and as enigmatic as a carved statue, while Pavington’s light-brown hair and sea-blue eyes suggested a friendlier temperament. The pair watched the floor, though Clara was certain neither missed a syllable of the girls’ banter.

      “Thomas looks like a man sentenced to execution,” she said, tilting her chin.

      “Indeed,” Eden said, “it is because Alice is here, and he is desperate not to incite her. I think he worries she will bring up the incident of the dead ferret.”

      Alice gave a theatrical sigh. “I would wager his concern lays more with the match-making mamas in attendance.” Her gaze drifted again. “He is looking this way.”

      “He always does,” Clara said, who had not taken her eyes off the gentlemen for some time. “It is terribly endearing.”

      “Thomas is only endearing to women who have not had their pigtails dunked in ink,” Alice replied. “But tonight I have no quarrel with him. I intend to smile, and laugh, and, if I can manage it, avoid any references to ruined virtue.”

      Eden’s lips twitched. “You are a paragon of grace.”

      Clara had just opened her mouth to speak when a masked man in black approached her, moving with the lazy grace of a predator. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and his mask was plain save for a gold trim. Something about him made Clara’s skin prickle with awareness.

      “Dance with me,” he said smoothly, his voice low and wicked.

      Clara hesitated. “I do not believe we have been introduced.”

      “Is that not the point of a masquerade?” he countered, stepping closer.

      Something wild sparked in her chest. She should say no. She would say no. But instead, she nodded and took his arm.

      The music changed, and he led her onto the dance floor. His touch was steady and possessive on her waist, his steps confident. Clara found herself caught in the rhythm, the closeness, the heady sense of anonymity.

      He leaned close, his lips at her ear.

      Clara’s breath caught, her senses flaring at his nearness. The scent of sandalwood and something darker curled around her, and for a moment, the din of the ballroom faded.

      “You intrigue me,” he said.

      Before she could answer, he spun her out in a sharp, graceful swoop. When she steadied herself, a strange tightness coiled in her chest. Not just from the movement, but from the way he looked at her. As though he knew her. As though he wanted her.

      Then he kissed her, and for a breathless instant, the world receded. Time bent around her, the crowd and music blurring into a hush as his lips pressed to hers. All sense of propriety vanished, her thoughts swept away by the sheer audacity of the moment. His hand at her waist grounded her even as everything else spun, her thoughts scattering like petals on the wind in the blaze of sensation.

      Her breath caught. Awareness surged through her, raw and unbidden, and far too real.

      The kiss was not gentle. The way his mouth claimed hers was far from polite. It was searing, tasting of heat and arrogance, the pressure of his mouth both daring and decisive. A firm claiming. A scandal pressed against her lips in full view of the ballroom.

      A rush of shock surged through her, disbelief mingling with something dangerously close to longing. She jerked free of his hold, her breath ragged, and his mask slid revealing his face. Only then, in the jarring collision of recognition and sensation, did her mind scream the truth. It. Was. Him.

      Of course it was him. And yet, for one heartbeat, she had not pulled away. Not because she wanted it, surely not, but because the kiss had left her momentarily untethered, adrift in sensation and fury alike.

      Gasps echoed through the ballroom, and the music faltered in response.

      The scoundrel stared at her with the expression of a man who had just torched his own house and was still waiting for the smoke to clear.

      Clara took a step back. Her cheeks burned. Her hands trembled. She wanted to slap him, to scream, to ask him what in the seven hells he thought he was doing. But most of all, she wanted—God help her—to feel that kiss again.

      A sharp breath escaped her, her heart stuttered, and a chill raced down her spine despite the heat in her cheeks. Her stomach twisted, not just from the sight of him, but from the knowledge of who he was and what he had already cost her.

      Crispin Hallworth.

      The Devil of Oakford.

      The title struck like a thunderclap in her memory, conjuring the whispered betrayals of her first season, the humiliation, the icy stares. Her pulse pounded at her temples. She had sworn never to speak to him again—never to even look at him if she could help it—and yet here he was, his kiss still burning on her lips.

      The very reprobate who had ruined her first season with a whisper. The single lie had cost her everything.

      Clara’s eyes narrowed to slits, her fists curling at her sides as her breath came fast. “You,” she hissed, her voice laced with venom and disbelief.

      “The pleasure is mine,” he said, a maddening smile curving his lips.

      A crowd began to form around them. Eden and her husband Gabriel appeared at the edge of the crush, concern in Eden’s eyes. Clara’s mother looked horrified. Crispin’s mother, Lady Oakford, bustled forward, face pale.

      Her mother's dismay, the swell of whispers from the crowd, and the knowledge that her reputation, already precarious, teetered on the edge of further ruin collided into a reckless resolve. She had already spent years under the weight of society’s judgment, all because of the devil’s lie. She would not allow him to ruin her again. If she could not stop the fire, she would redirect the blaze.

      Panic and purpose gripped her, swift and sharp. She took his arm and turned to the stunned assembly. A dull roar rushed through her ears as she tried to suppress the quake in her limbs. This was madness. Pure, irrevocable madness. Still, she could not afford to falter again, not with the eyes of half the ton boring into her. Not when at least a quarter of them knew who she was behind the feathered mask.

      Clara took a deep breath and smiled up at Lord Oakford, her expression composed, every inch the poised debutante reclaiming her power. Her future might hang by a thread, but this time it was one she grasped firmly with joy, but with the fierce defiance of a woman determined to seize control of her fate. “There is no need for alarm. Lord Oakford and I are,” she turned to the crowd, “engaged.”

      The silence was deafening.

      Crispin looked down at her, stunned, the corners of his mouth twitching before he schooled his expression. A dozen retorts and jests danced behind his eyes, but something else flickered there too. Curiosity, calculation, and perhaps the barest hint of reluctant admiration.

      Clara’s breath hitched, and she gripped his arm, silently begging him not to contradict her.

      Was he about to laugh? Deny it? Accept it and twist the knife further? Her mind scrambled to predict his next move, heart thudding with dread. Each second of silence coiled tension tighter around her, and part of her wished to undo it, but she could not take the words back.

      Then he laughed, the low, rich sound threading through the charged silence. To Clara, it felt like a slap, a sound that coiled around her like smoke, intangible but suffocating. It slipped through the moment like velvet over steel. Amused, confident, and so cutting that Clara’s spine stiffened in response, even her cheeks flamed.

      “Indeed,” he said smoothly, eyes glinting with mischief and something she could not name.

      Then Oakford reached for her, slow and deliberate, and slid his hand around her waist. The gesture was scandal incarnate, and it electrified the onlookers. For the first time that night, Clara understood just how completely he controlled the moment. He was not a victim of circumstance. He was its architect.

      “Betrothed?” gasped Miss Westcott.

      “But you..he…when…” Lady Rothley stammered, robbed of her usual poise.

      Lady Stratmore’s mask slipped enough to reveal her astonishment. “How positively thrilling,” she managed.

      Clara, flushed to her hairline, risked a glance at Oakford. He met her eyes, and in the split second before he smiled, she saw it—the glimmer of genuine surprise, the calculation as he pivoted to meet her audacity. Then, with the utmost gravity, he took her hand and pressed it to his lips.

      “I had hoped to keep our betrothal private until I had spoken with your father,” he said, a master of theater. “But it seems the fates have forced our hand.”

      Lady Stratmore, never one to lose advantage, stepped forward. “You must allow us to congratulate you! What a coup! Oh, Lady Clara, what happiness for your family. And for you, Lord Oakford, a most splendid match.”

      Clara nodded, teeth clenched so tightly her jaw smarted. She felt Oakford’s grip on her waist tighten, as though to steady her, or perhaps to keep her from bolting.

      Miss Westcott, emboldened by scandal, asked, “How long have you…?”

      “Since this evening,” Clara said, heart racing. “It was… unexpected.”

      “Love always is,” Oakford supplied. He leaned in, his lips brushing her ear. “Well played,” he murmured. “I thought I was the devil, but perhaps you rival me.”

      She did not answer. There was no triumph in her, only a swirl of conflicting emotions—rage, humiliation, and a dangerous flicker of pride that she had dared take control, even if the cost might be everything.

      As the ball resumed and guests began to murmur their speculations behind embroidered fans, Clara tugged Lord Oakford into a shadowed hallway off the main ballroom. A roar filled her ears, each heartbeat drumming louder than the last, the weight of what she had done settling over her.

      Had she truly just announced an engagement to Crispin Hallworth—the one man she loathed more than any other? A dozen consequences spun through her mind, each more dire than the last. She could see her mother’s dismay, hear the giddy horror in society’s whispers. Was this survival, or disaster? She was not yet sure, but her pride refused to let her retreat. Her fingers trembled as she released his arm, betraying the vulnerability she had so carefully masked.

      “Have you gone mad?” she snapped the moment they were alone.

      “Possibly,” Oakford said, stepping closer, each motion deliberate, as if the tension between them warranted nothing more than idle distraction. “But I would say the madness lies with you, Lady Clara. An engagement? Truly?”

      “You kissed me before half of London!”

      “You kissed me back…ardently.”

      She peered at him. “That is a lie.”

      He leaned in, his voice a velvet murmur laced with amusement and danger. “It felt very real to me.”

      A tremor ran through her, chest tight and throat constricting, not just from anger, but from the echo of that kiss still humming on her lips. “You have managed to ruin me. Again.”

      His expression changed. A brief flicker of something behind his mocking gaze. Then he smirked, though the glint in his eye veiled something far more calculating. “If I am to play the part of your betrothed, Lady Clara, I might as well enjoy the advantages. Do you not agree?”

      “I will never allow⁠—”

      “Oh, but darling,” he murmured, stepping closer, “you already have.”

      Her breath stuttered, a flicker of danger coiling low in her belly. She clenched her fists, furious at the thrill that followed. The infuriating way her body reacted despite her better judgment. A flush rose along her collarbone, confusion mingling with a hunger she scarcely understood. One forged from fury, history, and the undeniable pull of his mouth on hers.

      Clara met his gaze. Whatever came next, she would face it with her head high. She had survived one scandal. She would survive this too. Even if it meant facing the Devil of Oakford himself... every day, until the lie unraveled or the truth became unbearable.
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      Crispin Hallworth, Earl of Oakford, was no stranger to spectacle, nor the consequences that followed. He leaned half-shrouded in shadow and studied Lady Clara Mapleton with the cool appraisal of a man contemplating a particularly beautiful dagger—elegant, dangerous, and recently turned against him. She stood a few paces away, her posture rigid, her crimson gown still echoing the scandal of the moment, as music drifted from the ballroom, filling the surrounding corridor.

      Engaged.

      He nearly laughed again.

      Of all the unpredictable, deliciously brazen things Clara could have done, this, announcing an engagement before half the ton, was inspired. Reckless, yes. Foolish, certainly. But inspired. And now she was glaring at him as though he had orchestrated the entire evening.

      “You are insufferable,” she said through clenched teeth.

      He tapped a gloved finger against his chin. “You say that as though it were not one of my more celebrated qualities.”

      Her lips twitched, as if fighting the urge to retort, but her eyes sparked with something far sharper than amusement—warning, perhaps, or reluctant intrigue.

      Clara made a strangled sound, something between a scoff and a growl. Her cheeks were flushed, whether from fury or embarrassment he could not be certain, but it suited her. In fact, most things suited Lady Clara, righteous indignation especially.

      “What could possibly possess you to go along with that madness?” she demanded.

      Crispin pushed off the wall with leisurely grace and took a step closer. He enjoyed seeing her flustered, especially after years of her carefully composed disdain. But he was not here merely to trade barbs.

      “Let us say,” he murmured, lowering his voice, “that I find the idea amusing.”

      She stared at him. “You agreed to an engagement, in front of everyone we know, because you were... bored?” Her voice rose with disbelief, and her hand balled into a fist at her side. She imagined hurling her champagne in his face, desperate to shake the smugness from his features, anything that might make him feel as unmoored as she did.

      “Partly,” he conceded. “But also because it solves several problems rather elegantly.”

      “Problems?”

      “My mother, for one. She has been hounding me to settle down. You, my dear, have just offered me a reprieve.” He took another step.

      Her eyes narrowed. “You cannot be serious.”

      “I am always serious when it benefits me.” He smiled, slow and wolfish. “And then there is you.”

      “Me?” She took a step back.

      “You announced the engagement to salvage your own reputation. Fair enough. But if you believe I will allow myself to be used without exacting a little entertainment in return, then you have sorely underestimated me.”

      She bristled, fury tightening her posture. “So this is a lesson? A punishment?”

      “Think of it as an arrangement. You get your protection from scandal, I get a season of amusement and my mother off my back. Perhaps we both win.”

      A flicker passed across her face, jaw tight, brows knit, as though she were weighing the sting of his words against the necessity of swallowing them whole. Then, with remarkable composure, she said, “You truly are a devil.”

      He grinned. “That is the rumor.”

      “You should not have kissed me.”

      “Yet I did,” Crispin replied. He leaned closer, letting the space between them speak for itself. “It seems you have a habit of telling me what I should and should not do, Lady Clara. A habit you may need to break, now that we are so dreadfully… attached.”

      “Do not presume you have gained any influence over me,” she said, voice sharp enough to cut glass.

      “Influence?” He braced a hand against the wall beside her head, caging her with the span of his arms. “No, I would not dare, for it would ruin the fun.”

      She glared at him, lashes quivering with indignation. “If you dare to ruin me a second time⁠—”

      “Ruin you?” He leaned closer, his voice a murmur between them. “You seem perfectly capable of managing that yourself. I had nothing to do with this little engagement, unless you count the sin of being an irresistible kisser.”

      The slap came quick, but not quickly enough to surprise him. He caught her wrist mid-air, his fingers encircling the delicate bones. Not tight, but immovable.

      “I loathe you,” she hissed, voice trembling with rage.

      “Excellent.” He drew her closer until her perfume—citrus and rose—was all he could smell. “Hatred is vastly preferable to indifference.”

      The words struck Clara like a stone skipped across water—brief, cutting, and hard to ignore. She said nothing, but her jaw tightened, the only sign that the barb had landed.

      She tried to step back, but he matched her movement, his body pressing her against the cool marble.

      “So you intend to make me miserable, simply for your own amusement?”

      He feigned outrage. “Not miserable. I intend only to enjoy the intrigue you have set in motion. Surely you did not plan to deny me the challenge of wooing you after you so brazenly trapped me?”

      She looked down, seething, then up at him again. “The only challenge is whether I can stomach your company long enough to convince the ton this is not a farce.”

      “You want to be convincing?” he asked, voice softening, breath brushing her cheek. “Then perhaps you should not glare at me as if I am a flea on your glove. Shall I instruct you in the art of feigned affection?”

      “I would rather throw myself from the upper gallery,” she notched her chin up in defiance.

      He considered it. “Dramatic, but inelegant. And marble is quite unforgiving. No, I believe we must persist in our charade. Leastwise for now. Perhaps,” he leaned closer, his gaze pinning hers, “until you have recovered your voucher and safely snared some other poor wretch.”

      Her eyes flickered. Approval perhaps, or calculation. From Crispin’s vantage, it was enough to confirm she had accepted the terms of their farce, at least for now. He almost admired the cold-blooded logic of it. “Is that what you want?” he pressed. “Your reputation restored, and then I am to be discarded?”

      She was silent, lips pressed tight. In that instant, he saw through the fire to the fear beneath. The dread of being consigned to the shelf, of her worth being measured in ruined currency. He felt a twinge, odd and almost tender, at the vulnerability she fought so hard to hide.

      “I will not force you to marry me, Clara,” he said, the words more honest than he had intended. “But I will not let you wriggle free without some small measure of entertainment.”

      “Entertainment,” she repeated. “Is that what you call public humiliation, endless speculation, and gossip?”

      He shrugged. “Perhaps.”

      “Very well.” She seethed, but her eyes betrayed a glimmer of curiosity. “What happens now?”

      He smiled, slow and wicked. “Now, we return to the ball and bask in the horror of our peers. Or if you prefer, we wait here until the rumors ferment into something truly scandalous. The choice is yours.”

      She stared at him, weighing the options. “You could release me,” she suggested.

      “Certainly,” he said, but did not move.

      She pushed off the wall, and he stepped aside, just enough to allow her passage. But as she brushed past, his hand shot out and snagged her arm. Not hard, but with absolute authority.

      He leaned down, lips nearly grazing her ear. “If you are going to play at being my intended, you ought to act the part. Smile at me, Clara. Or at the very least, stop plotting my death with your eyes. The whole point is to be convincing.”

      She turned, bringing their faces close enough to count each other’s lashes. For a fleeting moment, he wondered what would happen if he kissed her again. Would she claw his eyes out, or would she freeze and shudder like before, her fury and desire locked in combat?

      He rather hoped for both, though he would not test her now.

      She gave a brittle smile, all teeth. “Better?”

      “Almost convincing,” he purred.

      Footsteps echoed in the corridor. Crispin straightened, but did not release her arm. Clara shot him a look of pure murder and tried to twist away, but he simply tightened his hold, guiding her a half-step closer to his side. The voices grew louder. A woman’s peal of laughter, a man’s heavy tread.

      He leaned in, voice pitched for her alone. “You may thank me later.”

      She would never thank him, of course. But then, that was the real game between them. What she would never do. And what he could make her do anyway. A dangerous game, perhaps, but it thrilled him—this delicate dance between defiance and surrender, where the stakes were nothing short of hearts and reputations.

      There was a peculiar flavor to the silence that followed. Brittle, poised to shatter under the least provocation. Crispin savored it, letting the tension wind itself taut as a violin string. Clara’s eyes darted to the corridor’s end, calculation flaring in the blue depths. He could see the frantic arithmetic as she weighed the cost of fleeing against the horror of being discovered in his arms.

      She need not have bothered. The discovery came faster than her next breath.

      “Crispin! Lady Clara!” His mother, the Dowager Countess Oakford’s voice could have cut glass, it carried so well down the passage. Moments later she swept into view, her silk skirts billowing, diamonds sparkling in the candlelight. On her arm was none other than Lady Shipley, Clara’s own mother, looking as if she had been winded by a strong draft and had not yet recovered.

      Behind them, a second wave followed. Lady Alice Pickford, eyes alight with suspicion. Eden Langley, Marchioness of Blackstone, all perfect composure with a hint of chaos in her dark gaze. And Lord Blackstone, towering and taciturn, scanning the scene as if preparing for a duel. The entire flock bore down upon them, hungry for answers.

      Clara tried to extricate herself, but Crispin only shifted his grip, turning her so that she fit neatly against his side. She stiffened, her lips forming the most insincere smile he had ever seen. He would have laughed, had it not ruined the tableau.

      “My darling boy!” Lady Oakford gushed, hands fluttering to her chest. “I had no idea you were courting!” Her eyes, sharp as owls, swept over Clara’s mussed hair and high color. “What restraint you have shown to keep it so private.”

      “Indeed,” Lady Shipley echoed, relief and suspicion warring on her features. “We are…overjoyed, are we not, Clara?”

      “Utterly,” Clara managed, her voice so strangled that Alice had to cover her mouth to hide a laugh.

      Lady Shipley blinked rapidly, as though still processing the evening’s events. “I had no idea the two of you were acquainted, much less...”

      “Surprises make life worth living, Mother,” Clara interrupted, laying a hand on Crispin’s arm with such stiffness it might have been carved from marble.

      Lady Oakford waved her fan. “Oh, but it is exactly as I predicted. I told you, Lady Shipley, that once Crispin set his mind to a lady, the outcome was inevitable.” She cast her son a look of fond exasperation. “He was always so determined, even as a child.”

      Crispin offered a shallow bow, his smile betraying more mischief than modesty. “You know me too well, Mother.”

      The other women crowded closer, their eagerness a testament to the weight such public approval carried—being seen as affianced, especially by someone of Oakford’s standing, could turn the tide of an entire Season. Alice leaned in with open delight. “It is a shame you did not tell us, Clara. We might have planned a proper celebration instead of forcing your intended to snatch you from the ballroom like a pirate.”

      Eden seemed lost for words. Her mouth formed a perfect “O” before she snapped it shut. Blackstone observed the proceedings with narrowed green eyes.

      Lady Oakford clasped Clara’s hands. “When did you know, my dear?” she demanded, eyes agleam. “Was it love at first sight? Or did Crispin’s charm require more time to wear you down?”

      Clara, desperate, looked to her mother, who offered no rescue. “I suppose I have always admired Lord Oakford’s…spirit,” she said, the words choking her.

      “A spirited match is best,” Lady Oakford pronounced. “Far better than a tame one, I always say. My own husband, rest his soul, was the same. Never a dull moment.”

      “Mother,” Crispin interjected, “perhaps Lady Clara and I could have a moment to ourselves before we return to the ballroom?”

      “Oh, nonsense,” said Lady Shipley. “There will be time for all manner of moments after the ball. The Duke of Winfield is eager to present you as the couple of the Season.”

      Crispin hid a sigh. The ton’s hunger for fresh gossip was insatiable, and now they were the latest on dit. “Of course,” he said, making a show of glancing fondly at Clara. “We would not wish to disappoint.”

      Lady Oakford pressed on, eyes agleam with excitement. “We must speak at once of wedding plans. Oakford House is ideal for an intimate gathering, but the country estate has a ballroom that is the height of romance. Of course you will marry at St. George’s. What do you think, Crispin? Lady Clara?”

      He looked at Clara, half-expecting her to faint. She did not. Instead, she gave a tight nod, never breaking character. Her spine remained straight, but her knuckles had whitened where she clutched her fan, betraying the toll of restraint behind her composed mask. There was, he realized, something ferocious in her willingness to endure.

      Alice elbowed Eden, who rolled her eyes heavenward. “We shall have to plan the trousseau,” Alice said with an impish grin, “and the betrothal ball, and…oh, do say you will let us choose the colors, Clara!”

      Clara smiled, the kind of smile that held steady under scrutiny but cracked at the edges for anyone looking too closely. “Of course, Alice. I could not imagine anyone more suited to the task.”

      Blackstone spoke, voice pitched low but carrying. “Congratulations, Oakford. You have done the impossible. Caught a woman as clever as yourself. You do know you are playing with fire?”

      Crispin pulled Clara closer. “That has always been my favorite pastime.”

      He felt Clara’s shoulders tense under his hold.

      It was all there. The mothers’ delight, the friends’ disbelief, the certain knowledge that tomorrow’s breakfast tables would hum with nothing but their names.

      He wondered, as the crowd funneled them back toward the light and the music, whether Clara would ever forgive him for setting this in motion, or whether deep down, she would relish the farce as much as he did.
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