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CHAPTER ONE
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At first it seemed only his just reward for eavesdropping, however unintentionally. But when they began to tear into him in earnest, an affronted anger began to simmer inside Lord Wolviston’s chest.

He had come out into the garden for a moment’s escape from the noise of a hundred voices, all trying to be heard over the violins scraping and the glasses clinking and the laughter trilling. He’d had a physical ache in his chest—as if some great monster had sat on him, keeping him from breathing. He had fled Lady Havers’s ballroom, using his height and his wide shoulders to push through the crowd. The heat of too many dazzling candles and the assault of too many perfumes made him want to drag the high, starched cravat from his neck and unbutton the stiff brocade waistcoat that lay under his fitted black coat.

Had London been this awful nine years ago? He had vague memories of his few days on the town—his short fortnight of precious freedom before responsibility had crashed down on him in the form of his father’s crippling accident.

Now, that particular weight was gone—lifted with his father’s merciful passing. With the boys off to university, and his mother settled with Cousin Martha, he had come to London to kick up his heels—while he still had enough life to do so. Instead, he was learning that he was a stuffy, dull fellow with no grace or attractions.

He knew that he must be, for two young ladies were saying just that.

Young ladies, Wolviston thought with a sour twist of his mouth. Young cats, more like, out to sharpen their claws on him, and they had not even met him face-to-face.

The damnable part was that he knew who they were. Only he was a gentleman. He could not embarrass them all by stepping out from behind the lone, newly-leafed willow tree in the garden and introducing himself to his oldest friend’s sister by saying, “Yes, I’m the clod from the country you’ve just been despising. How nice to meet you as well, Miss Jane Preston.”

Oh, yes, that would be a lovely way to payback the one person who had stayed his friend over long, troubled years.

If there had been any other path back into the house, Wolviston would have turned on his heel and taken it. Instead, he stood under the willow, the darkness screening him, but the heat on his face made him feel like a bloody beacon.

“I tell you, Jane, you must be firm, and tell your brother that you have no interest in this boring friend of his. The fact that all Reggie could think of to say about him is that he’s a viscount is fatal. He’s probably fat, fifty...”

“But he can’t be fifty if he went to school with Reggie, for Reggie’s only eight-and-twenty.”

“Yes, but if this old friend has been buried for nine years in Shropshire...”

“Lincolnshire,” Jane corrected.

“Well, Wherever-shire, it is all the countryside, and he’s bound to act as if he were fifty. He’ll have no talk except of pigs and horses. Honestly, Jane, there is nothing more fatal than a brother’s friend,” the blond insisted, her light voice firm on the subject.

Wolviston saw her as a silhouette on the dark terrace, slim and outlined by moonlight, so indistinct that only the pale flash of her hair and gown gave her any real form. She was not as tall as Jane, but she was the one leading her friend into scorning him before they had even met. A shrew, he decided. If there was any justice in the world, she’d be appropriately sharp-faced. But God help every man in London if that sweet, melodic voice of hers came with looks to match.

“But you don’t have a brother, Clarissa,” Jane protested.

“Oh, pooh,” Clarissa said, and Wolviston decided that she probably did not allow mere facts to trouble her opinions. “Remember Susan Faraday and how her brother introduced the most perfectly awful old chum? The one she ended up married to? And now where is she?”

There was a pause before Jane offered, “Sussex?”

“Just my point! She’s not in London enjoying life. We must hold to our plan, Jane. Our futures depend upon it.”

Curiosity stirred under Wolviston’s abraded pride. Plan? Lord, if these two had a plan, it had to be something to make poor Reggie’s life miserable. Wolviston had experience with two younger brothers, and he knew what mischief could lure them off the narrow path of virtue. He couldn’t imagine what sort of schemes a female might concoct.

“But, Clarissa, I’m not sure I want a husband who has known dozens of other women. I do not think I should stand up to comparison.”

Wolviston scowled at the darkened figures. Now what folly was this girl, Clarissa, stuffing into poor Jane’s head?

“That’s just the point, Jane. It takes such a man to appreciate your unique qualities because of those comparisons.” Her voice lowered, taking on a wistful longing. “He’ll have seen his fill of beauties and will be looking for something deeper. He will have known so many women that he will have this extraordinary knowledge of what it is a lady really needs. He will love you as no other man can, and your love for him will save him from himself...and from loneliness.”

The ache in her voice cut through Wolviston’s injured pride. Loneliness. The hollow knowledge of just how lonely life could be lay just under that magical tone. And so did a stirring of passion so pure that he almost wanted to wrap his arms around it—and around her. For a mad instant, he wanted to be the man who could give her what she sought.

The girl’s voice took up a practical tone, snapping them all back to reality. “Of course, he will have done all his seducing of others long before you will have met, so you won’t need to worry about that after your love reforms his ways.”

Wolviston almost choked. Bloody hell! This girl was a menace not only to Reggie’s sister but to the world at large with such ridiculous fancies as this. He wanted his arms around her, right enough, so he could throttle some sense into her.

“But just how do I reform a rake?” Jane asked, her voice rising in distress. “I cannot even meet one.”

A musical laugh floated into the night air, mixing with the sweet scent of mown grass and the hint of coal dust that lay forever in London’s air. “Stoopid, you don’t have to worry about that. Love will reform him. As to meeting him, well, that is why you have me.”

That cut it. Embarrassment or no, he could not allow this wrong-headed girl to lead Reggie’s sister down the path to ruin. This chit had less sense than a day-old kitten if she thought to parade Jane before men whose reputations labeled them as womanizers of the worst sort.

Wolviston parted the willow branches and stepped out from its sparse curtain of spring leaves, prepared to confront these silly girls. No sooner had he moved, however, than they, too, turned away and, arms linked, strolled back into the ballroom.

Mouth set in a taunt line, Wolviston followed.

Music and heat and an overflow of scents assaulted him as he opened the doors to Lady Havers’s townhouse.

Along the walls, masses of spring flowers wilted in their enormous Chinese vases. Those not dancing clustered together between the vases, the ladies flirting over their fans and the gentlemen arguing politics or farming or something else over the music. In the center of the parquet-floor, dancers, in two long lines, stepped through the intricate measures of a country dance.

Wolviston scanned the ballroom for Jane and her idiotic friend. He stood well over six feet and could easily see over the heads of others, although the ostrich feathers that some dowagers wore in their turbans had him twisting and turning for a better view. He caught an inviting stare from one lady, who eyed him over her fan, her dark eyes bold and assessing.

Lovely. I seem to appeal only to the jades of society.

But a thought occurred and he halted his search and stared back at her.

Elegant in clinging silk, she smiled at him, sensual knowledge in her eyes and on her curving lips. Obviously, she did not mind that he had spent the past decade or so buried in Lincolnshire. Her stare grew bolder, and he wondered what she saw to make her smile.

He had the usual two eyes—both gray—and one nose, which had taken him forever to grow into. Sun streaks in his brown hair hid most of the gray coming in. He cut his hair when it got in his eyes, and his only vanity was his hands. His father had been so proud that he, of all the boys, had inherited the Fortesque hands—long, tapering, aristocratic.

The lady in the clinging copper silk dress slid the tip of her tongue suggestively over her lush red lips.

Wolviston began to smile, and to flirt with the most outrageous idea he’d had in a dozen years—or perhaps the most outrageous scheme to ever cross his mind.

“God save me from that smile, Evan. It’s the one that always ended with me in the headmaster’s office beside you, and wishing I’d not listened to you in the first place.”

Wolviston turned to find Reggie at his side.

Ginger-colored and stout, Reggie still managed to achieve a fashionable sophistication. Padding in his dark green coat broadened his shoulders, and well-cut black pantaloons almost concealed his fondness for his dinner table. His cravat lay creased in intricate folds over a richly embroidered waistcoat. If Wolviston had not spent more nights than he could recall sneaking out and back into their rooms at Cambridge, he’d have put Reggie down as one of those fellows who never did anything for fear of ruining his appearance. He knew Reggie far better than that.

“I’ve been lookin’ for you,” Reggie said, affecting the slight lisp that marked him as a man who voted with the liberal Whigs, and who followed that hard-living set. “Finally ran m’sister to ground and said I’d present you. Mother’s still saying I ought to have brought you by the family home and all, only, trust me, you don’t want to go there. You’ll get a lecture from m’father on how the country’s going to the dogs—I always do—and m’mother won’t let you go until she’s gone through your entire family tree, trying to remember exactly who you are. Thank God for the Albany.”

Wolviston gave a small smile. He’d allowed Reggie to persuade him to take up rooms at the Albany, a once great mansion that had been converted into chambers for let. It had become a haven for young men who either did not have a house in London, or who, like Reggie, wished their parents did not. There had been times over the past three days since he’d come to London, when Wolviston had felt like the old man among Reggie’s town companions. And yet they were all about the same age.

“Who the devil has taken up with your sister?” Wolviston asked, blunt about it.

Reggie lifted an elegant hand. His exquisite coat did not allow anything as gauche as a shrug, Wolviston guessed.

“Blonde? Pretty as you can stare, and, more than likely, about as much trouble?”

“That sounds a fair description.”

“Fair indeed is the golden Miss Clarissa Derhurst. But turn your eyes away from her, Evan. She swears she won’t have anything but a rake. Besides, I’ve marked you for Jane, don’t you know. Must marry her off sometime, as Mother keeps saying. And why not to you, eh, old man?” Reggie grinned.

Wolviston shot him a narrowed glance. “If you don’t mind waiting five or ten years, I shall think about it. Meanwhile, I am going to actually live some of my own life while I can. And, if you’re not careful, your sister’s going to end up wed to some blackguard. Or worse, she’ll end up with her reputation ruined and her virtue lost if this Clarissa has her way.”

Frowning, Reggie stared down at the wine glass in his hand. He swirled the burgundy. “Why the devil do you think I was so all fired pleased to see you come to town—besides the joy of seeing your face? Thought you might at least turn their heads.”

Wolviston gave a derisive snort. “Oh, I’ve turned them, all right. Turned them quite away. For all my title, seems your Clarissa has already declared that I am a country squire with manure on my boots and about as much address as those flowers beside you.”

He knew he sounded as if it bothered him that she had discarded him sight unseen. But what did the opinion of a slip of a girl matter to him? There was no damnable reason why the scorn in that melodic voice should haunt him. But it did, festering like a sliver lodged under his skin.

He turned back to the room and caught sight of Clarissa and Jane.

The golden-haired Clarissa wore yellow, pale yellow that made her hair glint that much deeper a gold. The high-waisted gown hinted at a trim waist and well-rounded hips, and was cut low enough to show the tantalizing shadow between sweetly curved breasts.

She was too short, he decided. But she would just fit into a fellow’s arms, with her head coming to rest on his shoulder and those curves tucked nicely into reach.

Well, then, perhaps those same curves would become too plump over time. Although he could not help noticing the elegant curve of her neck and how her slender wrists hinted instead at a figure slimmed of girlhood curves and grown into exquisite ripeness.

He frowned. Well, at least, fair hair had never appealed to him. But he had to admit that the range of gold in her curls, from straw at the tips to the rich hue of sun-ripened wheat closer to her face, might well captivate any man.

Scowling, he searched for some other sign of the shrew he had heard. 

A heart-shaped face tapered to a rounded chin, and he thought he detected a hint of stubborn tilt there. Dark lashes framed intensely blue eyes, and light brown eyebrows kissed with the faintest gold arched over those eyes in a lovely sweep of color against her pale skin. And there it was, that flaw. Two in fact.

While she listened to the gentleman crowded around her, those blue eyes never brightened with real interest. And those perfect lips were not quite perfect, for the lower one seemed a touch fuller, a touch more sensual, and never quite curved in a real smile.

She kept Jane close beside her, but not, it seemed, for comparison. No, he had heard genuine affection in their voices when they had spoken on the terrace. But Jane certainly did not shine next to her fair-headed companion.

Jane’s reddish-brown hair seemed ordinary next to Clarissa’s glorious curls. Her slim form seemed too thin, and she looked too tall next to Clarissa’s petite perfection. She also looked as if she wished she could will herself to fade into the background.

Even though he resisted, Wolviston found his stare drawn back to Clarissa. He detested her for involving Reggie’s sister in her schemes. And he disliked her even more for fascinating him.

“Can’t your mother—or better still, her own—put a leash on her?” he growled to Reggie. The ballroom seemed hotter than ever, and he shifted, uncomfortable in his own skin.

“Her mother’s invalid or some such thing. Father’s dead—self-defense, no doubt. I think an aunt was supposed to bring her out in the world, but she’s breeding—the aunt, that is—so the beauty’s under the wing of her widowed godmother. Lady Havers,” he added, his tone glum.

”Oh, Lord help us,” Wolviston said, meaning every word as a true prayer.

His mother had been slightly acquainted with Lady Havers years ago, and he could still hear his mother’s disdain for that lady’s lack of wit or sense. Lady Havers had married a rake, he seemed to recall—a man who now really was raking over the coals of hell, if that wives’ tale was true. But with Lord Havers long ago dead, perhaps her ladyship had remade his memory into a more romantic one—one that was too alluring for her foolish goddaughter?

“She’s been spoiling both of them,” Reggie said. “With shopping trips and every treat she, or they, can think of. And Clarissa seems able to think of quite a few.”

“Why does your mother allow it?”

“Well, don’t look at me like that. I’m not the head of my family. Mother’s so relieved that Jane’s even willing to go out that she don’t want to say a word. And Father does what she tells him to. For a time, old fellow, we thought Jane might lock herself up in the stables with her horses and simply refuse to come out and be presented to the world. Clarissa’s been the only one who could coax her to do the pretty at all.”

Wolviston gave a tight smile. “I see why you thought Jane would suite me for a wife. We’d be oh so comfortable together in the countryside with our horses and pigs.”

“Pigs?” Reggie’s face flooded an unattractive red. “I didn’t mean... well, I just thought that it would be... well, never mind. Come on, we might as well get this over with and leave. The food’s nearly gone and so’s most of the company worth knowing.”

With a glance around the still crowded room, Wolviston decided that Reggie’s idea of thin company was not his. He caught a glimpse again of the lady in the copper silk gown. Her mouth pulled into a sulking pout. She turned away to offer him a glimpse of white back, but she glanced over her shoulder with a last smoldering invitation.

It seemed too perfect an opportunity. He had wanted a lark, and, by heavens, he had more than one or two left in him. While he was at it, he could keep an eye on Reggie’s sister for him. And though he swore to himself it was the least of his reasons, he had not forgotten the scathing comments the fair Clarissa had uttered in the garden. He pushed down the trepidation that feathered along his spine at what he was about to do. Damn all, but he was far enough from following his father to the grave—or to a stodgy life.

And he’d prove it to her.

“Reggie, old chum, you’re not going to introduce me to your sister.”

Stiffening, Reggie eyed Wolviston with dismay. “That smile is back, Evan. Why do I now feel as if this time it’s something worse than stealing a donkey to ride backwards through the quad?”

Wolviston’s smile widened. “You’re not going to introduce me, you’re going to warn her—and Miss Derhurst—against me. Tell them that you once knew me, but I’ve been on the continent for ages. I had to flee.”

“You did? Why?”

“Well, because of a scandal, of course. Isn’t that the curse that dogs every rake?”

Reggie frowned. “What scandal?”

“A duel. Over a lady. A married one, I think. And you’re going to do all this while I’m flirting with that attractive lady in the copper silk.”

“How do you propose to pull off this hoax? No one’s heard of this scandal. Hardly anyone even remembers hearing of you in the first place, you disappeared so utterly from the scene.”

“Exactly.”

Slowly, a smile spread onto Reggie’s round face. “You’re a devil, Evan Fortesque. A rogue and a blackguard. But I’ll lay you odds that Miss Derhurst tumbles your game before the season’s up. She may have an odd kick to her gallop, but she’s not dim.”

Wolviston grinned. “Oh, I’m not a rogue yet, but I will be. And what odds are you offering?”

––––––––
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CLARISSA WATCHED THE man who had been talking to Reggie Preston. At first she thought he might be Reggie’s friend. But, no, how absurd. Reggie’s countrified friend, title or no, would not look so attractive in dark evening clothes that fit to perfection, outlining a sleek, masculine form. He would not wear so dashing a gold and brocade waistcoat, and he certainly would not have a smile that caught every woman’s eye. Nor would he have so reckless a grin. No, Reggie’s friend was bound to be more like Lord Morrow, thick and stodgy, and unfortunately dull. Lord Morrow stood next to her now, going on and on about how her ears looked like shells.

She kept smiling, and squashed the urge to ask him if he meant oysters or clams. She also did not look up to meet Jane’s eyes, for if she did and if Jane smiled, she would start to giggle and poor Lord Morrow would ask why and she would have to tell him about the oysters and the clams. He was the third man this week to call her ears shell-like. Jane and she had been in fits of laughter about the second one last night.

Her eyes, of course, they all called “limpid pools”—Jane had asked if they ever mentioned algae, which had set Clarissa off again. Then came the peaches on her cheeks, and the golden wheat of her hair, and on and on until she wondered if they would rather harvest her instead of court her.

She had hoped for so much better—at least more exciting—from her first season in Society when she’d first arrived in London three weeks ago.

She risked a glance at Jane, just to ensure her friend was actually talking to someone. She was, to Sir Anthony Lee, and a smile curled up inside Clarissa. Even if Sir Anthony was a bit old—for he was all of four-and-thirty—he had polish enough not to ignore Jane. She’d had to remind more than one of her admirers to address Jane, and she was starting to be quite out of humor with those who acted as if Jane did not exist.

Looking around her, Clarissa again sought out the gentleman who had been with Reggie. Who was he? Where was he? Ah, there, talking to Lady Carroll. And smiling in such a warm way that it had Clarissa’s stomach knotted. She frowned as he touched a finger to Lady Carroll’s bare arm and let his touch glide down her skin.

Clarissa turned away, unaccountably cross, and to make up for her ill-humor she smiled brilliantly at Lord Morrow. He left off talking about shells and simply stared at her, his mouth agape. Clarissa glanced back at Lady Carroll, unable to resist the urge to see what that interesting stranger was doing now.

Who was he?

The sun had streaked interesting colors into his brown hair, so that it looked almost like polished walnut. He wore his hair longer than was the fashion, and it curled softly around his ears and the nape of his neck. She could not see the color of his eyes, for he stood profile to her, but she liked that strong profile with its firm chin and that lovely nose.

And, if she were utterly honest with herself—which she tried very hard to be—he had caught her interest by ignoring her.

He had not ignored her completely. No man did. She had accepted that fact at so early an age that she could not even remember a time when people did not stare at her and remark on her looks. She had grown accustomed to that. However, she had noticed him watching her. But he had gone to Lady Carroll’s side. That irritated her, and she was ashamed to acknowledge that an itch of jealousy lay hot in her chest.

You can’t always have you own way, dear. And when you learn that, you will have taken your first steps toward really growing up.

Aunt Maeve’s words echoed in Clarissa’s mind. At the time that Lady Rothe had spoken them, she had been standing on the steps to Rothe House, one hand pressed to her expectant form as she saw Clarissa off. However much she adored her aunt, that advice had annoyed Clarissa enormously. She was, after all, nearly nineteen. The gentlemen around York had been acting as if she were fully grown—and trying to kiss her—since she was barely sixteen.

But she had spent the carriage ride to London thinking about those words, alternately vowing to show her aunt—and her uncle, and even her mother—how grown up she was, and being utterly terrified that she was not at all old enough, or wise enough, or anything enough for smart London Society.

She glanced back at Lady Carroll, with her silk dress that revealed her figure, and her desperate eyes and her hard mouth. A chill chased along the back of Clarissa’s neck. She did not want to become hard like Lady Carroll. No, she would not.

And neither would Jane.

They would marry for love. For passion. Just as her own godmama had. And she and Jane would be happy.

She turned back to Lord Morrow, determined to make up for her drifting attention by listening to him go on about her ears for a while longer, but another voice interrupted.

“Hallo, Morrow, what’s all this about shellfish? Haven’t you eaten yet?”

Clarissa’s smile became real. “Reggie, Lord Morrow was just being sweet and paying me nice compliments. But you must excuse us, my lord,” she said, taking Reggie’s arm and almost dragging him to the edge of her court where Jane stood. “In fact, you all must excuse us, please.”

With some grumbling, the other gentlemen took their leave.

Reggie extracted his arm from Clarissa’s grip. “Don’t know how you manage them all. Did you take a course on lion taming or some such thing at that school you went to with Jane?”

“I had to learn how to manage my uncle when he came to be my guardian, and that was training enough,” Clarissa said, and dimpled up at him. “He, you see, actually is a lion.”

“Not one of these tame tabbies you mean?”

“I did not say so,” Clarissa said. “But, speaking of such, have you come to drag Jane and myself off to meet your friend from Lincolnshire?”

Reggie’s face blanked. Clarissa tried not to wish that his friend from Lincolnshire had gone back to Lincolnshire. No, she would be pleasant. And if he wanted to talk about horses or pigs, she would put on her most interested face and bear it.

“Uh...well...”

“Oh, Reggie, something hasn’t happened to him?” Jane asked, her brown eyes soft with worry.

“In a manner of speaking, yes, something has. Seems I was a bit mistaken about his suitability, you see.” Reggie launched into the story given him by Evan, warming to it as he went, weaving in details from other affairs and scandals without so much as a single hesitation. After all, he told himself, he was aiming for a political life, and that meant learning how to remake the truth to suit the moment’s needs. This was no more than good practice for that.

And both Jane and her friend would be bloody furious with him when they learned the truth. He could hardly wait to see their faces then.

This was just too good an escapade to stay out of. 

The girls listened to him, their eyes growing larger. Quite gratifying to have them hanging on his every word for a change. 

“So you see,” Reggie finished, thumbs tucked into his waistcoat pockets and his voice kept stern so he would not laugh. “I can’t introduce you to “the Lone Wolf.” Not the sort of man you should know—if you know what I mean.”

Clarissa stood watching Wolviston, excitement warming her from the inside out. She had known it. From the first glance at him, she had felt that small tingle of interest. He stood now, bent over Lady Carroll’s wrist, as if helping her with her glove buttons. Loose glove buttons indeed, Clarissa thought. An aging London rogue had tried to play that trick with her the other night as an excuse to hold her hand and stroke the inside of her wrist.

Gripping her fan, she exchanged a speaking glance with Jane, who stared back, her eyes a touch alarmed.

“Our first rake,” Clarissa mouthed to Jane, not speaking the words.

Jane’s face flooded with red, but before she could answer, Reggie took hold of her arm.

“Come along, Jane. Mother’s been wanting to go home this past hour. Miss Derhurst, do give Lady Havers our regards.”

“I shall see you tomorrow,” Jane said, and she leaned close to brush her lips to Clarissa’s cheek as she whispered, “Promise me you won’t do anything until after we can talk.”

For an instant, mutiny rose in Clarissa’s chest. Not do anything? With him in the same room, and when she might not have another chance? But the pleading in Jane’s eyes forced Clarissa to smile and squeeze her friend’s hands.

“I promise,” Clarissa vowed, and crossed her fingers in their secret sign to show that she meant it.

She watched Reggie escort Jane from the room, and turned to see if she could find her godmother, but as she did, a large chest loomed before her. Her eyes rose up from the gold brocade waistcoat, framed by a black coat, to the white cravat, and up to that attractive face.

Oh, his eyes are gray. Gray with bits of gold flecks in them, she thought, that tingle spreading across her skin as it had when she had first glimpsed him.

“Miss Derhurst,” he said, and she knew that he should not, for they had not been introduced. He had presumed to address her as if he had been presented to her as someone suitable to acknowledge. She ought to turn away. She ought not to answer him. 

But he asked, his deep voice brushing over her like a warm hand, “May I have this dance?”
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CHAPTER TWO
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For an instant, Clarissa could not say anything. If she did, she was afraid it would be an all too-eager Yes, please.

She wet her lips and reminded herself of the promise made to Jane. Dancing with Wolviston fell, unfortunately, into that category of “doing something.” And so she really must not.

Lifting her chin, she stared back at him, hoping that he would not notice how rapid the pulse fluttered in her neck. And very much afraid that she did not look the confident lady she wanted to be, but instead looked what she was—a girl from the wilds of Yorkshire with no sophistication, and no clinging copper silk dress to entice him.

She tried on a smile, and said, “I can hardly give you this dance when no one has given me your name.”

For an instant, his gray eyes hardened and his lips lifted in a cynical smile. Oh, I’ve done something stupid, she thought, her heart falling down to a pit in her stomach. Society held so many rules. Did he think her provincial for making a fuss out of this minor one that he should be introduced to her, or did he think her fast for speaking with him?

She opened her fan to cool her face and instead tangled her gloved fingers with the silk cord that held the ivory sticks to her wrist.

His smile softened. Reaching out, he took her fan from her, and tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “By all means, let us observe the formalities, but let’s not linger here to do so. Another instant and you’ll be barricaded behind your admirers, and I don’t like crowds.”

She glanced around and saw Lord Morrow and half dozen other gentlemen weaving through the crowd—all, no doubt, intent on asking her for the next dance, or if they could get her a cup of warm punch, or do her some other service. She glanced up at Wolviston.

He had not moved. He stood there, his hand covering hers, a curiously intent look in his eyes. Unlike the other men, he was not wearing white evening gloves. His hands—lean and darkened slightly from the sun—spoke of a man who did more than decorate ladies’ ballrooms, and his fingers lay over hers, hard and warm and terribly strong.

The breath caught in her chest and she stared up at him, her lips parted, trying to read what emotion lay in those stormy gray eyes.

This is something important. But she had no idea what she ought to do, or why he was looking at her like that.

He looked away and the moment passed as if it had been created from smoke and wishes.

He took her with him through the crowd, guiding her between wide matrons and stout lords, and she had no idea what had just happened, other than that somehow she had lost control of the situation.

Panic flared, but she found at once a quick cure for it by leaping instead to a strong irritation with him. She clung to that feeling, thankful to have stepped back out of those unknown sensations of a moment before. 

Gentlemen, she knew, did not care to be managed, but they so terribly needed it. At least her own father had. As an only child with a mother who took to her bed over the least crisis, she had learned to manage her father quite well. Of course, all that had fallen apart when her father had died. And her uncle—her guardian—had been another matter. He had been most reluctant to let her come to London. However, in the long run, she knew how to get what she wanted, and she knew her own mind as to what she wanted.

Or she had until an instant ago.

Now this Wolviston was dragging her off with him and she could not stop him. Reggie Preston had warned that Wolviston had an unsavory past, so she had better take care.

He led her into the supper room, which lay adjacent to the main ballroom, connected by gilt double-doors. Footmen and maids in the dark blue livery of Havers House glanced up, startled from their work of clearing away the used plates and demolished remnants of the midnight supper—which had actually been set out closer to three in the morning.

Ignoring them, Wolviston led her to a pair of chairs near the fireplace, which lay in the shadows of guttering beeswax candles. The servants went back to their work, their voices hushed as they spoke to each other. Clarissa sat down. Wolviston really had left her with no other choice, and besides, she was curious now. This seemed an odd place for a seduction.

Wolviston, still standing, gave her a deep court bow. “Allow me to present myself. I am Evan Oliver James Charles Fortesque, Viscount Wolviston, Baron Saltfleet, and you are welcome to make free with any of my names that suits your fancy.”

Ducking her chin, she tried to hide her smile. He really was the most outrageous man to have swept her away and to be introducing himself in his fashion. And in an empty supper room of all places.

“And you are Miss Clarissa Derhurst of Yorkshire.” He seated himself beside her, so close that he gave off more warmth than did the dying fire. Far closer than was proper. He wore no scent other than the faint crisp fragrance of starched linen. What a blessed relief that was after Lord Morrow’s pomade of spices and rose.

“There, now we are on the most intimate of terms,” Wolviston said, smiling at her.

Clarissa folded her hands on her lap. “I would not say that. And no one has introduced you to me as someone I ought to know. Indeed, from what Reggie—I mean Mr. Preston said, you aren’t someone I should know at all.”

His gray eyes took on a wicked light. “Oh, I can say for an absolute certainty that Reggie exaggerated my background. What did he tell you?”

“I should not say. That would be gossiping.” 

“And you don’t gossip? You don’t care to tear apart another person’s character out of that individual’s hearing?”

She bit her lower lip. He sounded so harsh, so condemning. “I try not to. It seems that most of what everyone does in London is gossip, only it seems so unfair to the people who are skewered on such sharp tongues.”

“Does it now?” he asked, his voice so dry that Clarissa glanced up at him from lowered lashes.

Why did he bring me here if he doesn’t like me? she thought, a touch of hurt pride tight in her chest. But he smiled at her again and she did not know what to think.

He began to play with the tassel on the end of her fan’s silk cord. “Such virtue in such a young lady seems rather out of place. Is it your strict moral fiber that keeps you from dancing with me as well?”

Offended, she stiffened. “Now you make me sound as dull as a Methodist. That is not why I would not dance.”

“Ah, then perhaps you find me dull? Boring even?” he said, such a hard light in his eyes that she knew his words carried a double meaning, only she could not imagine why.

“No. I— well, it is just that...well, I promised Jane.”

“Promised her what? Not to dance with me?”

“I promised her not to do anything with you,” she answered, her voice sharp.

“And dancing is certainly something.”

She gave a sigh. “Yes, and so is everything else.”

“You don’t sound very happy about it.” His smile widened and warmed.

“I’m not. I—” She broke off, biting her lower lip. She almost had said that she wanted to dance with him. And she really couldn’t say something that encouraging.

Wolviston smiled. His little beauty sounded cross, and more like the spoilt child she was than the ravishing beauty she looked. But she did not pout. Real disappointment lay in her voice, and he found pity in his heart for her, even though he wanted to go on being harsh with her.

This is how she must do it to everyone else, looking at them with those huge, innocent blue eyes, getting them to forgive her anything.
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