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      December 1816

      London, England

      

      Princess Clarissa Maria de Mendoza exited the warm carriage, her hand still tingling from her eldest sister’s tight grasp. The brisk December wind ushered her from the carriage to the de Trafford’s door, where Max, their butler, greeted guests.

      “Mr. Max.” Clarissa gave the butler a genuine smile as he bowed.

      “Princess Clarissa. A pleasure.” Max’s usual proper façade cracked as he gave her a slight smile, his dark eyes twinkling. “The countess is waiting for you.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Max.” She offered him the slightest of curtseys, just enough so he knew she held him in high respect, but not enough to cause talk amongst the ton. Heaven forbid she treat the servants with respect.

      Clarissa rolled her eyes. It wasn’t so different in Spain, of course, but she hadn’t grown up in a house with servants. She’d lived in a thieves’ camp on the outskirts of Cádiz.

      The butler sighed, a long-suffering sound at her show of respect, but cut it short when another group arrived behind her. She enjoyed teasing him. Mr. Max was a lovely man who took pride in his position, but who also possessed a flare for magical tricks. Thus, the stage name she gave him—Mr. Max. Rather, Mister Max, the Magnificent Mystic.

      He’d spent some time teaching her the basics of his sleight of hand trick, much to the amusement of Cora de Trafford, the Countess of Sheffield’s eldest daughter. Even if tonight was her last night in London—indeed, all of Britain—at least Clarissa would have accomplished more than her singular goal of stealing her piece of a necklace from the countess’s collection.

      She’d made a friend, her first real friend, and she’d cherish Cora’s place in her life forever. She’d also opened Cora’s eyes to more than her societal standing. That had to count for something.

      Clarissa gave Mr. Max a final smile and ignored the small group waiting to enter. The three women, whom she vaguely knew from previous gatherings, treated Mr. Max with cool disdain as they hovered behind her.

      Snobs.

      Perhaps she’d add in one more theft before she vanished from London society. She’d have to ask Cora or her mother who those women were.

      Smiling with her new plan, Clarissa walked into the grand foyer, where the Earl and Countess of Sheffield welcomed guests to their final gathering before the new year. The entire house had been decorated with boughs of holly, ivy, rosemary, and something else Clarissa couldn’t identify.

      That last made all the young women blush and laugh. Ribbons, apples, and oranges also decorated the boughs, and Clarissa stared at them, fascinated.

      “Princess Clarissa, darling.” Madelina de Trafford, the Countess of Sheffield, kissed her cheek with real affection and squeezed her hand. Her light brown eyes shone with genuine happiness, and Clarissa’s heart squeezed at the sight. “Cora is waiting for you. She’s eager to show off our yule decorations. I know you wanted to enjoy them.”

      “I look forward to that,” Clarissa said around a throat dry with uncertainty. She smiled at Sterling de Trafford, the Earl of Sheffield, though his gaze barely strayed from his wife.

      Perhaps uncertainty wasn’t correct. It felt too heavy Plastering on her smile, though Clarissa felt as if everyone knew how false that looked, she moved with the rest of the guests into the ballroom. When she spotted Cora and her throat tightened, she finally recognized the emotion.

      Sorrow that she planned to steal from her sponsors, lovely people who cared for her as they did their own children. That she used them, though she hadn’t planned on liking them so.

      That she wouldn’t see them after tonight.

      “Princess.” Lady Cora de Trafford extricated herself from a mob of people all vying for her attention. She looked relieved even as she offered a hasty curtsey, which Clarissa returned, and wound her arm around Clarissa’s. “I’m so glad you’re here. Anthony joined us this evening, and I’ve been inundated with requests for an introduction.”

      “Your brother?” Clarissa asked, surprised. “I thought you said he had other business.”

      Cora gave her a secretive smile as they walked around the ball. She nodded at several people who ventured too close but didn’t remove her hold from Clarissa. Head held high as she scanned the room, she listened to the orchestra play quietly in the background.

      Clarissa wanted to ask if they’d play any yule tunes, but Cora clearly had other things on her mind. Such as, apparently, her older half-brother. In all the time they’d been here, Clarissa had never met the Earl Thorpe.

      “I asked him to join us tonight,” Cora admitted with that same smile.

      A sliver of unease curled through Clarissa at the sly look her friend gave her.

      But then Cora sighed and stopped at the other end of the room, partly hidden behind a pillar to ensure their privacy. “I hadn’t anticipated such interest in his attendance. I don’t even know how anyone discovered it. He hasn’t arrived yet.”

      At a loss, and worried that Cora’s plan in asking Thorpe to join them this evening involved her, Clarissa steered her back toward the entrance. “Let’s finish our circuit,” Clarissa said, mind racing with options. “He’ll come through the front door, I expect?”

      Cora laughed as if any other entrance had never occurred to her. Clarissa berated herself, naturally it would not have occurred to her very proper friend. “Of course. Where else might he enter?”

      Clarissa smothered a laugh. “I suppose it depends on whether he wanted to be recognized immediately, or if he hoped to blend into the ball.”

      “Hmph.” Cora grumbled at that thought. “Was Spain so different from us that you spent time sneaking in other doors?”

      “You were spared Napoleon’s troops,” Clarissa said quietly. “And those who cared more for wealth and power in the name of his vision of the country than their own people. Be grateful for that.”

      “I’m sorry,” Cora whispered as they finished their walk and stopped beside the staircase that led from the ballroom. “You never talk about that.”

      “I prefer the present,” Clarissa said honestly. Her gaze didn’t stray toward the stairs that led to the lady’s retiring room, though her convenient excuse to slip away hovered at the back of her mind. “The past isn’t…it’s not a place I wish to dwell.”

      Yet that was exactly why she and her two older sisters had chosen London for the yule season. To steal back a part of their past.

      St. Nicholas’s Day was more than a week past, and after this week’s balls, the ton would leave London for their country manors and the Christmas holidays. Clarissa lacked the confidence that stealing the necklace from Countess Sheffield was a good idea, but she’d promised her sisters.

      They had each targeted a household that contained a piece of a necklace taken from their ancestor hundreds of years ago. The three of them were only in London this month to steal back the necklace and reclaim their heritage.

      Clarissa doubted any of them could have foreseen what the future held when they’d tracked down the necklace here. That they’d find friendships with women who cared for them and made them feel welcome not because they’d been paid to, but because they genuinely cared. Clarissa hadn’t experienced much of either friendship or belonging in her life.

      And tonight was her final evening with such closeness.

      “Clarissa?” Cora gently squeezed her arm, pulling her attention back to the present. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring up such things.”

      “No.” Clarissa cleared her throat and smiled. “No, it’s—you said nothing wrong. The past is the past.”

      Even if she’d spent her life tracking it down so they could recover it.

      Cora watched her for another long moment, clearly unconvinced. A vibrant woman who enjoyed teasing Clarissa and laughing with her, they’d become fast friends because of that carefree way. A lifetime at the thieves’ camp in Cádiz hadn’t broken her of that, but leaving real, true friends might.

      “Who’s on your dance card?” Clarissa asked instead. “Has Lord Carmichael requested a set?”

      Cora’s cheeks pinkened slightly, but she laughed it off. “Only one I’m afraid, but the night is young. What of you? I dragged you around the room before you could even talk to anyone else.”

      “I don’t mind,” Clarissa said seriously. “My last dance with Lord Cunningham cured me of the need to dance.” She paused and grinned knowingly. “I believe he’s more interested in my eldest sister, so it’s her toes that are in danger this evening.”

      Cora laughed, drawing attention to them. The joyous sound wound through Clarissa, easing some of her tension, and she joined in.

      “Why are some of the women hovering near the greenery?” Clarissa nodded at the sprigs of green hanging from the ceiling.

      Cora followed her gaze and laughed again. “It’s mistletoe.”

      Clarissa shook her head. “I don’t know that tree.”

      “Don’t let anyone dance you beneath it if you don’t want to be kissed.” Cora winked.

      Before Clarissa could ask further questions, they came to a stop near the front of the ballroom where she knew Cora wanted to see her brother’s entrance. The rest of the ball took their stillness as a sign to converge on them once more.

      However, the mood shifted.

      A chill raced over her arms, and Clarissa braced. She doubted troops marched on the house or the magistrate entered, but something changed. It rippled through the room like a shock of electricity. Eyeing the doorway again, she calculated the best time to escape and search for the necklace piece.

      The sooner the better.

      “Oh!” Cora laughed again, a shocked, happy sound. “Anthony is here.”

      Clarissa tore her gaze from the stairway and looked to where Cora watched. That explained it. The guests held their breath as if expecting something from Lord Thorpe’s entrance.

      He stood tall and proud amid a crowd so concerned with appearances. He scanned the room with such indifference that only made them push at the invisible barrier he carried around him.

      “I’ll introduce you before the mob descends.” Cora, uncaring of appearances, all but marched Clarissa to where her brother stood.

      No barrier stood between them, of course. However, when she and Cora stopped before Lord Thorpe, Clarissa felt as if his mere presence insulated her from the rest of the room.

      “Anthony, I’m so glad you came.” Cora smiled as she spoke, then shot a hard look at a group of other women who hovered nearby, obviously seeking an introduction.

      They all stilled, and Clarissa hid a smile. She might be fun and carefree, but Cora brooked no resistance.

      “Of course I came,” Thorpe said. His smile softened, looking more genuine than perfunctory. He focused entirely on his sister as he said that, then looked at her with that same intense concentration. His focus sent an unexpected zing of awareness through Clarissa. “You asked.”

      “Anthony, let me introduce you to Princess Clarissa de Mendoza. Clarissa, my eldest brother, Lord Thorpe.”

      He offered her a bow, his sparkling green eyes holding hers. His smile altered slightly, a deliberate half-smile hinting at secrets.

      Clarissa nodded in return and ignored the shiver that danced over her arms. This was the danger when the mood of the room shifted. Lord Thorpe might look the part of a British earl, but he carried himself with far more power than even the ton expected.

      “Lord Thorpe,” she belatedly said, hoping no one noticed her slip.

      Clarissa had a feeling, as she held his gaze, that this man was far too dangerous for her peace of mind.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony Thorpe, the Earl Thorpe, silently watched the princess as she greeted him. She didn’t seem overly enthused, unlike the mass of people in the ballroom. They all but frothed at the mouth, held tight only by the thinnest leash.

      Cora, for all her kindness and carefree attitude, was well respected for her iron will when it came to maintaining her privacy. Hers and that of her family’s. Much like their mother, a simple look from her could keep the room at twenty paces no matter what they thought their own standing in society might be.

      Princess Clarissa, on the other hand, seemed almost bored, an interesting change from the usual flatterers he avoided at these sorts of functions. She stood almost protectively beside his sister, which was reason enough to thank her, though Anthony knew first-hand Cora didn’t need protection.

      “Princess.” Smiling at his sister, his reason for attending this evening, he stepped slightly closer. “I can’t stay long, Cora.”

      She looked momentarily disappointed but merely nodded. If he didn’t know better, he’d have said she looked calculating. But his sister didn’t possess that particular quality and normally spoke whatever she thought with no regard for propriety. It was one of the many reasons he adored her so.

      Unlike the rest of his life, whenever Anthony visited his family, he didn’t worry about subterfuge. Even his stepfather, who knew all too well what Anthony had involved himself with, kept talk of Horse Guards confined only to that building.

      “A dance then,” Cora said with a determined nod. “Oh, drat. I promised Lord Carmichael the first set.”

      She looked between him and the princess, who looked suspiciously at Cora. Anthony nearly laughed as understanding dawned on him. Perhaps he’d been wrong about Cora’s calculation, but he could survive a single dance—especially if it kept away the others waiting to corner him.

      “Clarissa, don’t let him escape before I’ve danced with him.” Cora commanded just as Carmichael bowed at her side.

      “Thorpe.” Carmichael said with that serene expression that followed the man everywhere. “I’m glad you made it.” He tilted his head just slightly in Cora’s direction, but Anthony didn’t need his reminder. They both knew he’d do anything for his family.

      Cora asked so very little of anyone that when she did, Anthony gave her whatever she wanted.

      “Princess Clarissa.” He offered his arm just as the music began. “May I have this set?”

      The princess smiled, her own face betraying none of the surprise he’d glimpsed a moment ago. “Thank you, Lord Thorpe.” She placed her hand on his arm. “I’d be delighted.”

      They took their places for the reel, and Anthony briefly studied her while they waited for the music to begin. He’d heard much about the three Spanish princesses who had journeyed to London for the season. Cora spoke highly of Princess Clarissa, of course, and Anthony was grateful his sister had found a friend. His mother adored the princess, and even his stepfather had not a word to say against her.

      All of which was enough for Anthony.

      “Thank you for coming tonight,” Princess Clarissa said as the music began, and they circled each other. “Cora was so hoping you would.”

      “I’d never disappoint her,” Anthony said as they parted.

      It wasn’t his sister he watched, however, but the princess. Anthony couldn’t place what it was about her that intrigued him. Maybe it was simply how she treated Cora—not as a means to an end but as a true friend. Or maybe it was the spark in her eyes that spoke of fiery passion that her prim façade couldn’t hide.

      “I understand from Lord and Lady Sheffield that you take your responsibilities seriously.” The princess smiled, a small, understanding one.

      “It’s important to keep abreast of the future but also remember where we come from.” It was a simple line he’d used far more than felt reasonable, but it always stopped the questions about his true work with the government.

      Far too many talked about not seeing him in session, while they themselves ate and drank at their clubs and slept through the debates. Others berated him for the broadminded advancements he advocated as they remained stagnant in their own small worlds.

      Princess Clarissa, however, jerked as if he’d prodded her with a hot knife.

      “Are you quite well, Princess?” Anthony asked as they joined each other again.

      She watched him with dark, serious eyes that sparkled with a hint of—something. Anthony couldn’t quite decipher that look, and he considered himself a master at decoding cryptic correspondence.

      Her lips curled slightly, just enough that he wondered if she considered his comment a jest. In the next moment, Anthony dismissed that. No, Princess Clarissa didn’t strike him as the dismissive sort.

      “I was reminded of a comment my sister often says.” They stood opposite each other as the music flowed about them.

      She watched him the entire time, though the man on her left tried to capture her attention. Her steady gaze pulled at him in a way Anthony didn’t like, as if she knew his secrets. Ridiculous, of course. Not even his stepfather knew everything he did. Anthony had taken over the riskier aspects of his position when Sterling grew weary of the secrets and lies, and long days away from his wife.

      “She wishes you to remember the past?” Anthony asked as they danced down the center of the line.

      He shouldn’t have asked. Too many questions only opened up other avenues he would never discuss with another. He cursed his slip even as he waited for her answer.

      “I hadn’t thought of it like that,” the princess admitted quietly, that slight, polite smile still in place as they moved. She didn’t look at him, but Anthony knew her gaze would be darkly contemplative if she had. “I considered it a burden, but perhaps looking forward while honoring the past is a better way to see things.”

      Anthony had never had anyone respond with a remotely similar feeling. Usually, he received noncommittal answers or shocked looks from the more conservative set who couldn’t see anything in the future changing.

      “Perhaps Melissa was right, and the past is important enough to preserve.” She added that last with another indecipherable look at him.

      They didn’t have the chance to speak for the rest of the dance, which was just as well. Anthony had nothing more inane to say that could top her observations. Which was also ridiculous, as a simple conversation that took place during a dance shouldn’t intrigue him at all.

      As the musicians wrapped up, Anthony bowed and offered his arm. He’d dance with Cora, though a dance with her brother wouldn’t increase her stance in society. Still, she wanted one, and he’d promised. Then he’d find Sterling and his mother and make his way out.

      “What do you consider part of the future?” Princess Clarissa asked as they meandered through the crowd. “How do you propose to move forward while still looking behind you and preserving your history?”

      Her entire attention rested on him, and Anthony found himself drawn to that singular focus. Despite those vying for her attention, the princess didn’t acknowledge anyone else.

      “In what way?” Anthony asked in that bored, featureless tone he often used in society. The tone that distanced him from the conversation. “The expansion of the empire?”

      That was also his usual reply. While most people of the ton didn’t entirely understand what that entailed, they all accepted it. Of course they did—the expansion of the empire equaled the expansion of their own wealth and influence.

      The frown she gave him shouldn’t have made him want to rethink his pat response, but the way she studied him told him more than her words.

      “Oh.” She sounded disappointed and looked almost angry. “I had thought you meant innovation, industry, helping the working class while still maintaining a wealthy economy.”

      Stunned, Anthony couldn’t form a reply as Cora joined them. Princess Clarissa smiled at his sister, having utterly dismissed him from her attention. He laughed. Anthony couldn’t help himself, and the sound surprised even him.

      “What’s got you in so good a mood?” Carmichael asked.

      Anthony tore his gaze from the princess, who ignored him, and smiled at his friend. “Nothing,” he lied.

      After all, he couldn’t exactly admit he wanted another dance with the intriguing princess. Rather, he wanted to extend their conversation. Her last comment intrigued him.

      Carmichael didn’t look entirely convinced.

      “Anthony?” Cora peered up at him, looking expectant. “You aren’t leaving yet, are you?”

      “Of course not.” He offered his arm as the dancers lined up for the next set. “I promised you a dance.”

      As he led his sister back to the dance floor, he realized the princess had not been next to Cora when she took his arm. A quick look around the crowded ballroom didn’t reveal where Princess Clarissa had gone. Something niggled at him, but Anthony pushed it aside. That wasn’t important. She probably danced with another or disappeared to the lady’s retiring room to do whatever ladies did there.

      Focusing all his attention on his sister, he took his position and waited for the music to begin. He didn’t need the distraction of a beautiful princess, no matter what she said or how she watched him whilst they danced or where she’d vanished.

      He needed to find the person or group behind the destruction of the ships carrying silks to Britain.
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      Clarissa disappeared before Cora and her brother could dance. She couldn’t have said why Lord Thorpe’s words about expanding the empire both disappointed her and made her think he lied, but ultimately it didn’t matter.

      His words about the past, however, resonated deeply.

      Melissa, her eldest sister, had always said that they needed to find the necklace to honor their ancestor, the last princess of the Taíno people of Puerto Rico before the Spanish wiped them out. Clarissa hadn’t questioned Melissa’s words, it was the reason the three of them traveled first to Spain, and then to England. The purpose for which they’d studied their entire lives.

      However, until Lord Thorpe’s words, Clarissa hadn’t felt as if discovering the necklace was important. She only agreed as much when the three of them discussed it because Melissa said it was important, and Clarissa never wanted to disappoint her eldest sister.

      Now, as Clarissa calmly made her way up the stairs toward the lady’s retiring room, she wondered if finding it truly did mean more to her than simply having it again. She still didn’t know what they’d do with it once recovered, but that was a problem for tomorrow, after the three of them stole their pieces.

      Clarissa entered the room and smiled at those gathered there. That was the real problem: the after. After they stole the necklace back, they’d have to leave London. Leave the friends she’d made here and the enjoyment she found in the de Trafford household.

      The ache of betrayal sliced her heart. She didn’t want to steal from friends, from people she’d grown to care about so deeply in so short a time. She didn’t want to leave.

      That realization slammed through her, and she froze in the act of pretending to mend her gown. She enjoyed London, not only the balls, but the people. Well, those she’d befriended such as Lady Sheffield—Madelina as she preferred when in private—and Cora.

      None of that mattered. They’d planned out tonight’s theft down to the last detail, and she wouldn’t disappoint her sisters by failing.

      First thing first: find the necklace.

      Clarissa didn’t have to wait long before the room had mostly cleared out. Only a couple women remained, sitting in the silence, and she nodded to them as she left. From here, she heard the strands of a waltz and knew Cora would come looking for her soon. She had permission to dance the waltz but didn’t enjoy it as much as the more energetic reels.

      Hurrying from the room and down the hall, Clarissa didn’t think about direction. She’d long ago memorized where Lady Sheffield’s room lay with her most precious pieces of jewelry.

      She tested the handle, which was locked of course, and slipped out her case of lockpicks. She might’ve hated living in Cádiz under Alfonso’s watchful eye, but he knew how to train his thieves in every manner of larceny.

      Humming a lively Spanish tune, Clarissa calculated it would take her the full song before she entered, retrieved the necklace, and locked the door again. She even had a backup plan.

      Click. Clarissa grinned and pocketed her lockpicks, then pushed the door just wide enough so she could slip inside. Only a single candle lit the room at this early hour, but Clarissa didn’t need any light.

      Halfway through her tune, she found Lady Sheffield’s jewelry box and sifted through its contents. A small yip distracted her, and she bent to scoop up her alibi, Augusta, the family dog. Clarissa frowned and searched through the box again, though she knew exactly what she searched for.

      The necklace wasn’t there.

      Her humming faded and for a heartbeat too long, she debated carrying the candle from its place by the bed to the vanity. She doubted the light would help. Though she’d never seen the necklace in person, Clarissa knew its shape far better than she knew anything else in her life. The rectangular gold piece was not here.

      Stymied, Clarissa looked at Augusta at a complete loss.

      “Now what?” she asked her.

      Augusta licked her face, but the affection did nothing to help Clarissa.

      Holding her close, Clarissa closed the lid of Lady Sheffield’s jewelry box and slipped back out the door. Her time was up, though she doubted anyone would look for her here.

      “Are you lost?”

      Her heart skipped a beat even though she’d planned for just this eventuality. Apparently, she was wrong about two things tonight.

      “I am not.” She turned toward the smooth tones of Lord Thorpe. How had he snuck up on her? No one had ever done so. More importantly, why was he here? And why now? “I’m wondering how Augusta escaped.”

      She held out the poor, innocent pup who wiggled and yelped as if she wanted Lord Thorpe to hold her instead of Clarissa. Poor Augusta. She didn’t deserve to be used in this manner.

      “Augusta?” Even in the scant light from the wall scones set along the hallway, she saw him look confused at the pair of them. “She usually stays where my mother puts her.”

      “I agree,” Clarissa said smoothly, heart still hammering in her chest. “It’s most unusual.” Frowning at the man, she looked around the deserted hallway. “Are you lost, Lord Thorpe?”

      His lips tugged into a small smile, a knowing, almost humorous one. “I am not. I’m currently looking for how Augusta escaped my mother’s rooms.”

      Her lips twitched in a matching smile, but she didn’t believe him. Unfortunately, Clarissa also had a sinking suspicion that he didn’t believe her, either. Uncertain what to do now, she held Augusta closer. She’d never been caught and didn’t know what happened next.

      Larissa, the middle of the three sisters, always said when in doubt, bluff your way out. Lifting her chin, Clarissa smiled at the tall earl, with his sparkling green gaze that saw entirely too much. She still felt his touch through her gloves as they danced, the warm, confident feel of his hands.

      With no other options, she bluffed.

      “I was going to find one of the footmen,” she said, ignoring the way Lord Thorpe watched her. “So that he might return Augusta to her proper place.”

      That penetrating look trembled through her, making her want things she hadn’t in years. The arousing touch of a lover, the hard body of a man against her. Clarissa blinked and forcibly shoved that thought—and the hot arousal that Thorpe’s mere presence caused—far, far away.

      Augusta yipped again, as if she didn’t believe Clarissa either. The traitor.

      Though Lord Thorpe didn’t look entirely convinced, he held out his hands for Augusta, who wiggled excitedly and made quite the fuss.

      “Hush,” he admonished the dog, though his gaze remained on hers. “You’ll draw too much attention.”

      Attention on them? That was the last thing Clarissa needed, someone knowing why she’d been in the family wing. Though that didn’t bother her nearly as much as the fact that the necklace piece wasn’t where it was supposed to be.

      Oh. Oh, no. That wasn’t what he meant at all. Damn—drat. Melissa didn’t like it when she cursed. He meant that someone might discover them alone in the family wing and that ensuing scandal.

      “Did you enjoy your dance with Cora?” Clarissa asked, mind racing. No, the absolute last thing she needed was someone seeing them here and assuming the worst. However, Thorpe’s sudden presence wouldn’t let her drop the subject.

      “Yes. She’s looking for you.”

      Clarissa’s eyes narrowed. “And you thought you’d find me here?”

      Which he had, of course, but that was not the point at all.

      “No.”

      A man of few words, but perhaps that was just as well. Part of Clarissa warned her not to let this go. That his appearance here wasn’t accidental. The more practical part of her insisted that with her alibi intact, and Augusta now in Thorpe’s arms, she had no reason to stay.

      Lifting her head, she scratched Augusta behind the ears, right where she liked, and nodded at Thorpe. “If you’ll excuse me, I should leave before anyone sees us.”

      Clarissa felt his gaze on her as she retreated down the hallway. A shiver raced down her spine, but she didn’t look back. It had nothing to do with Thorpe’s gaze, Clarissa was sure of it. Even if she hadn’t felt this way since, well, since Diego had courted her.

      She pictured Diego’s eyes, the dark, studious gaze that held such affection whenever they watched her. As Clarissa walked down the stairs into the ballroom again, all she could see was curious green eyes watching her from across the dance line.

      Thorpe was not her primary concern, and she’d do well to remember that.

      It didn’t matter what he suspected—she could easily brush that off. And poor Augusta, as much as Clarissa adored her, provided the perfect reason for her being in the family wing. What concerned her was the lack of necklace.

      Melissa had spent years tracking down the pieces. That was why they’d sailed to Cádiz, the necklace’s last known location. When they finally found Señor de la Vega, they’d learned he’d broken up the necklace and sold the pieces to British investors as payment for something. She never did learn what.

      All that mattered was that he no longer possessed the necklace, and their next stop was Britain. And now, she had nothing. They were scheduled to leave tomorrow, sneak away from their rented townhouse, and disappear from London society forever.

      Except Clarissa had failed.

      As Cora waved her over to the group she animatedly spoke with, Clarissa had no idea what her next step might be. She glanced over her shoulder, but the stairs remained clear. No sign of Lord Thorpe.

      She could feel the weight of his stare, even now. The shiver that raced over her arms had nothing to do with worry and everything to do with desire.

      She was in so much trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Anthony watched as Princess Clarissa walked down the stairs, head held high as if he hadn’t caught her lurking around the family wing of the townhouse. Augusta yipped in his arms, wiggling frantically.

      Forcing his attention from the empty hallway to his mother’s dog, he turned for the bedrooms.

      “What really happened, hmm, Augusta?”

      Of course, the spaniel didn’t answer. She continued to wag her tail and yip happily, completely unremorseful as he moved down the darkened hallway. His mother’s room remained locked, which only added to the mystery. Normally, Augusta followed his mother all over the townhouse. Given what he knew of the princess’s relationship with his family, she’d be familiar with the dog. Perhaps Princess Clarissa spoke the truth, and she had found Augusta wandering the hallway.

      Years of living undercover in France told Anthony otherwise.

      “I’m not putting you down,” he said, still carrying Augusta. “You clearly can’t be trusted not to escape.”

      He had planned on returning to Horse Guards, where a stack of coded letters awaited him. The war with France might be over, but unrest still swept the Continent. And the country. Plus, he expected Geoffrey any day, and his friend knew to find him there.

      “Ah, Johnson.” Anthony held out Augusta to the footman at the top of the stairs. He hadn’t seen him on his way up. “It seems she escaped the room. Can you see she’s returned?”

      Johnson took the dog with a slight nod and disappeared. Satisfied that his mother’s beloved companion would remain safe for the rest of the evening, Anthony turned back for the ball.

      He’d fulfilled his obligations, though that seemed too strong a word when it came to his family. Even as he plotted his escape, Anthony promised he’d spend more time with Cora and his mother. While he adored all his siblings, his younger brothers attended Eton until the holidays, and his youngest sister had not yet turned ten and wasn’t in attendance this evening.

      He and Cora were closest, but he’d spent years at Horse Guards, in France, then at Horse Guards again. Even after his return, he’d spent less time with her. Watching the ballroom from the shadows, he realized how much he missed her. Missed all his family. He’d been more active with his role in the government than with his family—not only his seat in Lords, but the more clandestine responsibilities he’d taken on with Horse Guards.

      From his vantage point, Anthony watched Princess Clarissa stand with Cora. Her gaze flitted around the room, and she frowned despite nodding at whatever Cora said. Her apparent displeasure creased her brows and bracketed her mouth, a far cry from the flat, neutral expression she’d worn before their introduction.

      “Oh, darling, you’re still here.” Madelina de Trafford beamed up at him as she floated around the room. “I was afraid I missed you.”

      “I would never leave without saying goodbye,” he said smoothly. He didn’t mention anything about Princess Clarissa or Augusta—no need to worry his mother over the latter. As for the former…

      Anthony’s gaze once more found Princess Clarissa. Even with a hundred people between them, she stood out from the crowd. Aside from her dark hair, pinned up with an elaborate emerald and pearl comb, she drew his attention, as if only she stood in the room. Cursing his obviousness, Anthony berated himself for giving into temptation. He knew better. His skill lay in disappearing into the background, not in being noticeable.

      “I saw you dancing with Clarissa,” his mother said, a hint of cunning in her words.

      Anthony’s gaze swung back to her. “It was a simple dance, Mother.”

      She rolled her eyes at his emphasis of the more formal mode of address. He normally called her “mama”.

      “I came because Cora asked, not because I have any interest in the princess.”

      “What do you know of Carmichael?” she asked, neatly pivoting.

      Anthony had long suspected that his mother would’ve made an excellent spy and an even better interrogator. In order to keep her and the rest of his siblings safe, he’d happily take on that role, so they didn’t have to.

      “He’s a good man, and he cares for Cora.” More than cared for, if the way Carmichael looked at her was any indication.

      “That’s what Sterling said.” She watched him another minute, her fan waving, but the air was too warm and still for it to do much good. “Are you leaving now?” Her gaze narrowed slightly as if trying to discern whether he lied or not.

      Once more, Anthony’s gaze found Princess Clarissa. She had turned enough so that she stood with her back to the wall, facing the crowd before her. He found that odd, as most people of the ton didn’t bother with such things. Unless they wished to view the room.

      Anthony had a feeling the princess wanted more than that, though her gaze swept the crush as if searching for someone.

      His eyes narrowed. Or something.

      “No, I think I’ll stay a little longer.”

      “Oh?” His mother’s interest in his activities didn’t escape Anthony. “Any particular reason?”

      “Curiosity.” Kissing her on the cheek, and ignoring the breech of propriety in that gesture, Anthony took the long way around the room. He should head for the card tables and listen to the men gossip there. Or even find his stepfather or Carmichael and speak with either of them about the destruction that had occurred on several of the merchant ships they’d invested in.

      Instead, he walked toward Cora and Princess Clarissa, who conversed with a small group. He had no reason not to believe her when she held Augusta in her arms, but he didn’t. She lied about something, though Anthony had no idea what.

      “Cora.” He bowed to his sister, but his gaze remained fixed on Princess Clarissa. “Princess.”

      “Thorpe,” Cora said, easily slipping into formality with so many about. That change told Anthony all he needed to know about those who stood with her. “I had promised Princess Clarissa that we’d teach her how to play whist. Would you and Lord Carmichael care to join us?”

      She wasn’t subtle, but she was determined. He gave his sister that much. She definitely took after their mother.

      “I’d be honored.” He offered his arm to the princess as they made their way toward the card room.

      “I’m afraid your sister used you as a convenient excuse.” Princess Clarissa didn’t look at him, but her smile changed from the bland, polite expression she showed the rest of the room into a slightly shrewder one. “She taught me whist my first day here.”

      Anthony laughed. Though he tried to keep it quiet, he knew the sound drew attention. Damn it. For a man who prided himself on discretion, he certainly lacked it tonight. “I’m sure she did. She adores the game. She’s excellent at it, too.”

      “Most assuredly. Pretending to learn the game is a welcome change, however. Mr. Foley is a very insistent man.” Her lips tightened, and her fingers pressed harder into his arm. “He makes my skin crawl.”

      His gaze shot from the room and his idle inspection of Foley, about whom he’d never given a second thought, to her. “How so?”

      “Drat. I shouldn’t have said that.” Princess Clarissa frowned but instantly smoothed it out into her bland smile. In their short acquaintance, he’d come to despise that blandness. “My sisters always tell me that I speak too freely.”

      He found it refreshing, though he supposed he shouldn’t say that. Anthony surrounded himself with men who spoke in codes and riddles, where every sentence held multiple meanings. Perhaps the ton acted in the same way, but the princess did not.

      “Has he made untoward advances to you?” Anthony watched Cora, who easily chatted with Carmichael while the man looked adoringly down at her. “Or my sister?”

      “No, not…you’re a man,” Princess Clarissa said softly as they entered the card room.

      With that cryptic statement, she looked up at him expectantly, one dark eyebrow raised in question. What did his being a man have to do with anything?

      “Lord Thorpe?” Princess Clarissa asked, laughter in the question. “Are you quite well?”

      “My apologies.” He bowed and held out Princess Clarissa’s chair. She possessed the uncanny ability to confound him at every turn. He never knew what she’d say next.

      He found he rather enjoyed it.

      “I’m afraid I lied, Anthony,” Cora said easily, her gaze darting between he and the princess.

      “So I hear.” Anthony didn’t look at his sister but at Princess Clarissa. “I am curious about your thoughts on innovation, industry, and helping the working class while still maintaining a wealthy economy.”

      “I’m sure you are not, but I do appreciate the question.” She maintained that unremarkable expression that he suddenly knew had fooled the entirety of London society. “However, if you truly wish to know more, I’ll be happy to share my observations.”

      “You should listen to her, Thorpe,” Carmichael said as he dealt the cards. “The princess has intriguing ideas.”

      “I’m sure she does,” he murmured, watching her from across the table. “Do they involve saving animals along the way?”

      Her lips curved and her dark eyes sparkled. “Indeed, they do, Lord Thorpe.”

      No, Anthony realized as Carmichael called hearts. No, he wasn’t leaving any time soon. Not with the intriguing and beautiful Princess Clarissa sitting opposite him.
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