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      The early morning sun glowed gold against a vibrant display of reds and yellows. Standing on the quarterdeck of his ship as it slid through the water, Devlin Christopher Benjamin Crawford considered the view London offered as he approached: a black silhouette of historic buildings against the fiery sky of dawn.

      It was ten months since he’d last set foot on English soil, and while he always dreaded returning to the memories still haunting him here, he looked forward to seeing his family with great anticipation.

      To think six years had passed since his brother Caleb, the Duke of Camberly, had married Mary Clemens, and five since his other brother Griffin had married Emily Howard never ceased to amaze him. Both couples had since been blessed with a number of children, including a set of boisterous twins, and he, being the excellent uncle he was, had made certain to bring them each a gift.

      “Right ten degrees rudder,” Devlin told his first mate, Mr. Montgomery Quinn. “Let’s bring her to port.”

      “Aye, aye,” Quinn responded.

      The ship swung to the side, lining itself up at just the right angle. “Steady now,” Devlin ordered. Stepping forward, he gauged the distance to the quay, waited a good five minutes until it was at the right distance, and addressed Quinn again. “Ease your rudder.” As expected, they slowed their progress while steadily sailing toward a vacant berth. “Keep her so.”

      “Very well, Captain,” Quinn said, his eyes never wavering from his destination.

      Confident Quinn knew what he was doing, Devlin turned to the mooring crew. “Prepare to throw the heaving lines!” The task was carried out to perfection one minute later, allowing the mooring lines to be securely attached to the bollards.

      Devlin breathed a sigh of relief. Although he’d been through this countless times, there was always a risk that something would go wrong, causing the ship to crash into the quay. He gave his first mate a smile. “Welcome home, Mr. Quinn.”

      His friend of almost fifteen years grinned. “Thank you, Captain.” Neither man veered from proper protocol while on board, but once they stepped onto land, they’d be Monty and Dev to each other. “It’ll be grand to see my wife and children again.”

      “Frankly, I don’t know how you do it,” Devlin said as he climbed down onto the main deck and headed toward his cabin. Monty kept pace directly behind him, issuing orders to the occasional crew member as they went. “Being away from them for such long periods of time must be trying.”

      “It is,” Monty agreed, “which is why our next voyage together will be my last.”

      Halting mid-stride, Devlin turned to face his friend. “You’re serious?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Monty scratched the back of his neck and looked askance, his expression sheepish. “I was going to wait until we were back on land before bringing it up, but I suppose now’s as fitting a time as any.”

      Devlin tipped his head to acknowledge Monty’s reasoning, then turned back toward the ladder leading below deck.

      “I can’t keep leaving Laura and the children for such long stretches of time. It’s too damn hard.” The soles of his boots thudded against each step as he clambered down after Devlin.

      “Which is why I have no intention of ever marrying,” Devlin said as he opened the door to his cabin and stepped inside. He grabbed his journal and stuffed it into a leather satchel. “If I had a wife and children, I would be torn between settling down for their sake and chasing after my own dreams.”

      The last thing he’d want was the sort of marriage his parents had had where they hardly spoke to each other and lived apart most of the time. Of course, he knew it was possible to have the opposite. His brothers had proven as much. But Devlin couldn’t quite envision himself in the role of domestic husband.

      Monty, who’d stayed in the open doorway with his shoulder and hip propped against the frame, raised an eyebrow. “You make a fair point, but being the married man I am, I don’t have much of a choice. And besides, the love I have for my family has made the decision a great deal easier for me.” He snorted. “Hell, my youngest will have learned to walk and talk by now. That’s a lot of time to have missed.”

      Devlin glanced at the man on whom he relied more heavily than the rest. The pensive frown he wore suggested this had not been an easy decision for him. He would miss sailing, but there was no doubt his mind was made up. Regrettably, Devlin knew it was time for him to start looking for a new first mate.

      Still, it was difficult to relate, partly because he could not imagine loving a woman more than he loved the sea and also because he had no desire to make a home for himself on land. Not only because his soul was restless and constantly needed to stay in motion but because he couldn’t stand remaining in England for too great a period of time. Too much here reminded him of things he’d rather forget, like the fight he’d had with his father the last time he’d seen him alive, and the tragic carriage accident he still felt responsible for.

      He shuddered, then retrieved the trunk he’d packed the night before and placed it near the doorway. Straightening, he met Monty’s gaze directly. “Why don’t you head on home?”

      Monty stared back. “I can’t do that when the cargo needs to be unloaded and stored.”

      “I’ll take care of it,” Devlin said. He tilted his head and grinned, not caring that he would be almost buried in work for the next two days without Monty there to help. “Take your children to Gunther’s for an ice or something. Go for a walk in Hyde Park.”

      “Are you sure?” Monty looked skeptical.

      “Quite.”

      It took a moment, but Monty finally nodded. “You’re a good man, Captain.” The edge of his mouth tilted. “There isn’t a woman in England who wouldn’t be lucky to have you.”

      Devlin chose not to answer. It was difficult to argue with a man who’d made vastly different choices – choices Devlin knew he himself could never accept. So he simply wished him well and went in search of Mr. Harris, the boatswain, who’d help him with the logistics of sorting and storing the goods they’d brought from India and China. There were Englishmen stationed out there who longed for things from their homeland. And there were Englishmen here who’d pay handsome prices for exotic fabrics, teas, and spices. So he made the ten month round-trip journey as often as possible, never staying more than four days at most in each port. Except in England where he had been known to remain for up to four weeks.

      “I’ve sent letters out to all of our clients informing them their orders are ready to be collected,” Devlin told Trevor Bronswick two days later. Trevor was the officer in charge of ensuring the right order went to the right person. He was also the quartermaster’s son and eager to make a maritime career like his father. “Send for me if any of them gives you trouble.”

      Trevor promised to do so, then helped Devlin carry his trunk and satchel down to the dock where a hired hackney stood waiting. Half an hour later, Devlin knocked on the front door of Camberly House and was promptly admitted by Caleb’s butler, Murdoch.

      “Welcome, Lord Devlin, or should I say Captain?” Murdoch inquired with a hint of humor in his eyes. Slightly hunched and with thinning white hair, he looked like he might be nearing retirement.

      “Whichever you prefer,” Devlin told him with a smile.

      “Lord Devlin it is then. It’s good to have you home.”

      Devlin thanked him, removed his hat, and angled his head at the sound of footsteps hurrying along the upstairs hallway. A warm and wonderful feeling filled his chest and then he saw them: three tiny versions of Caleb and Mary, otherwise known as the five-year-old twins, Amanda and Richard, and four-year-old William.

      “Uncle Dev, Uncle Dev,” they shouted as they stampeded down the stairs in an untamed manner that would have been frowned upon in most aristocratic homes.

      They were followed by Mary, who appeared at the top of the landing with two-year-old Susan in her arms. “I can see Richard was right when he told me he heard your voice.”

      The door to the study opened and Caleb strode into the hallway with a, “What the devil is—” he spotted Devlin and instantly grinned “—by God it’s good to see you again!”

      Devlin grinned right back while his brother’s children attacked him with hugs. He might not care to live in England permanently, but damn if it wasn’t good to be home, surrounded by this kind of affection.

      “You too,” he said. “I wasn’t sure if you would be here or at Montvale.”

      Uninterested in leading the expected lives of a duke and duchess, Caleb and Mary had built a cottage for themselves on the grounds of their largest entailed estate. They’d turned the manor itself into an orphanage so they could continue the work Mary had once helped start together with her friends Emily, now married to Devlin’s other brother, Griffin, and Lady Cassandra Moor, Viscount Aldridge’s sister. At Clearview House in Cornwall, the three women had housed, fed, and educated five children to start with, including Cassandra’s illegitimate daughter, Penelope.

      “I had some bothersome duke business to attend to,” Caleb said, “so I was forced to come to Town for a while.”

      “I’m glad,” Devlin told him while mussing the tops of his nieces’ and nephews’ heads. “Saves me an extra day’s travel, and since I’ve still some work to attend to at the docks, it really is more convenient this way.”

      “It also gave us a chance to see your favorite museum, Papa,” Amanda piped up.

      “The one with the miniatures?” Devlin asked. All the children nodded with great enthusiasm. “I like that one too.”

      A pair of footmen who’d been sent out into the street by Murdoch while the family had been talking returned with Devlin’s trunk and satchel. When they started toward the stairs, Devlin stopped them so he could retrieve the gifts he’d purchased for the children.

      “Let’s see now…” he murmured, making a show of searching through all his belongings. “This is for you,” he told Richard and handed him a silk-clad box containing a beautifully carved chess set made from onyx and bone. Amanda received a pair of exquisite tortoise shell combs, William a pair of silk pajamas Devlin had found in Hong Kong, and Susan a porcelain doll dressed like a princess.

      The children beamed and hugged him while muttering thanks, but when Richard sat down on the floor and began setting up his chess set, Caleb intervened. “Please take your gifts upstairs. While we might not be the most civilized household, toys do not belong in the foyer.”

      Without argument, Amanda, Richard, and William grabbed their things and disappeared back the way they had come. Most likely to the nursery. The footmen carried Devlin’s things to the guestroom he always used while in Town and Mary made her excuses. “It was lovely seeing you again,” she said, “but it is almost time for Susan’s nap.” As if on cue, the little sprite opened her mouth in a massive yawn. Her mother chuckled. “I will join you once she’s asleep.”

      “Am I mistaken,” Devlin said as he followed his brother into the parlor, “or is there another Crawford on the way?”

      Caleb glanced at him over his shoulder, then moved to the sideboard and poured them each a measure of brandy. He handed one glass to Devlin. “You’re not mistaken,” he said with a twinkle in his eyes and a lopsided smile.

      “Well congratulations, then. I’m happy for you.”

      “Thank you.” Caleb crossed to an armchair and sat while Devlin made himself comfortable on the sofa. His brother took a sip of his drink and regarded Devlin for a quiet moment before saying, “It’s not the worst, you know, having a wife and children to love. You might consider trying it.”

      Devlin sighed. There was never any chance of avoiding this subject when he and his brothers met. Having found their happily ever afters, they wanted Devlin to do the same. “We’ve been over this before, Caleb. I’m not the marrying type.”

      “Because you refuse to buy a house, settle down, and stop sailing?” When Devlin nodded, Caleb shrugged. “You don’t have to do any of that if you don’t want to. If you find the right woman, I dare say she’d happily go wherever you choose.”

      “Life aboard ship is hard and can even be dangerous at times.”

      “True, I suppose. But people can also succumb to all kinds of terrible fates without venturing far from their homes.” Devlin shuddered. He’d caused such a thing to happen once and although it had been thirteen years, he still couldn’t forgive himself for the accident that had cost a young man his life. “Worrying over what may or may not happen,” Caleb continued, clearly oblivious to the effect of his words, “can stop a man from living.”

      “Trust me,” Devlin muttered, “if I were to live any more than I already do, I’d probably perish from exhaustion.” He deliberately smirked, affecting a carefreeness he didn’t quite feel at the moment. “I get to see the world and I’ve bedded women on more than one continent, though I’ll be the first to admit that they’ve all required payment. But,” he raised one finger to stop his brother from interrupting, “it’s still been fun and sates whatever needs I may have. Beyond that, I have a loyal crew, most of them fast friends for whom I would risk my own life. The desire for anything more simply isn’t there.”

      “I see your point, I suppose,” Caleb said. “Although—”

      The door swung open, but rather than Mary entering the room, Devlin’s mother, the dowager duchess, did so. “I’ve told Murdoch to have some sandwiches brought up. Dear heavens, Devlin, you look like you haven’t eaten in years.”

      “It’s good to see you too, Mother,” Devlin said as he stood and went to embrace her. Some maternal instinct of hers always made her believe it was her duty to plump him up before his next trip. Releasing her, he waited for her to claim the vacant spot on the sofa before returning to his own. Caleb, who’d also risen upon their mother’s arrival, sat as well. “I wasn’t aware you were here. You haven’t moved back in have you?”

      “No, no,” his mother replied. “I’m still at my townhouse on Cavendish Square, but I came to visit for the day and decided to take a nap after luncheon, which I must say was rather fortuitous as it allows me to see you straight away.”

      A maid entered at that moment, bringing tea and two plates of sandwiches and biscuits. Devlin’s stomach made a rumbling noise, causing his mother to turn to him with an arched brow. She offered him the plate filled with sandwiches and encouraged him to take at least two.

      “Your return to London,” she said once she’d offered the plate to Caleb as well and proceeded to pour herself some tea, “could not have been timed any better if I’d engaged my secretary to do it.”

      Devlin stilled and began chewing more slowly. Something was underfoot and he very much feared it wouldn’t be something he liked. He glanced at Caleb, who suddenly seemed incredibly interested in the ceiling.

      “Your brother and sister-in-law will be hosting the first Camberly ball in six years this coming Saturday. And since you are officially the only remaining Crawford bachelor, you will—”

      “No,” Devlin choked. “Whatever it is you think you can talk me into, it isn’t going to happen.”

      “Please, Devlin. It really is the least you can do after staying away as long as you have.” She sniffed. “One would think you cannot abide your family’s company.”

      He groaned and used the rest of his brandy to dislodge the chunk of sandwich wedged in his throat. “I refuse to be trotted out like some stallion seeking a mare.”

      “Dev,” Caleb said, his tight voice conveying his censure.

      “My apologies, Mama,” Devlin said, “but you know I don’t wish to marry. Everyone knows it and yet—”

      “I’m sure it’s just a question of meeting the right woman,” his mother said. “Wouldn’t you agree, Mary?”

      Devlin jerked his head around and saw that his sister-in-law had arrived. He stood, as did Caleb, and waited to sit until she’d lowered herself to the armchair adjacent to her husband’s.

      “There are men who never marry,” Mary said.

      The dowager duchess looked like she might have crossed herself if she’d been Catholic. “Please don’t say that,” she groaned while Devlin silently thanked Mary with a smile. She had certainly been the right woman for his brother. No doubt about that.

      “Although,” Mary added, causing Devlin to frown, “I would have thought that a man who’s experienced as much as you, Devlin, would want to share it with his progeny, as a legacy of sorts.”

      “All I ask is for you to put in an appearance, chat with a few young ladies, and dance,” the dowager duchess implored. And then, to ensure his compliance, she gazed directly into his eyes and said, “It would mean the world to me, Devlin.”

      Only a horrid, selfish, ungrateful son who didn’t love his mother could say no to such a heartfelt request. Even if he knew she’d laid it on a bit thick. He sighed and took another bite from his sandwich while mulling over the situation. It wasn’t what he’d been hoping for. Hell, what were the chances of Caleb, who hated ton fanfare as much as he did, suddenly deciding to host a ball at a time when he just happened to be in town? It was deuced unfortunate was what it was.

      “Very well,” he sighed, acknowledging there was no way out if he wanted to please his mother. “I shall put in an appearance and talk to a few young ladies. But I am only dancing one dance, after which I intend to remove myself to the card room.” He eyed Caleb. “There will be a card room, won’t there?”

      “Of course,” Caleb assured him.

      “And also,” Devlin said, deciding to do something nice for Monty, “I’d like to invite my good friend and first mate, Mr. Montgomery Quinn, and his wife to attend. They’re not upper crust, but they’re respectable enough and—”

      “Your friend will be most welcome,” Caleb said. “I look forward to making his acquaintance.”
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      Later that evening, after the children had been tucked into bed and kissed goodnight, Mary sat at her vanity table, combing out her hair. “Your mother is up to something,” she said, watching Caleb in her mirror.

      He removed his cravat and padded across the carpet, positioning himself directly behind her. Taking the brush from her hand, he continued what she’d started.

      “Whatever gave you that idea?” he murmured in that low tone that did funny things to her insides. After years of marriage, the effect he had on her hadn’t faded one bit.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she told him wryly. “Perhaps the fact that you and I weren’t planning to host a ball this Saturday.”

      “There is that,” he agreed.

      When he frowned, she felt compelled to say, “We don’t have to do it, you know. I’m sure I can think of some excuse to get us out of it if you don’t want the ton invading our home.”

      He sighed. “No. I suppose a Camberly ball is long overdue.” Finishing with the brush, he set it aside and placed one hand on her shoulder. Their eyes met in the mirror. “Will you have enough time to plan it though?”

      “I think I can manage if Emily and Cass help me write the invitations.”

      Caleb bent to press a kiss against her cheek, then straightened and smiled. “You have to make sure she’s at the ball.”

      Mary didn’t even try to pretend not to know to whom her husband referred. Three friends, two of whom had each married a Crawford brother, made it reasonable to surmise that the third would marry the last. Although…

      “Cass has no intention of getting married.”

      “Neither does Dev,” Caleb said as he offered his hand to Mary and helped her rise. “So they already have that in common.”

      She grinned. “You’re terrible, you know that?”

      “Terribly handsome?” he asked right before he pressed a kiss to her mouth. “Or terribly wicked?” he asked as he pushed her silk robe off her shoulders.

      Mary simply sighed and gave herself up to her husband’s caresses. There would be more time for logical thought and party planning in the morning.
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      The last place Cassandra Moor wanted to be was at a ball. Not only because she considered it to be a colossal waste of time, seeing as she wasn’t looking to marry and frankly hated dancing, but because it was one of those grand affairs to which every member of the ton had been invited. Which meant her parents were in attendance.

      Hovering near the refreshment table where she could be somewhat obscured by a pillar, Cassandra peered through the throng of guests at the spot where Fiona and Charles Moor, the Earl and Countess of Vernon, stood. Since they were conversing with friends, Cassandra doubted they’d noticed her presence, which was just as well. The last time she’d seen her mother, the lady had crossed the street in order to avoid an embarrassing encounter with her ruined daughter. While Cassandra could appreciate the fact that she had gone and done the unthinkable by getting herself pregnant outside of wedlock, she’d always believed her parents should have loved her no matter what.

      “Who are you hiding from?” a familiar voice asked.

      Cassandra turned in response to Mary’s question and saw that both she and Emily must have approached without her realizing. Jutting her chin a little to the left, Cassandra indicated the spot where her parents stood. “Who do you think?”

      A sympathetic glimmer touched Mary’s eyes. “I’m sorry about that, but they are the Earl and Countess of Vernon. It would have been bad form not to invite them.”

      “I know,” Cassandra grumbled. She turned more fully toward her friends. “Had it occurred to me, I would have stayed away.”

      “Then it’s a good thing it didn’t occur to you,” Emily said with a smile. “The evening wouldn’t be the same without you.”

      “Thank you. I suppose.” Cassandra rolled her eyes when both her friends chuckled. “I’m not really in Town for this sort of thing, however, and in a way I feel as though I’m being too lavish by coming here. It did require purchasing a new gown.”

      “And what a lovely gown it is,” Mary said.

      “You’re allowed to pamper yourself every once in a while,” Emily added. “At Clearview you hardly ever get the chance.”

      That was a bit of an understatement, Cassandra decided. The last time she’d attended an event near Clearview that even remotely resembled something as grand as this was six years ago when Caleb had been staying with her, Mary, and Emily under an assumed identity.

      “Speaking of Clearview,” Mary said, “have you managed to work out an agreeable arrangement for the twelve-year-old girl who wrote to you?”

      “Yes. Her aunt has finally released her into my custody.” Like most of the children Cassandra had cared for over the years, Rosemary Clarence was an orphan. She’d written to Cassandra two months ago to inform her that her life had become intolerable after her father died and that she hoped there might be room for her at Clearview.

      Cassandra frowned at the memory of what she’d discovered when she’d first gone to visit the girl’s home. “That woman treated poor Rosemary as if she were her slave, not caring one whit about me being there. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing you managed to wrestle Rosemary away from her evil clutches then,” Emily said.

      “How did you manage to do it?” Mary asked.

      “How do you think?” Cassandra gave them both a meaningful stare. “I paid her a handsome sum of money.”

      “Well. I’m sure it’s money well spent,” Emily said. She moved to where a large pitcher of lemonade stood on the refreshment table and began filling three glasses. “Clearview will be good for someone like Rosemary who’s been treated unkindly.”

      “How are things at Clearview going by the way?” Mary took one of the glasses Emily had filled and handed it to Cassandra. “You’ve been so busy while in Town, we’ve barely managed to talk. Hence my reason for insisting you join us this evening.” She added a smirk then sipped her drink.

      “All is well. As you know, Katherine is a tremendous help.” The daughter of the Marquess of Stanhope, Katherine Donahugh, had fallen for one of the footmen in her father’s employ. A child, now five years of age, had been the result, along with Stanhope’s assurance that he wanted nothing further to do with Katherine or her bastard child. And since Katherine’s fate was so similar to her own, Cassandra had sympathized deeply with her plight and offered she come live with her.

      Together, they’d continued helping orphans until they reached the age of fourteen and required a more demanding education than the two women were able to provide. At this point, the children would move to Montvale Manor where Mary and Caleb took over, assisted by the tutors they’d hired.

      “It is always a relief to hear you say so,” Emily said. “Leaving you at Clearview by yourself so I could go off and get married has always made me feel guilty.”

      “It shouldn’t. If you’ll recall, Katherine moved in before you moved out.” Taking a sip of her lemonade, Cassandra glanced back at where her parents had been standing and instantly froze. “Oh dear God, they’re coming this way.”

      Her friends looked in the same direction as she. “Whatever happens,” Mary murmured, “you have our support. They won’t be allowed to be anything but cordial, or they shall have us to deal with.”

      “And our husbands,” Emily said, alerting Cassandra to the fact that Caleb and Griffin were almost upon them. They’d been approaching from an angle that hadn’t been within Cassandra’s line of sight.

      “Are you talking about us?” Griffin asked with a devilish smile as he came to stand next to his wife.

      “Only in the context of the two of you possibly having to give the Earl and Countess of Vernon a set down, depending on how the next five minutes play out.”

      “And where is Devlin by the way?” Mary asked. “He promised he’d be here.”

      Cassandra’s mouth went instantly dry. “Devlin’s back?” How she managed to pose that question in a normal tone was beyond her. But she was grateful for her ability to do so.

      “Arrived a few days ago,” Caleb said. He seemed to survey the room. “Speaking of missing people, I haven’t seen your brother either, Cass, and he assured me he’d be here.”

      “He’s danced the last two sets with Vivien,” Cassandra said. She’d actually been hoping he and her sister-in-law would soon be done so she could ask them if they could go home. She was staying with them during her visit, so they’d come to the ball together by carriage.

      Another swift glance toward the spot where her parents had been moments earlier caused a cold bite of angst to grip Cassandra’s spine. They still hadn’t seen her, but they were awfully close and now…now there was the added risk of running into Devlin – the only man in the world whom she had to avoid at all cost.

      “Thank you for a lovely evening,” she said as she took a step back. “It’s been delightful. Really.”

      “You’re not leaving already, Cassandra?” Mary looked slightly miffed, though not the least bit surprised.

      “I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      “Don’t worry about your parents,” Emily told her. “We won’t let them hurt you.”

      As much as Cassandra loved her friends for being so protective of her, she rather feared it was too late. Her parents had hurt her more than she would ever admit to anyone. “Thank you. But I prefer not to give them the chance. Please let Robert and Vivien know that I’ve gone back to their house.”

      And with that she turned and hurried away, following the periphery of the ballroom until she knew her parents were somewhere behind her. Breathing a sigh of relief, she walked toward the open doorway, content in the knowledge that no one would try to detain her. After all, who would want to be seen in a fallen woman’s company anyway? And if there was any doubt in her mind about whether or not those present might have forgotten who she was or the scandal that clung to her name, it was swiftly dismissed by the critical glances and muted whispers to which she was now subjected.

      Behind the pillar, she’d been safe. Out in the open, she was prey for the vultures.

      Doing her best to feign disinterest, she straightened her spine, pulled back her shoulders, and marched past the lot of them, happy to climb the two steps leading out of the room and into the hallway. Until she almost collided with the one person besides her odious parents she’d been hoping to avoid.

      Devlin Crawford, who’d been entering the ballroom as she’d been trying to exit, came to an instant halt. “Lady Cassandra,” he murmured, as if surprised to find her there. His eyes, warm and dark and with a slight hint of mischief, met hers.

      And in that instant Cassandra was reminded of all the reasons why she’d been hoping not to run into him this evening, which she’d almost quite literally done. And really, when she put her mind to it, she had to admit all her reasons actually equaled one: the fact that he made her knees grow weak and her heart start to gallop, and lord, she was scarcely herself when in his presence. Which was probably why he was staring at her as if she’d lost her head.

      Which she had. More or less.

      “Lord Devlin,” she said, quite pleased with the level tone of her voice. “I did hear that you had returned.”

      The edges of his eyes crinkled in a charming sort of way as he smiled. “Indeed.” He was quiet for a moment, during which Cassandra wondered if she ought to step out of his way since she was, in fact, blocking his path. But then he said, “I hope you’re not leaving just yet.”

      “Now that you mention it—”

      “For I promised my mother I’d dance at least one dance this evening. And dancing it with you, a longtime friend of the family’s, would be infinitely better than having to engage a young debutante.”

      Cassandra knew he didn’t mean to insult her and that she shouldn’t be hurt by his referring to her as a friend, but somehow the comment still stung. Which was part of the problem. Because she’d loved Penelope’s father with all her heart and he’d loved her back. They’d made promises to each other and dreamt of the future they’d share once they were married. One indiscretion, the night before the wedding, hadn’t seemed like a bad idea at the time. They’d wanted to be together and knew they’d be man and wife the next day. But rather than the joyous occasion they’d both been expecting, tragedy had struck in the worst possible way. And Cassandra had never recovered from the news that Timothy Dorset, Earl of Lemfield and heir to the Marquess of Sussex, the man with whom she’d hoped to spend the rest of her life, had perished on his way to the church.

      Now, thirteen years later, she was just as aware as she had been back then that falling for anyone else would be a betrayal. So the guilt that sank its venomous teeth into her conscience each time Devlin made her cheeks flush or her skin start to tingle or her heart begin racing was what propelled her to keep her distance from him.

      “I’d rather not,” she said, then took a deep breath. “The last time we danced I stepped on your feet at least five times.” She’d been out of practice and incredibly nervous.

      He smiled – that lopsided smile she loved so well. It melted her bones. “That’s a very long time ago,” he said, offering her his arm, “and it really wasn’t so bad.”

      Cassandra glanced past his shoulder, at the front door barely visible at the end of the hallway. In that moment it seemed so close and yet so horribly far away. “I really must go,” she tried.

      “And so you will. Right after this set.”

      And that was when she realized his insistence was based on more than his wish to avoid some young lady eager to snatch the last of the Crawford men. It also had a lot to do with the fact that their conversation was starting to attract attention. People were beginning to stare, which meant she could no longer leave without causing a stir or encouraging gossip. As it was, it might be too late, but at least she still had the power to ensure that the gossip remained positive and that it would not reflect poorly on any of the Crawfords.

      “You owe me,” she muttered between clenched teeth as she placed her hand in his and allowed him to lead her toward the dance floor. The moment she touched him a bolt of lightning raced up her arm. She groaned and wished she’d stayed at her brother’s home for the evening.

      “Duly noted,” Devlin said in response to her comment. With the sort of elegance that ought to have been impossible for a man who was over six feet in height and possessed shoulders twice the width of hers, he spun her into position.

      Cassandra instinctively gasped in response to the unexpected movement, and then the music began and she realized whatever nightmare she was currently living had just gotten worse, because this was no simple country dance or even a quadrille, cotillion, or reel. This was the waltz of all things and that meant close contact with one’s partner and…

      “Cass?”

      Startled, she tripped and promptly planted her foot right on top of his shoe. “Sorry.”

      If she’d hurt him, he didn’t let it show. Instead he tightened his hold on her hand and pulled her into a more secure position, bringing her shockingly close to his person. “Is something the matter?”

      “No. Of course not. Why would you suppose such a thing?”

      He gave her an incredulous stare. “Because you’ve been looking like a trapped rabbit since the moment I arrived.”

      “Well, I was trying to leave until you decided to stop me.”

      Inclining his head, he gave her a roguish smile while leading her in a wide arc that took them along the edge of the dance floor. “It’s good to see you again. I probably should have mentioned that first.”

      She felt her cheeks grow warm and hoped he wouldn’t notice her blush. “You weren’t away quite as long as the last time, I don’t think.”

      “Were you counting the days until my return?” He waggled his eyebrows and spun her sideways.

      “Only so I could make sure to be out of Town by the time you dropped anchor.” Which wasn’t entirely untrue, though she did intend for it to be a joke.

      He laughed, causing a pair of perfect dimples to form on either side of his mouth. Cassandra deliberately looked away. Her heart had belonged and always would belong to Timothy. To feel something even remotely similar toward another man was wrong. Plain and simple.

      “I’ve always enjoyed our conversations, Cass.” She liked the shortened version of her name, even though it was also used by everyone else who was close to her and therefore meant nothing beyond a familiar bond. “There’s a straightforward openness to you along with a great degree of maturity and common sense.”

      She snorted. “Many would argue with you on that point.”

      “Why? Because you did something once that resulted in bringing a lovely little girl into this world?” When she gazed up at him and nodded, he smiled down at her and said, “I would never call that a lapse in judgment or a mistake. And those inclined to do so are fools.”

      Cassandra would have liked to say she got something in her eye at that moment, but the truth was that his understanding, most especially his acceptance of Penelope, practically slayed her. If she wasn’t so determined to remain faithful to Timothy, she’d probably do something foolish like ask Devlin to marry her right then and there. At present, a nod was all she could manage, for her throat had turned into a giant knot, and she feared she might break down at any second and blubber all over him like a nitwit. Gracious, even her heart hurt, not with sadness but with overwhelming amounts of gratitude.

      His expression had also tightened, as if the moment was affecting him emotionally as well. He cleared his throat and tightened his hold on her hand. “I’m sorry for all you’ve had to suffer. It isn’t right.”

      “It’s the way of the world,” she managed to say once she’d taken a moment to compose herself. She tried to smile but it felt awfully strained.

      “And part of the reason I try to avoid Society as much as possible.” He snorted. “Once you’ve travelled to other countries and experienced other cultures, all of this – the rules that govern us British – seems utterly trivial.”

      “I’ve always envied you your ability to travel and see the world.” She didn’t miss the look of surprise in his eyes as she said it.

      “Really? I would have thought you’d want to remain in England, more specifically at Clearview, considering all the children in your care.”

      “Well, of course.” A chuckle escaped her when he surprised her by spinning her quickly around before settling into a steadier pace. “I can’t actually go anywhere, but that doesn’t mean there isn’t a part of me that doesn’t like to dream.”

      A flash of appreciation lit his eyes. The music faded and he guided her to a graceful halt. “Thank you for dancing with me,” he said as he led her off the dance floor and toward the doorway through which she’d been planning to escape when he’d arrived. “I hope our paths cross again before I leave England.”

      “As do I,” Cassandra replied, even though she had no intention of letting that happen. The feelings he’d stirred in her tonight were too powerful, too tempting, and entirely too dangerous. Which meant it would be best if she returned to Clearview as quickly as possible.
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      Devlin watched Cassandra walk away. He’d always found her pleasing to the eye, her curvaceous figure the sort that could capture a man’s imagination for hours. She was also one of the prettiest women he’d ever known, with her lustrous brown hair, exotic green eyes, and a lush mouth that always seemed ready to smile.

      But she was a close friend of Mary’s and Emily’s – the three were practically sisters – so chasing after Cassandra without the proper intentions would only result in him getting flogged by Caleb and Griffin. A pity, since he’d long believed she was equally drawn to him. For although she hid it well, her frequent blushes while in his company, the breathiness to her voice, and the way she always seemed to tremble whenever he touched her, revealed he was more than able to make her burn with desire.

      “Devlin!”

      He took a deep breath, expelled it while watching Cassandra exit through the front door, and turned. “Good evening, Mother.” There was nothing like her to put an end to his improper thoughts.

      “You cheated.” Her arms were crossed and her brow knit in a disapproving scowl. “When I asked you to dance this evening, I meant with a debutante, not with Lady Cassandra, who’s—”

      “What?” Devlin felt the muscles in his back begin to bunch with annoyance. “Think very carefully before you finish that sentence, Mother.”

      Her eyes widened with what appeared to be shocked disbelief. And then she took a step closer to him so she could whisper, “Just so you know, I am extremely fond of Cassandra. It would never occur to me to speak of her disparagingly.” She leaned back a little and sighed. “All I meant to say is that you might have tried dancing with a woman who’d be interested in marrying you.”

      “First of all,” Devlin said, forcing his temper back under control, “you know perfectly well that I don’t wish to marry. And second of all,” he added before his mother had a chance to argue, “what makes you certain Cassandra wouldn’t be interested?”

      “Because,” the dowager duchess explained with the patience of someone addressing an infant, “if she were, I believe you would have married her years ago.”

      “What the…” Devlin caught a look of interest from one of the guests and instantly turned his back on the nosy female. He lowered his voice even further and asked, “What on earth do you mean by—”

      “Devlin. Mother.” Caleb’s well-rounded tone demanded attention. And so Devlin gave it to him. “You two look like a pair of conspirators, whispering over here in the corner. Care to tell me what’s going on?”

      “Not especially,” Devlin grumbled, then added, “I’m sorry I’m late.”

      “No matter.” Caleb glanced from one to the other then told the dowager duchess, “I believe your friend, the Duchess of Chitilla, is looking for you.”

      “In that case, you must excuse me.” She gave Devlin a hard look. “One more dance, Dev. You owe me.” And then she was off.

      Owe her?

      For what? Giving him life?

      “I gather our dear mama wasn’t pleased with your trying to placate her by dancing with Cass.”

      “She insists I give it another go.”

      “And will you?”

      Devlin looked Caleb straight in the eye. “Of course not.” He’d done as he’d promised, whether his mother agreed or not. Glancing away, he searched the room until he located Monty, then raised his hand to draw his attention. “Wouldn’t mind a drink outside on the terrace though. Care to join me?”

      Caleb nodded. “Certainly.”

      “Have you met my first mate and longtime friend, Mr. Quinn?” Devlin asked as soon as Monty had reached them.

      “We exchanged a few words when he and his wife arrived,” Caleb said.

      Monty gave Devlin a nod by way of greeting. “One would think you’d be more punctual when you live at the place where the ball is held.” The edge of his mouth pulled upward. “Was there a great deal of traffic between your bedchamber and the downstairs, Dev?”

      “Ho, I like you,” Caleb told Monty while Devlin did his best to maintain a serious expression.

      “Mm…” Devlin muttered. “You wouldn’t believe the sort of impassable pile-up that can occur on a landing.” The three men laughed. When their mirth faded, Devlin said, “We were just discussing drinks on the terrace, Monty, and I thought you might like to join us.”

      “Sounds like a splendid idea to me,” Monty said. He tugged at his cravat. “The fresh air would do me good.”

      “It’s settled then,” Caleb said. “Let’s go.”

      They each snatched a glass of champagne from a serving tray as they went, then headed toward a pair of French doors made almost entirely of glass. Once outside, they removed themselves to a private spot a little off to one side where they could talk openly without too much chance of being overheard.

      “So,” Monty said in that way he so often did when he was about to broach an uncomfortable topic. “The woman you danced with…”

      Devlin clasped his glass a bit harder. “What about her?”

      “Is something the matter with her?”

      “What?” Devlin almost spat the champagne he’d just drunk back out.

      Monty shrugged. “There were a lot of whispers, so naturally I—”

      “Lady Cassandra is a close friend of the family’s,” Caleb said, apparently sensing Devlin would more likely sputter than speak if he tried to say something else at the moment. “She’s the Earl of Vernon’s daughter, which made it all the more scandalous twelve years ago when she had a daughter out of wedlock.”

      “Could she not have married?” Monty asked. “Surely there must have been someone willing to take on the task of raising her child in order to gain an attachment to such a prestigious title.”

      “If she received any offers,” Devlin said, “she turned them all down. As far as I know, she’s content to be a spinster with a bastard child, however unusual that may be.”

      “You could have asked her,” Caleb said. “After meeting her, that is.”

      Devlin frowned and took another sip of his drink. “I’ve as little interest in marriage as she does.”

      Monty made an “hmm” sound that clearly demanded further investigation, but Devlin forgot all about responding the moment he heard a lady say, “I cannot believe the duke and duchess would think to invite her.” The speaker had just stepped onto the terrace a few yards from where Devlin stood.

      “It is my understanding that she and the duchess are dear friends,” another voice gently advised.

      “Well yes. There is that, I suppose. But to not consider the Vernons’ feelings really is bad form.” There was a small sniff. “Can you imagine having your scandalous daughter make a spectacle on the dance floor for all the world to see? I mean, honestly! She practically threw herself at him, poor man.” There was an outraged snort. “As if Lord Devlin would ever consider marrying the likes of her. The mere thought of it is—”

      “What?” Devlin asked stepping forward. He set his glass aside and faced the spiteful shrew. His head felt like it might explode at any given second. In fact, strangling the woman before him was not an implausible outcome. He stared her down while digging his fingernails into his palms. “The mere thought of me marrying Lady Cassandra is what, madam?”

      “I…ugh…” The shrew gaped at him as if he were some sort of statue who’d suddenly come to life. And then she said, “I am Baroness DeVries. A lady of the peerage.”

      Devlin deliberately grunted, then proceeded to stare her down.

      “I don’t believe he cares about that,” the baroness’s friend muttered.

      She was right. The only thing Devlin cared about at that precise moment was seeing justice served. Because Cassandra was one of the finest people he’d ever known and she deserved to be defended. Even if that meant forcing the horrid baroness to choke on her own words.

      “Yes?” he inquired in an eerily quiet voice that managed to turn his own stomach. “You were saying?”

      “Um…merely that…er…” She glanced at her friend while fidgeting with her gloves but when she found no help there, she surprised Devlin by raising her chin and looking him dead in the eye. “You are a duke’s brother for heaven’s sake and she is nothing but a—”

      “Lady DeVries,” Caleb snapped.

      “—trollop,” the baroness finished, punctuating her statement with a victorious smile.

      What she couldn’t see was the blood rushing through Devlin’s veins or the tight strain of his muscles. Never in his life had he been so livid, and if Lady DeVries had been a man, he would have called her out by now so he could have the pleasure of shooting her dead.

      “Devlin,” Caleb murmured from somewhere nearby. “Don’t do anything rash. I beg you.”

      But the middle-aged woman who stood before Devlin, dripping with smug maliciousness, had pushed him past all reason. “And what makes you so much better?” he asked.

      Lady DeVries gasped. Her friend gulped, took a step back, and then fled back inside the ballroom, abandoning the baroness to her fate. Caleb groaned and Monty managed to get in a weary, “For God’s sake, Dev,” before Lady DeVries recovered and said, “I will not be spoken to in such a rude manner. I deserve better.”

      “So does Lady Cassandra.”

      The baroness crossed her arms. “Don’t be absurd. She might have been born into the nobility, but she threw all of that away the moment she chose to—”

      “Madam,” Devlin seethed, “I would advise you to choose your next words wisely.”

      “Or what?”

      “Or I shall have to ask you to leave,” Caleb said.

      The baroness scoffed – scoffed! – in response to her host’s statement, but Caleb apparently chose to let it go without comment. “Why am I not surprised?” she asked as she turned away and started toward the French doors leading back to the ballroom. But just when Devlin thought that might be the end of their quarrel, she turned back to face him with all the arrogance Devlin despised about the aristocracy. “Lady Cassandra is a fallen woman. When even her parents can see that, I don’t understand why you find it such a hard concept to grasp.”

      “Oh, Jesus,” Monty murmured.

      Devlin speared Lady DeVries with his hardest glare. “You will not speak of her in that manner.”

      “As much as I respect your family, I hardly think it appropriate for you to advise me on how I may or may not refer to a person of such low moral standing as Lady Cassandra.”

      Maybe it was the fact that he’d just gotten off a ship after several months at sea, maybe it was the champagne—though he seriously doubted it, or maybe it was the fact that he’d really enjoyed seeing Cassandra again that finally made Devlin come up with something completely unplanned and, quite possibly, cataclysmic. What he did know was that he could think of only one way in which to give Cassandra the stamp of approval necessary to make this woman regret her words.

      Blind with rage and as he’d later admit not entirely clear-headed, he ignored Caleb’s words of warning and leaned toward the baroness. Meeting her gaze with all the hatred he possessed for her at that moment, he said, “It bloody well is when she is to be my wife.”

    




OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


