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      Camberly House was filled to capacity with guests who’d come to attend the first ball of the Season, their boisterous chatter akin to the twittering of birds. The downstairs rooms had been opened up to facilitate movement between them and to let the air circulate. Only the library and the Duke of Camberly’s study had been closed off for the evening. Emily had found the doors securely locked when she’d checked, which was why she’d chosen to escape the stuffy ballroom and her overbearing mother by seeking refuge in the parlor.

      It wasn’t ideal, but she could at least have a seat on the sofa and rest her feet for a moment. A wistful smile tugged at her lips. During the six years she’d spent tucked away in the countryside with her friends, Lady Cassandra Moore and Mary Clemens, who was now the Duchess of Camberly, she’d never believed she would ever return to Society. And certainly not like this, with no short supply of gentlemen eager to dance with her.

      There was no question in her mind that her altered appearance was to blame for her newfound popularity, a superficiality that seemed more important than her age at this point. At six and twenty, she knew she was not the young debutante most gentlemen would consider when seeking a bride. Clearly, the only thing that held their interest was her transformation from a podgy girl whose mother had always insisted on an overabundance of frills and lace in bright shades of orange and yellow, to a woman with curves in just the right places.

      “There you are,” Cassandra said as she entered the room and came to sit beside Emily. She’d brought Mary with her, and she claimed the armchair adjacent to the sofa.

      “I just need a brief reprieve,” Emily said.

      “You’re not the only one,” Mary told her as she flopped back most inelegantly against her chair. Emily knew Mary had never wanted to be a duchess, but when she’d fallen in love with Caleb Crawford, she’d had to accept the position in order to marry him. “Had I been able to avoid this circus I would have, but Caleb’s mother has been so eager to entertain, and well…she is a lovely woman and now that a year has passed since her husband and oldest son died, I could not deny her the pleasure of bringing Camberly House back to life.”

      “You are a good daughter-in-law,” Emily said, “and you must not misunderstand me. I am glad to be here this evening, though I do wish my mother would stop chasing me around the room and inquiring about every man I happen to speak with.”

      Cassandra smirked. “She probably sees a new opportunity to get you settled.”

      “Which is understandable,” Mary said with a mischievous smile. “You’ve managed to take attention away from some very unhappy young ladies.”

      Emily sighed. “I had forgotten how tiring her eagerness can be. She is once again pushing me toward a goal I have no hope of achieving.” She glanced at each of her friends. “These men might like what they see when they glance my way, but they will not court a spinster whose dowry has been redistributed to her sister.”

      Mary frowned. “You always claimed you had no interest in courtship and yet—”

      “So did you,” Cassandra murmured.

      “Well, yes, but then I met Caleb and all of that changed.” Mary’s eyes took on the faraway look of complete contentment that filled her gaze when she thought of her husband.

      “It is not so much the courtship I care about,” Emily confided. “It is the romance.”

      “The romance?” both her friends asked in wonder.

      Emily drew a deep breath. “I don’t even know what it’s like to be kissed by a man.”

      Cassandra and Mary both stared at her for a long drawn-out moment. Then Cassandra said, “We should try to find a way in which to change that.”

      The statement and what it suggested would have been shocking if it had been uttered by anyone else. But this was Cassandra, a woman who’d loved her fiancé so much she’d chosen to bed him before their wedding. But then he’d died on the way to the church in a terrible carriage accident, leaving Cassandra heartbroken, pregnant, and ruined. She’d left London almost immediately, assisted by her brother, Viscount Aldridge, who’d set her up in a large country house named Clearview. Mary and Emily had eventually joined her, and together they’d found a new purpose by offering orphaned children a home filled with love and happiness. “How?” Emily asked. “By luring some poor unsuspecting man into a dark corner?” She shook her head. “I’ve no desire to trap anyone.”

      Mary’s lips twisted in thought. “Perhaps there’s a man out there,” she nodded in the direction of the ballroom, “who’s willing to oblige without having to be lured.”

      “What if we start by considering the men you would like to share the experience with,” Cassandra suggested as if they were simply speaking of trying an ice for the very first time. “There must be someone to whom you are drawn?”

      Emily pretended to consider, even though Cass was right. There was one particular gentleman who made her heart flutter – a man she dreamed of in those quiet moments before sleep claimed her. She just didn’t want to share the fact with anyone, for she feared that if she kissed him, she might never recover once he left England. And he would leave. She’d heard him discussing the matter with his family and friends. Indeed, she recalled him saying quite clearly that nothing would keep him from returning to Vienna as soon as possible.

      Determined to keep her secret close to her heart, Emily shook her head. “Even if there were, if someone caught me kissing a man to whom I am unattached, Laura’s chance of finding a husband would be even more ruined than it already is,” she said in reference to her youngest sister who’d made her debut the previous year. It pained Emily more than anything, knowing that her hasty choice to leave home in the wake of her broken attachment to Lord Langdon remained a blemish on Laura’s reputation. No respectable gentleman would consider marrying a woman whose sister was rumored to live in sin, no matter her sizeable dowry. The risk of scandal was simply too great. “If anything, it will only make things worse.”

      “So then we will simply have to ensure that you’re not discovered,” Mary said.

      Emily gaped at her friend. “Are we really having this conversation, or have I taken a hit to the head?”

      Both women stared back at her, unblinking.

      “This is a serious matter,” Cassandra eventually said. “It is important for us to discuss it and to take every option into consideration. Or would you rather go to your grave without ever knowing what it’s like to be kissed?”

      “My intention to perish from this earth is far from imminent,” Emily grumbled. “I daresay I have a few decades in which to accomplish the feat.”

      Mary looked at her as if she’d just said that she meant to go off and join the circus. “Better sooner rather than later,” she told Emily dryly. “The older you get, the more difficult it will be to find a man who’s willing to accommodate you.”

      “She’s right,” Cassandra said gravely. “But I understand the concern you have for your sister’s wellbeing.”

      “We both do,” Mary added. “Which is why this kissing business would likely be best accomplished somewhere else. Away from London society.”

      “Like at Clearview…” Cassandra let the idea hang in the air.

      Emily snorted. “The trouble with that suggestion is having an agreeable gentleman stop by and offer his…ahem…services.”

      Mary’s eyes sparkled. “Caleb did.”

      Emily and Cassandra were forced to smother their laughter when other guests entered the room at that moment. The newcomers glanced their way briefly before claiming the seating arrangement in the opposite corner.

      “Yes, but what are the chances of that ever happening again?” Emily whispered. She shook her head. “I know you’re both trying to help and I thank you for it.” Their willingness to facilitate an illicit kiss between her and some unknown man for the sole purpose of satisfying her curiosity meant the world to her.

      “Perhaps we should put an advertisement in the paper for a new caretaker,” Cassandra suggested.

      Emily turned to her. “You’re terrible.”

      Cassandra shrugged. “I’m merely looking out for your best interests.”

      “And who knows,” Mary said, “he might just turn out to be a duke in disguise.”

      Emily met Mary’s gaze. “Only one of us could be so lucky.” She smiled. “Thank you. Both of you. But I’m actually not sure I’d like my first and possibly only kiss to be with a man whose been procured for that purpose alone.”

      “Well, if you change your mind,” Cassandra said, “you must let us know.”

      Emily promised to do so even though she knew that would never happen. If she kissed a man, she wanted it to happen naturally and because he wanted to kiss her as much as she wanted to kiss him.

      This certainty grew when she returned to the ballroom and cast her gaze on the dancers. The cotillion reminded her of Lord Langdon, the man she’d once believed she would marry. He’d courted her for nearly a month, had made her feel special and wanted in spite of her less-than-perfect figure. Until he’d called things off by announcing his engagement to Lady Victoria Hewitt.

      She’d never figured out exactly what happened, except that her mother, Georgina, was somehow to blame for Langdon’s change of mind. There could be no doubt since it had occurred immediately after Georgina had gone to ‘discuss a few things’ with him. And then, as if that hadn’t been bad enough, her mother had made a spectacle of herself later by confronting Langdon openly at the Dawset Ball, immediately after he’d announced his betrothal. This, coupled with the mocking comments other young ladies her age had made at the time about Emily not being good enough for Langdon anyway, had compounded her shame.

      Emily had left London the very next day, unable to bear the humiliation or the pain. And as the days had turned into weeks, months, and eventually years, returning to London had become increasingly impossible. More so because of the happiness she’d found at Clearview. There, she could be herself without the fear of censure and without always worrying about the opinion of others. There, she’d found the true friendships she’d always lacked in London.

      Now, watching the dancing couples twirling about with smiles on their faces, she supposed Langdon must have realized that she wasn’t countess material and that marrying the daughter of a tradesman would not have been wise in the end, even if he did desire the dowry her father had bestowed upon her. Emily’s heart still ached, though not because of any lingering affection toward Langdon but because he was proof of how naïve she’d once been. To think that she’d thought he’d actually liked her for herself. It seemed so silly now, in retrospect.

      “I wonder if there is still room on your dance card,” a low voice spoke at her right shoulder.

      Emily glanced up to see one of Camberly’s friends, Mr. Bale, regarding her with expectation. “I’m afraid not,” she told him since she had no further desire to dance. And then, seeing disappointment in his eyes, she hastened to say, “But some fresh air would be most appreciated.”

      His face lit up. “Allow me to escort you outside.”

      She accepted the arm he offered and the welcome distraction from the shattered hopes and dreams of her past. Mr. Bale was a handsome man and quite unattached. If he wanted to keep her company, she would not say no.

      [image: ]

      Griffin Nathaniel Finnegan Crawford stood in one corner of the crowded ballroom, conversing with his brother, Caleb, and Caleb’s friend, Viscount Aldridge.

      “I cannot wait for this Season to be over so Mary and I can return to Montvale,” Caleb said. The couple had decided to build a cottage for themselves on the Montvale grounds so they could enjoy a simple life while away in the country. The manor itself would be turned into an orphanage so Mary could continue caring for children in need.

      “It has only just begun,” Griffin remarked. Contrary to his brother, he missed the busy city life whenever he was away from it. He missed Vienna, with its culture and music and picturesque streets. By comparison, London felt like a grimy slum.

      “And it will only get busier once parliament is in full swing,” Aldridge said.

      “Don’t remind me.” Caleb crossed his arms. He glanced at Griffin. “At least Devlin had the foresight to escape while he could.”

      Devlin was the third brother, born only five minutes after Griffin. All three were identical in appearance save for a few slight differences between them. But Caleb was the oldest, so he’d been the one burdened with the dukedom when their father and older brother had died. It was a responsibility Griffin didn’t envy, though he admired Caleb’s effort to find a balance between his duty and a less demanding existence. Mary’s love and support had undoubtedly helped.

      “I plan to do so as well,” Griffin said. “I’ve already been away from my place of business longer than I ever intended.” Years ago, when he’d first left England after arguing with their father about not wanting to join the army, he’d gone to Germany where a chance encounter with a man in a tavern had put him in touch with a clockmaker named Herr Fritz.

      Intrigued by Herr Fritz’s craftsmanship, Griffin had inquired about a position and had quickly become the man’s apprentice. Seven years later, when Herr Fritz had retired, Griffin had travelled to Vienna where he’d opened his own shop, selling not only clocks but mechanical toys to the marvel of all his customers.

      “Who’s managing it right now while you’re here?” Aldridge asked.

      “My assistant, Edvard Dreyden.” He was a serious and hard-working young man whom Griffin trusted to run things until he returned. But Griffin had to acknowledge that his extended stay in England was pushing the limit of how long he could afford to be absent. In Edvard’s most recent letter, he’d informed Griffin that the archduchess Marie Anne wished to place a special order, though only if Griffin himself was available to carry it out.

      “If only you could relocate here,” Caleb said. “I’ve enjoyed your company immensely and will be sorry to see you go.”

      “Yes, but you have a home to build now, a wife to take care of, and a child on the way.” Griffin snatched a glass of champagne from a passing tray and took a quick sip. “You’ll hardly notice I’m gone.”

      “And you can come back to visit,” Aldridge pointed out.

      “Or you could all come to Vienna,” Griffin suggested while glancing across the room.

      A flash of blue caught his eye, and he followed the movement until a familiar face appeared from behind a cluster of guests. It was Miss Emily Howard, a close friend of Mary’s. Griffin had met her a few times already, most notably at Clearview when he’d gone in search of his brother back in November. She’d stolen his breath once she’d opened the door to admit him, for he had not been expecting to find the most beautiful woman in the world when Aldridge had told him where Caleb had gone.

      He narrowed his gaze as she exited onto the terrace, escorted by Mr. Bale, who grinned in response to something she said. An uncomfortable squeezing sensation beneath his ribs had him straightening his posture. He didn’t like the way Mr. Bale’s eyes gleamed with the prospect of something illicit.

      “If you’ll excuse me one moment,” Griffin told his brother and Aldridge. “There’s someone with whom I must speak.” Mr. Bale had always struck him as an amicable fellow. Harmless, by all accounts. But appearances could be deceiving. He’d learned that by falling victim himself to the cruelest form of trickery. Setting his glass on a table as he went, Griffin wove his way through the crowd. By the time he reached the door to the terrace and stepped outside, neither Miss Howard nor Mr. Bale was anywhere to be found. Griffin’s stomach tightened. Surely she would have more sense than to wander off with a bachelor? He glanced around, uncertain of where to look for her first. Voices emerged from the left, so he followed, heading straight for the corner where a cherry tree offered a canopy to the bench that stood beneath it.

      The voices grew louder, though they could only be described as whispers. And although Griffin could not discern what was being said, he knew everything he needed to know the moment he saw Miss Howard in Mr. Bale’s arms, his face moving closer to hers until…

      “What do you think you’re doing?” Griffin asked in his most authoritative voice.

      Mr. Bale leapt away from Miss Howard and spun toward Griffin. His eyes were as wide as his mouth. “I, um…I…that is…” he sputtered.

      Miss Howard’s hands fisted and Griffin saw she was glaring at him with extreme displeasure. “I think it’s perfectly obvious,” she told him.

      Mr. Bale cleared his throat. “Miss Howard and I—”

      “Are not affianced, as far as I know,” Griffin murmured. He could not explain why the possibility they might be grated as much as it did, but there was something about Miss Howard…something that tempted him beyond reason. He cleared his throat. “If that situation has recently changed, then I sincerely apologize for the intrusion.”

      Mr. Bale stared at him. He then glanced at Miss Howard, who sighed as if she had no doubt of how he would answer. “It has not.” There was a pause, and then, “I was just—”

      “Leaving,” Griffin bit out.

      Mr. Bale stared back at him for a brief moment as if considering whether or not it was wise to argue. Don’t. As if hearing him, Mr. Bale turned and gave Miss Howard a curt bow. “Forgive me.” He strode off with an apologetic glance at Griffin.

      “I’ve a good mind to hit you right now,” Miss Howard announced as soon as they were alone. “You were horribly rude to Mr. Bale, who was merely trying to be helpful’.”

      “Helpful?” Ha! “He was certainly trying to help himself to something, I’ll grant you that. And you were not protesting.” He considered the sharp look in her eyes and the way her jaw tightened in response to his words. For some inexplicable reason he needed to know what her intention had been, so he took a step closer and gazed down into her upturned face. “Were you?”

      “Of course not.” She averted her gaze, and he imagined that if it hadn’t been dark, he would have seen her blush.

      Still, her blasé response shocked him. “Of course not,” he repeated in a low murmur.

      She sighed. “Mr. Bale and I are friends. Nothing more.”

      The relief he experienced in response to that statement caught him completely off guard. He had no romantic interest in Miss Howard himself. To suppose such a thing would suggest he was open to marriage. Which he wasn’t. Not anymore. Not after Clara had broken his heart.

      The keen humiliation he felt whenever he thought back on how she had fooled him still smarted. He fought the urge to tug on his cravat as the air in his lungs grew hot, and forced his attention back to Miss Howard. A dalliance with his sister-in-law’s friend could only lead to the altar, and that was a destination he meant to avoid at all cost.

      He tried to keep his voice steady so he wouldn’t sound too accusatory. “And yet I caught you embracing him as if you meant to—”

      “My earring is caught.”

      Griffin stared back at her, confused. “What?”

      She turned the left side of her head toward him and raised her hand to point at the strands of hair tangled in a dangling collection of diamonds. “Mr. Bale noticed and offered to put me to rights.”

      “But…” Griffin’s thought process stumbled as he considered her words. He’d seen her standing inappropriately close to Mr. Bale, so he’d made an assumption. But it was also dark. So dark, in fact, he could not discern her features very clearly. Which meant it was possible he’d imagined something that had not been there.

      He inhaled deeply and accepted that he had been wrong. “I’m sorry.” His gaze slid to the asymmetrical mess at the side of her head. “If you will permit, I would be happy to offer my assistance. ’Tis the least I can do at this point.”

      She shook her head. “Thank you, but it would probably be best if I returned inside before someone else mistakes your assistance for something it isn’t.”

      She stepped around him, moving so close he managed to catch a hint of the sweetest perfume. Honeysuckle perhaps? Or peonies? He wasn’t quite sure, but there was no mistaking the heady effect it had on him or how it beckoned for him to pull her close and press his nose to her skin.

      He quashed that foolish idea as immediately as it had formed.

      “I shall ask Mama or Laura for help,” she said as she started strolling away.

      He followed behind while wondering how he could make her stay. Which was silly since there was no point in furthering their acquaintance when he would depart for Vienna soon. Nothing good could come of it. If anything, the longer they stayed out here together alone, the greater the risk of others imagining they’d had an assignation. But he found he regretted their rendezvous ending so quickly. And with him having ruined what would probably have been an enjoyable walk for her and Mr. Bale.

      “Can you forgive me for thinking the worst?” he asked.

      She drew to a halt and turned to him, her face more visible now that they were nearer the light from the terrace. A polite smile captured her lips. “Of course. It was an understandable mistake.”

      “You’re not upset?”

      “No.”

      He registered the mistruth because of how bluntly it was delivered. “Are you sure?” She’d always seemed honest and forthright, so it bothered him that he’d somehow caused her to put up a barrier between them now. “I am not so sensitive that I can’t handle a set down.” Or at the very least an honest response.

      Her chin rose and she crossed her arms, affecting the pose of a woman who was rapidly reaching the end of her patience. Griffin braced himself in anticipation of what she would say. Her words, however, where most unexpected. “You ought to know me well enough by now to realize that I am not the sort of woman who would ever invite a man to ravish her at a social event where anyone might happen to see.” Her eyes were almost black, shimmering fiercely in the moonlight. “The fact that you did so is a testament to your opinion of me, which is frighteningly low.”

      “I did not think you’d let Mr. Bale go quite so far as to ravish you, Miss Howard.” And now that she’d put that picture in his head, he was having a damned hard time dislodging it again. Which added a terse element to his voice that she did not deserve.

      She marched forward, closing the distance between them “Nor would I throw away a kiss so easily, without a thought or a care in the world.”

      

      Griffin did his best to come to terms with her statement. There was something in what she had said. Something meaningful just beyond his grasp. “I take it the men you have kissed in the past were important to you, then?”

      A sudden dislike for these men swept through him, and his desire to learn their names and discover who he would have to avoid in the future was particularly unsettling.

      She stared back at him for a long, hard second and eventually snorted. “No such man exists, Lord Griffin, which is rather the point, don’t you think?” Spinning about, she started toward the terrace once more. Griffin blinked, the relief easing the tension within so soothing, it took him a second to respond. He hastened after her without even thinking and grabbed her wrist before she reached the stairs. She turned, eyes wide with surprise and wonder.

      “Kisses are overrated,” he murmured, his voice almost breathless. What was it about her that made him so desperate to keep her out here with him and away from the ballroom? He did not know and wasn’t even sure it mattered. But the fact that she’d never been kissed…that was important. And yet, the only thing he could think to say, most likely in an effort to make her feel better, was, “You have not missed much.”

      A soft little scoff conveyed her derision. “What a comforting sentiment from someone who’s likely enjoyed the experience a dozen times by now.”

      Griffin raised an eyebrow and watched her surprise sink deeper. “Two dozen times?” His lips quirked. “Three dozen?”

      “I believe the number’s so high it would take you a while to reach it at this rate,” he muttered.

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Her gaze found his and he was surprised to find humor there. “I suppose you’re just as roguish as all the ladies claim then?”

      He knit his brow. “I was not aware such a rumor existed.”

      “I’m sure it arose because of your scar,” she said as if this was so evident that his not knowing it surprised her.

      “My scar,” Griffin echoed flatly. He’d allowed himself to forget about that while they’d been talking, to forget the way it slashed his left cheek in an ugly red line. It was thick and uneven, puckering his skin in a way that was most unappealing.

      “There are those who find such things attractive.”

      What about you? he wanted to ask.

      He dropped his gaze to her lips and wondered if she would retreat if he made an advance. “We should probably go back inside.” Anything else would be a mistake. He meant to return to Vienna, to live a peaceful life there without the complications of marriage. The last thing he needed was to kiss Miss Emily Howard out in the open where anyone might see.

      And yet, Griffin desperately wanted to chase away all the anger and pain her comment had stirred by distracting himself in the simplest way possible. She wants her first kiss to matter. You cannot take that from her. But when she licked her lips and whispered, “Yes,” his restraint took off like an army fleeing a battle. Because the truth was he’d wanted to kiss her since the first time he’d seen her at Clearview. So he did the only reasonable thing he could do when she was standing right there, stunning and utterly tempting.

      He leaned in closer and pressed his mouth to hers.
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      Emily couldn’t move, most likely because she was in a bizarre state of shock and dismay. Lord Griffin’s lips were pressed against hers in a soft and perfect caress. She wasn’t sure why he was doing it. After all, they’d been discussing his scar. Finding a logical transition between that and kissing was something of a challenge at the moment.

      A distant warning bell echoed in her head, but she was too caught up in this new experience to heed it.

      Especially since this was the man she’d dreamed of kissing since he’d walked into Clearview House with a hint of mischief in his eyes and a bit of a crooked smile. She’d liked him right from the start and had never felt that his scar detracted from his handsome features. If anything, she’d always thought it added an appealing element of danger to his overall appearance.

      Beware.

      Of what, she could not recall. What reason could there possibly be to end this glorious moment?

      She inhaled through her nose, acknowledging a spicy scent of sandalwood, bergamot, and a hint of cloves. He smelled incredible. And now his arm was around her, his hand pressing into her back, and Emily could no longer think of anything at all. Except perhaps to consider the problem this business of kissing posed on breathing. That part of the whole experience was rather awkward and prevented her from enjoying the feel of him as much as she would have liked.

      Perhaps if—

      A squeal pierced the air, and before Emily could fully realize where the sound had come from, she heard a distinct voice say, “Oh, how wonderful! You are finally to be married!”

      A breeze swept across Emily’s shoulders, and she opened her eyes as if from a dream. She saw Lord Griffin, but he wasn’t looking at her with the same kind of pleasure she’d felt in each cell of her body just seconds before. Instead he was staring to the side, his brow furrowed in a deep frown of pure irritation.

      Emily turned and it was as if the world started to fold itself in on her, for there stood her mother, her sister, and her Aunt Julia, the Baroness of Hoff. All stared at her and Lord Griffin in a way that made Emily feel like she’d just walked into a cage and they’d locked the gate behind her. She glanced at Lord Griffin again and saw that he was about to speak, which prompted her to pull away from him quickly and walk toward the three women. Because the last thing she wanted was for him to confirm or deny anything. Doing so would either involve him sacrificing his future for her or breaking her heart.

      “Lord Griffin has not proposed,” Emily said, “nor should he feel compelled to do so because of a mere kiss.” She glanced over her shoulder and saw that he was frowning more than before, if such a thing were possible.

      “A mere kiss?” her mother squeaked while Laura and Aunt Julia raised their eyebrows into four pointy arches. “You were embracing and…” She waved her hands as if to form an image of what she had witnessed.

      Emily tried to stay calm even though she knew the situation was spiraling out of control. It had in fact been doing so since Lord Griffin’s lips had touched hers. “I am not a debutante,” she began. “And besides, Lord Griffin was merely doing me the courtesy of sating my curiosity.”

      The gentleman in question snorted from somewhere behind her right shoulder while Emily’s mother gasped as if this were more outrageous than the actual kiss itself. Which it might well have been.

      But then her mother stepped forward to hiss in Emily’s ear. “You must accept his offer of marriage if he asks. What happened here could ruin your sister’s prospects.”

      And there it was. The warning she had ignored in pursuit of her own selfishness.

      “There is no need for anyone else to discover what transpired here.” Emily’s voice shook when she spoke to her aunt and her sister next. “Can I count on you to keep this incident to yourselves?”

      Laura responded with an immediate nod, but Aunt Julia hesitated. “I am not sure that would be the best course,” she eventually said, causing panic to wrap its way firmly around Emily’s limbs. It tightened until she could scarcely breathe.

      “Please.” God help her, she could feel tears starting to prick at her eyes. How could she have been so thoughtless? So foolish?

      “Lord Griffin has compromised you, my dear,” Aunt Julia said without any hint of sympathy whatsoever. “Marrying him does seem like the best course of action.”

      “I would be honored to offer for Miss Howard’s hand,” Lord Griffin said bleakly. Judging from his tone he might as well have been saying he’d fall on his own sword in order to save her.

      And just like that, Emily’s heart shattered, destroying the illusion the kiss had somehow managed to create, of him wanting her just as much as she wanted him.

      “If you do, I shall refuse,” she said, forcing the words past the knot in her throat. Somehow, she managed to stand still even though her legs shook beneath her silk gown. Before he could say anything further, Emily told her aunt plainly, “Keep this between us and I shall retreat to Clearview forever.”

      Aunt Julia raised her chin a notch. She’d always been the one who disapproved most of Emily’s broken engagement, convinced that all blame lay on her shoulders. Since Emily’s return to London, she’d made it clear that she viewed her as a blemish on the family that would be better off tucked away in obscurity.

      “Marrying a duke’s brother could perhaps restore your reputation,” Aunt Julia answered slowly.

      Emily’s heart beat fast. “No. I will not wreck Lord Griffin’s life over this.” A smile tugged at Aunt Julia’s lips, and for the first time in her life, Emily imagined there might be a hint of respect in her eyes. It bolstered her courage and made her path clear. She turned to her mother. “I shall leave at once.”

      Georgina’s eyes widened. “Emily, you cannot—”

      But Emily no longer wanted to listen. She only wished to escape Society’s foolish rules and her own stupidity. Returning to London had been a mistake. She ought to have stayed away.

      “Miss Howard. Please wait.”

      Lord Griffin was on her heels, but Emily wouldn’t have it. Quickening her pace, Emily entered the ballroom and hastened through it. On her way, her gaze collided with Mr. Bale’s. He moved toward her as if intent on assisting her somehow. She shook her head, signaling for him to refrain as she hurried toward the foyer.

      Mary entered the hallway from the music room, took one look at her, and frowned. “Are you all right?”

      “Not exactly,” Emily said with a swift glance toward the ballroom. Lord Griffin was there, making his way through the crowd, still determined to catch her. She gave her friend a quick hug. “I am returning to Clearview.”

      “But—”

      “I don’t have time to explain.” Pulling away from Mary, Emily hurried out into the street. She could not delay any longer. Not if she was to avoid arguing with Lord Griffin over a matter that she refused to concede to. So she ran toward a parked hackney and ordered the driver to take her to the nearest coaching inn. Hopefully the coins in her reticule would be enough to pay for a ticket.
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      “Did she tell you what happened?” Griffin asked Mary when he finally reached the front door, through which Emily had made her escape moments earlier. If a few startled guests would only have refrained from stepping into his path for a better look at the runaway lady, he would have stopped her by now.

      “No.”

      Griffin stared down at his sister-in-law. His nerves were tightly strung, his muscles tense not only because of the drama that had begun to unfold as soon as he and Miss Howard had been discovered but because of the kiss.

      Christ, they’d scarcely gotten started – he’d only just managed to gauge the shape and feel of her lips when they’d been interrupted, but it was enough to compel him to chase her wherever she went. Because damn it all, he wanted more.

      “You should not have let her leave.” His voice was clipped, hovering somewhere between anger and fear.

      Mary met his gaze with defiance, informing him that she would not be put out by his tone. “She’s not a child, but a woman accustomed to living her life on her own terms. If you think for one second I might have been able to stop her, you’re wrong.” She straightened her spine, growing in height by at least half an inch. The edge of her mouth lifted and then she said, “But perhaps you should try?”

      “I intend to do precisely that,” Griffin said, leaving without even bothering to collect his hat. He’d manage without it. Wouldn’t be the first time he’d done so. Right now, speed was more important than fashion. He had to find Miss Howard before she left London and…and what? Returned to the quiet life she enjoyed at Clearview?

      A moment’s hesitation assailed him as doubt crept in. He’d kissed her because he’d needed to push away all the uncertainty, anger, and pain he’d felt when she’d mentioned his scar. He’d needed her to make him feel something else. So he’d surrendered to the temptation more easily than he should have only to find himself drugged by her sweet perfume. And then there had been her body, so soft and tempting and…

      He shook his head and quickened his pace. If she was going to Clearview then so was he. For her protection, of course. Letting her travel alone would be ungentlemanly. And besides, he had things to say, things that had to be said if he was going to avoid Caleb’s wrath and their mother’s censure. Even if proposing marriage did not fit well with his plans and the lady seemed reluctant to even consider such an outcome, he would do it. Because that was the honorable thing.

      So he found a free hackney and asked the driver to take him to the nearest coaching inn. He’d search them all if he had to, but he wasn’t about to let Miss Howard spend the night in one alone while dressed in fine silk. She’d be a target for certain – the notion tightened his chest and quickened his pulse. If anything bad were to happen to her, he’d never forgive himself.

      This thought increased when he failed to find her at the first inn they stopped at or at the second. It was now an hour since he’d quit the Camberly ball and… what if Emily had changed her mind? Perhaps she’d gone to her parents’ instead? Unsettled by his own increasing uncertainty, he decided to check one more inn and then set a course for the Howard residence. It was one o’clock in the morning, which meant there were still a few hours before the first carriage departed along the West Road. And if push came to shove, he’d collect his horse and ride to the first posting inn on the route and pray that he found her before any danger befell her.

      But luck was on his side, it would seem, for when he strode into The Swan With Two Necks, he found her in the taproom, sitting at a table with a couple of rough looking fellows whose leering smiles said all Griffin needed to know. He strode forward, grabbed the nearest one by the back of his jacket collar, and hauled him out of his seat. The other man stood, fists clenched and ready to fight.

      Griffin turned his scarred cheek toward him and sneered. “I suggest you take yourself and your friend away from this lady before I ruin your evening.”

      “I don’t think so,” said the man whom Griffin had just released with a shove.

      “It’s two against one,” said the second. “I think we can take a toff like you without too much trouble.”

      “Does that mean you’re going to try?” Griffin asked. His body was already honing itself in preparation for the first blow.

      “Damn right,” the first man snarled.

      Griffin caught a flash of movement. He heard Miss Howard gasp. Leaning sideways, he moved swiftly out of the way so the fist that came flying toward him only struck air. Pulling his arm back, he strained every muscle and pushed his fist forward, hitting his opponent squarely in the jaw. Spit flew from the man’s mouth as he yelped and fell onto a bench, slumped over and seemingly unable to counterattack.

      “Hey,” a broad-shouldered man with red hair yelled. “I won’t have you fighting in here. You’ll have to take that outside.”

      Griffin answered with a glare, and the man, most likely the innkeeper, took a step back. “If you’d asked these scoundrels to leave when they started harassing the lady, it wouldn’t have come to this.”

      “Watch out!”

      Griffin spun back to face the first man as soon as Miss Howard warned him, allowing him to duck just in time. He caught the man’s arm and used his momentum to send him stumbling toward the exit. The innkeeper nodded toward the barkeep who came to remove the men from the taproom.

      “Are you all right?” Griffin asked Miss Howard as soon as some order had been restored.

      She nodded but refused to meet his gaze. “Yes. Thank you. I’m glad you arrived when you did. It was silly of me to come here like this, dressed for a ball, but I…I just wished to escape as fast as possible and…” She swallowed. “You can return to Camberly House now, I should think. The—”

      “Absolutely out of the question.” Griffin gestured to the innkeeper and the man approached.

      “My apologies, sir. It’s pretty busy tonight as you can see. I didn’t realize the young lady was being disturbed.”

      “Perhaps you’ve a quieter room we can use?” Griffin asked. He did not like Miss Howard’s presence amidst the riffraff, for although he was now here to protect her against further harassment, it would not stop the men from ogling her.

      “There’s a vacant supper room in the back. Allow me to lead the way.”

      Griffin removed his jacket without even thinking, then offered his hand to Miss Howard. She eyed it for a second before accepting it, her fingers carefully curling over his skin in a way that caused heat to flare up inside him. She stood and he draped his jacket over her shoulders.

      “Hold it shut with your free hand,” he instructed.

      She did not argue, for which he was grateful. Apparently she was not completely devoid of common sense, as her hasty departure from Camberly House and her rash decision to come here would have suggested. He kept her close to his side while leading her forward, past some drunken patrons and into the room the innkeeper had to offer. It contained a table and four chairs, nothing more.

      Griffin reached inside his trouser pocket and pulled out a couple of shillings. “For your troubles,” he said, handing the coins to the innkeeper. “Do you have minced meat pie?” The man nodded and Griffin affected a pleased smile. “We’ll have two plates of that then and a bottle of your best red wine.”

      The innkeeper pocketed the shillings without comment and left. Griffin closed the door. He turned to face Miss Howard, her hand still clutching the front of his jacket. “The wine will help ease your nerves,” he told her.

      “Yes. Thank you.” She spoke as if in a daze, then blinked and removed the jacket and held it toward him.

      Griffin stared. At Camberly House he’d been so distracted by Mr. Bale, and by Miss Howard’s possible reason for venturing into the garden with him, he hadn’t really considered what she was wearing. The gown was a vibrant shade of blue, far too bold for a debutante to wear but acceptable, he supposed, for a more mature woman considered to be firmly on the shelf.

      He flexed his fingers and tried not to let his gaze linger too long on the low dip of her décolletage or on the swell of her perfect bosom. “You should keep that for now. Until you reach your destination.”

      Her eyes widened. “I couldn’t possibly.”

      “I insist.”

      “But won’t you be cold without it?”

      He snorted. “Not in the least.” Indeed he was hot as hell at the moment. “Certainly no more than you.”

      She pressed her lips together, and he could practically hear her mind trying to come up with further arguments against his effort to cover her up, but then she sighed and put the jacket back on, and Griffin breathed a sigh of relief. Her beauty alone would likely drive him mad by morning. The last thing he needed was the additional lure of her body when all he could think of right now was that they were alone, away from Society, and perfectly free to continue where they had left off earlier.

      He gestured toward the chair closest to her and waited for her to sit before claiming the one opposite. A waiter arrived with their wine and swiftly departed with the assurance that their meal would be ready soon.

      “About the kiss,” Griffin said once they’d both had a sip of their wine and he’d spent a good minute or two determining how to best broach the subject. Eventually, he’d decided to be direct, since this would be the most efficient course. “I have no regrets,” he assured her.

      She met his gaze directly, refusing to shy away even as her cheeks turned a deep shade of pink. He had to admire her for that.

      “Thank you.”

      He hadn’t expected her to reciprocate the sentiment, but he realized now that he wished she had. “It would seem that you do, however, for which I am sorry.”

      She knit her brow as if pondering something important, and then she expelled a long sigh and sagged in her chair. “I could have stopped it from happening, but I did not do so, which means I am just as much to blame.”

      “And then you ran away.” Somehow this was worse than if he’d proposed and she’d turned down his suit. It proved how determined she was to avoid an attachment to him. Which grated, even though it should not do so.

      Why did her wanting him matter so damn much?

      “If I’d stayed, my mother would have spoken to my father and then he would have had no choice but to make demands which would have led to a duel if you’d refused and—”

      “I would not have refused,” he told her calmly.

      She clenched her jaw, her eyes lit with fierce understanding. And yet, she still mistook his meaning. “I don’t want to force any man into marriage. Least of all when it is unnecessary to do so.”

      “Your mother may disagree with you there.”

      Miss Howard took another sip of her wine. “She will never accept that I won’t be anyone’s wife.” A hint of pain in her voice caused Griffin’s heart to contract. “But I lost my chance at matrimony a long time ago. No,” she added when he prepared to point out that the chance she spoke of had just been presented to her, only she’d turned it down. “Being forced into matrimony for the sole purpose of placating others does not count.”

      “And yet you still chose to give the whole kissing business a go, even though you knew the risk.” He spoke with a lighter tone than earlier, deliberately waggling his eyebrows in an effort to lighten the mood.

      It worked. More or less.

      Miss Howard’s lips twitched. “I cannot deny it.”

      Griffin smiled, content with her answer and happy to see her relax.

      “So how was it?” He did not ask because he wanted her to flatter his ego, but because he was genuinely curious to know her thoughts on the matter and, if he were being completely honest, to discover if it had affected her to the same degree it had affected him. With feverish awareness.

      She bit her lip. “Honestly?”

      He frowned but nodded in spite of his sudden apprehension.

      “I don’t really see what the fuss is about.”

      Griffin stared at her, almost missing the fact that the waiter had returned with their food and was placing each plate before them. “Will that be all for now?”

      “I believe so,” Miss Howard remarked. She stared back at Griffin who suddenly blinked, glanced at his plate, and then waved the waiter away. The door closed behind him.

      “In other words, it wasn’t as good as you thought it would be?”

      Miss Howard was already cutting into her pie. She glanced at him as if considering a puzzle. “Truthfully, I expected more of a sparkle.”

      “A sparkle?”

      “Or a fizz.”

      ‘“You’re making no sense.”

      She popped some food in her mouth and proceeded to chew while he started cutting his own pie into tiny little pieces.

      “I knew being honest would be a mistake,” she murmured. “It wasn’t my intention to offend you in any way, merely to inform you that the kiss we shared with each other this evening was…” She drew a sharp breath and returned her attention to her food.

      “What?” Griffin asked. He’d completely obliterated his pie by now and was reaching for his wine.

      “I dare not say.”

      “But I am asking you to,” he told her in the most patient voice he could manage while this innocent woman destroyed his masculine pride.

      “It wasn’t unpleasant,” she said as if trying to placate a child. “In fact, I do think I’d like to try it again, but considering my…er…your…”

      “What?” he asked, no longer able to hide his frustration.

      “Well, you’re terribly handsome.”

      Griffin drew a deep breath, the strain on his body relaxing if only a little. She thought him handsome. Now there was a start. “And you’re incredibly stunning,” he murmured, since it was only fair to let her know she appealed to him as well.

      “Right. I mean, thank you.” She ate some more pie and drank some more wine while Griffin decided to do the same. But the silence between them was filled with words yet unspoken until she said, “I suppose that is why I expected more. Because of this mutual attraction we’ve shared since the moment we met.”

      Griffin almost choked on his food. He’d never heard a woman be so bold as to call direct attention to the obvious, no matter how awkward it threatened to make things. “Ah.” Was that really all he could say right now?

      Apparently.

      She pursed her lips. “Considering everything Cass and Mary have said about kissing over the years, I rather expected to feel like fireworks had been set off inside me.”

      He gaped at her, unsure which part of that statement he ought to address first. He decided to settle on the part that bothered him most. “There is more to it than I showed you.”

      Her face lit up. “Well that would explain it then.” She drummed her fingers slowly against the top of the table and scrunched her nose as if in thought. “Would you be willing to demonstrate?”

      “Er…” Griffin’s entire body responded with eager anticipation. His stomach tightened and his heart began to race. He instinctively glanced at the door and forced himself to speak the necessary words. “I don’t think that would be wise.”

      Disappointment filled her eyes even though he could tell she tried to hide it with a smile. “Of course not. One lapse in judgment is more than enough for one evening.”

      He briefly considered explaining that he disagreed and that his reluctance was solely driven by his desire for more than what she was asking of him. After all, she’d said she and her friends had discussed such matters, and with Lady Cassandra’s history taken into account, he was certain Miss Howard must know a thing or two about what could happen between a man and a woman. But that wasn’t really the sort of discussion he wanted to have with her right at the moment, so he chose to say nothing and simply enjoy the rest of his meal.

      [image: ]

      For the first time that evening, Emily was embarrassed. After all, she’d turned him down flat when he’d offered to ask for her hand – had not even given him the chance to do his duty as a gentleman – and had then suggested they kiss some more. As if locking lips with each other was just as normal as taking a stroll through the park. “I think you ought to return to Camberly House and inform everyone that I am all right. Tell Mama and Papa that I shall write to them once I reach Clearview.” They’d finished their meal and she’d come to the conclusion that she’d rather be alone than spend more time in Lord Griffin’s company.

      Wanting him was too painful when he did not want her in return. If he did, he would not have sounded so resigned earlier when he’d spoken of marrying her.

      “Absolutely not. I’ll send a note to Caleb right now, informing him that I mean to escort you on your journey. Unless I’m able to talk you out of going, which would be the preferable option.”

      Of course it would be. Anything to put an end to this evening’s disaster and quit her company. Emily bristled. “I am not a debutante in need of constant supervision, but a woman accustomed to managing things on her own.”

      “As you proved most effectively half an hour ago in the taproom.”

      She glared at him, annoyed by the note of sarcasm in his voice. “I’m sure that was due to the way I am dressed.”

      He let his gaze roam over her shoulders and down across her breasts until she was tempted to block his view by pulling his jacket closed. But she didn’t, because that would show weakness – a sign of defeat – and she meant to win this argument if at all possible.

      “Are you planning to change into something less…alluring before you depart?” He asked the question softly, his words sliding across her skin in the most provocative way imaginable.

      Emily made a stoic attempt to ignore the hot little shivers his voice evoked. She would not let him turn her into a breathless ninny when he was so calm and collected. “I’ve nothing else with me and before you suggest it, I will not go back to my parents’ house in order to fetch my belongings before I leave.”

      He frowned. “Because you fear you might find them at home by now?”

      She gave a quick nod and averted her gaze. “Mama can be horribly pushy, and with my sister still unwed, she will plot a way to ensure we marry after what happened earlier. Especially if I give her the chance to do so.” Forcing herself to look at him, to show her strength and her resolve, she stared straight into his dark brown eyes. “And neither of us wants that. Do we?”

      “No.” The word was gently spoken, but that did not make it less exact. Like an arrow shot with precision, it confirmed everything she already knew. And then to underline it, he added, “Marriage is the very last thing I want, and I believe it is for you as well.”

      “Yes.” She would not give anything away at this point. She would not tell him that she might consider marriage if he was willing to do so, that she wouldn’t mind getting to know him better during the course of a courtship, that she would welcome the excuse to kiss him some more. Instead, she told him, “I am very content with my life and the freedom I’ve managed to acquire by living apart from Society. The last thing I want is to lose all of that by subjecting myself to a man’s will.”

      “I don’t believe Mary considers herself a victim of Caleb’s high-handedness.”

      “Of course not. Those two are madly in love with each other, which I do believe makes every difference.”

      “And you don’t think such a match is possible for you?” He sounded curious, as if he was genuinely interested in figuring her out.

      “No. At least not with the gentleman in question, who happens to be you, in case you’d forgotten.”

      He looked momentarily uncomfortable. “Right.” He stood and glanced at the door. “I’m going to see about sending Caleb a note. Stay here. I won’t be long.”
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