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      London, England

      December 1816

      

      Princess Larissa Sofia de Mendoza kissed her sister’s cheek. “Melissa, stop worrying. I know what I need to do. I know Lady Bridport will chaperone me, as she has the last several weeks and that she’ll see me home again. I know the layout of the Barringtons’ house and which rooms to look through. And I know who I must speak with if the necklace isn’t here.”

      “All right.” Melissa, her older sister, who pushed herself too hard and held herself to too high a standard, smiled. It wobbled but Larissa knew what it’d taken to offer it and appreciated that attempt. “Perhaps ask about Italian locales we might visit,” she said instead.

      Larissa laughed as she exited the carriage, nodding at Sands, their footman, who escorted her into the townhouse. Her merriment died the moment she stepped into the cold December evening.

      No matter how she felt about this elaborate ruse and stealing her piece of the necklace, tonight wasn’t a laughing matter. Light spilled from the townhouse’s windows, not yet covered in frost, which disappointed Larissa. She’d hoped it might snow before they left. No matter, she breathed deeply of her last night in London, uncertain where their future might lead them.

      No more lies, at least. She didn’t mind telling those lies to strangers, but she’d grown to care far too much for Lady Bridport, Aphra, as she preferred to be called when it was only them. Her lies weighed on her, like a heavy sickness, settling in her stomach and refusing to dislodge.

      When the three of them had concocted this scheme, Larissa hadn’t realized how much she’d care for Lady Bridport or her family. She certainly hadn’t expected to actually make friends. Larissa paused on the steps. Friends, what a fascinating word.

      Shaking that off, Larissa smiled at Sands and resumed the short walk into the Barrington’s. It would’ve been far more proper for Lady Bridport to escort her from her own townhouse, but Melissa had wanted the three of them in the carriage for one final review of their evening’s plans.

      Thefts.

      With Christmas so close and tonight her final step in their mission here, Larissa supposed they needed to plan their next step.

      Escape.

      Once they stole the pieces of their ancestorial necklace back, they’d leave London and flee to somewhere no one could find them. Larissa chose Italy, only partly because she wished to see the Italian coast—it lay far enough from both Spain and Britain that they’d needn’t worry about seeing anyone they knew.

      They’d arrived in London less than a month prior, intent on tracking down the three pieces of an ancient necklace that had been stolen from their family centuries ago. Melissa’s piece belonged to the Marchioness of Harling; Clarissa, her younger sister, pursued the piece in Countess Sheffield’s possession. And Larissa’s piece sat here at Lady Barrington’s.

      Despite the bitterly cold night, Larissa enjoyed one final breath before entering the ball’s crush and her entire reason for attending. While she missed the warm sun of southern Spain, Larissa found the cold London air briskly refreshing. She inhaled, ignored the smell of rubbish and horses, and took a moment to relax.

      Rushing led to mistakes, and she absolutely could not afford any mistakes tonight.

      The footman held open the door, watching her with a curious patience that made Larissa quicken her steps. She didn’t like inconveniencing the staff. Nodding at him, she entered the expansive foyer and smiled at the butler who took her outerwear.

      “Ah, there you are, my dear.” Aphra Tennyson, the Viscountess Bridport, breezed into the foyer as if she knew the exact moment Larissa entered the house. The woman possessed an uncanny ability for such things. She nodded to the butler. “Thank you.”

      The butler bowed and disappeared onto the next guest, and Larissa breathed in the scent of far too many flowers, hoping to steady herself. She turned and watched Sands retreat back to their carriage.

      “Lady Bridport.” Larissa greeted her warmly and kissed her cheek, that guilt she’d carried these last weeks sitting heavier in her stomach.

      Lady Bridport took her arm and grinned excitedly. “I’ve someone I’d like you to meet.”

      Larissa’s heart sank.

      When they tracked the necklace pieces to Britain, they’d carefully selected who would sponsor their appearances in London. Melissa had implied the three sisters, each in possession of a large dowry, had traveled here for the season. It’d been implied that they’d done so for an advantageous marriage, though Melissa had never explicitly said that. However, it’d been the fastest and easiest way they could ensure acceptance into the very best houses—such as Lady Barrington’s, with her extensive jewelry collection.

      Since Lady Barrington wasn’t the sort to go out of her way for others, Melissa had chosen Lady Bridport as Larissa’s chaperone instead. She possessed vast connections and was a lovely, outgoing woman.

      With Aphra’s delighted words, Larissa’s heart sank. She hadn’t actually planned on being courted by anyone.

      “Lady Bridport⁠—”

      “Aphra,” she corrected with that kind smile that made Larissa’s guilt multiply tenfold. “Come along, my dear.” But she slowed her long stride and took Larissa’s hand.

      Aphra’s touch offered a comfort Larissa couldn’t ever remember feeling. Then again, so few people had ever touched her in kindness.

      Her sisters, Melissa and Clarissa, of course. And Tia Graciella, one of the women at the camp outside Cádiz who watched over them after their parents had left. Abandoned them, Larissa would’ve said, but Melissa always frowned at the phrase.

      Even through her gloves, Aphra’s soft hands curled competently around Larissa’s and showed a strength that surprised her every time.

      “It’s not Lady Wessex’s nephew, is it?” Larissa angled her body just enough that she could speak with Lady Bridport—Aphra—and still keep the staircase in view. She needed to see who ventured upstairs into the lady’s retiring room, and when, in order to time her own escape properly.

      “Bah.” Aphra snorted in a most unladylike way and grinned. “I am sorry about that; I miscalculated Teodora’s determination.” She signed heavily. “My understanding is that she promised his dear departed mother she’d ensure a good match, and I’m afraid she takes that promise seriously.”

      A bit too seriously, though Larissa didn’t blame either Lady Wessex or her nephew—Wyatt? Walford? Larissa couldn’t remember. While Lady Wessex’s nephew, whatever his name, was polite enough, he lacked a social grace Larissa had come to expect here. Her toes thanked Aphra for deterring such a match, but social ineptitude wasn’t the only deterrent. Drat, what was his name? Winton?

      Yes. Winton.

      Viscount Winton didn’t seem at all interested in making a match, at least not at any of the gatherings where Larissa had met him. He watched rather than participated. Larissa, a master at such things, wondered what he looked for.

      “No, no,” Aphra was saying. She hadn’t picked up her pace, which meant she considered this conversation serious. Larissa tore her gaze from the steps, and the pair of footmen guarding them, and focused all her attention on Aphra. “This is a friend of Oberyn’s. Sebastian Kensington, the Earl of Harwick.”

      Larissa wracked her brain but hadn’t heard either Aphra or her husband speak of the Earl of Harwick. Then again, she’d been introduced to so many people since arriving here a month ago, Larissa had also stopped remembering their names. Remembering people’s names wasn’t why she attended these balls.

      “All right.” Larissa gave an amiable smile. This sounded like a typical evening with Aphra.

      She’d introduce Larissa to a gentleman, gauge their reactions, insist on a dance, then leave Larissa to her own devices. It seemed as if Aphra knew Larissa had a particular reason for being in London, but of course her sponsor couldn’t know. No one did. Not even the servants they’d employed under only slightly false pretenses.

      Another quick glance showed a steady stream of women heading upstairs, even this early in the night. This wasn’t her first appearance at the Barringtons’. Aphra was on good terms with Lady Barrington, but then, she was on good terms with most of society.

      Larissa had memorized the layout of the townhouse on their first visit here, where she’d enjoyed tea and bland sandwiches. Up the stairs, to the right, third door on the left opened not to Lady Barrington’s personal bedroom, but rather the room where she kept her prize possessions—including the necklace piece Larissa sought.

      “Tell me about the earl.” Larissa steered Aphra around the ballroom, easily choosing the least traveled path. She excelled at blending in. “Does he know how to dance?”

      Aphra laughed. “Oh, my dear. I fear you’ll never let me live that down, will you?”

      Though the anticipation of completing her lifelong mission curled nervously in her stomach, Larissa grinned back. She adored Aphra, enjoyed her witty commentary, her stories, and even her insistence on completing her position as Larissa’s sponsor and ensuring she found a husband during the season.

      “I’m certain Lord Winton has other fine qualities, but dancing isn’t one.”

      Aphra laughed again, drawing attention to them. Larissa didn’t mind. She’d indulge her chaperone as much as she could on what Larissa considered her final night in London.

      “I’m not certain about his dancing skills, I confess,” Aphra admitted. “Shall we rate him? Perhaps he’ll dance with another young lady, and we can scrutinize his proficiency there.”

      She swallowed a snicker and smiled innocently at Aphra, but Larissa knew that innocence hadn’t fooled her. For all her genuine kindness and simple joy in life, it had been Aphra’s wicked sense of humor that first drew Larissa.

      Melissa might’ve chosen Aphra for her social standing and lack of scandal, but she’d chosen well.

      “Is he here in the ballroom?” Larissa asked, sweeping her gaze around the crush. However, her height didn’t allow her to see much, and she had the childish urge to stand on a chair.

      “I left him in the capable hands of Miss Cordelia Pennington.”

      Larissa’s gaze shot from the crowd to Aphra. Cordelia Pennington only had eyes for her neighbor, Mr. Kerr, the second son of a baron. “You set this up,” Larissa accused her friend.

      “My dear, I merely wished to keep him stationary.” Her brilliant smile told Larissa otherwise. She wanted to keep him otherwise occupied so that no other woman could outmaneuver her plans.

      “You are a devious woman, Aphra.” Larissa offered a smug half-smile. “No wonder I like you so.”

      Aphra laughed and steered her toward where she’d, presumably, left Lord Harwick and Miss Cordelia. “I have a reputation to uphold,” she said in that haughty tone that might’ve fooled others, but that Larissa had seen through almost immediately. It was the sparkle in her light blue eyes that gave her away.

      Larissa had a piece of a necklace to discover, but that could wait a little while longer. One more evening enjoying Aphra’s company wouldn’t hurt anything.

      “Ah, Miss Cordelia.” Aphra nodded regally at Cordelia, who offered a quick curtsey. “You remember Princess Larissa de Mendoza.”

      “Of course.” Cordelia smiled softly at her. As the eldest of four sisters, she carried the burden of finding a husband first. Larissa sympathized, though she wasn’t in London for that same reason. They’d shared long days in conversation about books, flowers, and her shyness when it came to society soirées. “La—Princess.”

      “Miss Cordelia.” Larissa smiled, doing her best not to look at Lord Harwick. No sense offering encouragement. She had other obligations in London and indulging a man was not one. Besides, she’d be gone within the day.

      Aphra cleared her throat and squeezed Larissa’s arm. “Lord Harwick, may I present Princess Larissa de Mendoza.”

      No help for it. Larissa turned to the man beside Cordelia. His lean, tall body sent a flutter of awareness over her skin like a warning. This man, for all his bland expression as he greeted Aphra, made her think danger.

      “My lord.” Larissa nodded as he bowed.

      Curiosity sparked in his gaze, his eyes a blue-green color that drew her attention. The sharpness in his look sent that warning down her spine.

      The man was dangerous, all right. Larissa didn’t know if she believed so because of her mission here or something else. Suddenly, as he offered a slow, knowing smile, she was determined to find out.
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      Sebastian Kensington studied the Spanish princess as intently as she watched him. He’d spoken with Miss Cordelia, mostly because he sensed that Lady Bridport had wanted him to. He hadn’t been able to figure out why.

      After all, everyone in all the Home Counties knew Cordelia Pennington had been in love with Joshua Kerr since she could walk. However, Lady Bridport was one of the few patronesses he respected and as she’d asked a favor, Sebastian couldn’t refuse.

      Now, with Princess Larissa’s stunning golden-brown eyes studying him as she would a new specimen of flower, Sebastian knew the reason. Honestly, he should’ve known the reason, but matchmaking hadn’t even entered his mind.

      Sebastian hadn’t the time to indulge his godmother, no matter how much he liked her. While the ball was at the height of capacity, he needed to move.

      Some of them hadn’t the time to dally with beautiful young women.

      “A pleasure.”

      He nodded at the princess, who looked regal and proud in her gown. Minimalistic, he’d have said—no real frills, the barest of embroidery along the edges, and only a simple pearl necklace as an accessory. Even her hair combs lacked the sparkle of most women here.

      “I’m afraid my chaperone has deserted us.” Her lips curled into a semi-mocking smile, eyes dancing.

      Sebastian hadn’t even realized Aunt Aphra had disappeared with Miss Cordelia. He blinked, annoyed with his lack of focus. Sebastian prided himself on his observation, on knowing where everyone stood at any given moment. It’d saved him and his men more than once on the French battlefield.

      Meeting a woman, even one as beautiful as Princess Larissa, should not distract him so. All the more reason to leave now.

      “If you’ll excuse⁠—”

      “Oh, no.” Princess Larissa’s tone sharpened. Gone was the amused woman of a moment ago, and in her place an iron-strong princess. “You will not desert me here.”

      “I wasn’t planning on deserting you,” he insisted. “I was merely…” He hadn’t a decent excuse and cursed himself. He needed to be better prepared for such instances. However, this was his first excursion into so-called polite society since his return from the Continent. Perhaps some leeway might be given.

      “Leaving without thought to my reputation?” the princess asked innocently.

      Sebastian’s lips twitched. He liked her. One meeting that lasted mere moments, and she’d made him feel more than anyone had in years. Or maybe that’s what being caught off guard did.

      “My apologies.” He held out his arm. “As I’m positive I’m meant to ask you to dance, will you allow me the honor?”

      He looked onto the dance floor. What he’d calculated as the perfect time to disappear, now seemed as if it had transformed into an obligation. No—that sounded too heavy, too strict.

      “You have a way with words, don’t you, Lord Harwick?” Princess Larissa’s lips curved into that semi-mocking smile again. He found that more attractive than he ought. She placed her hand on his arm, gave the room a quick glance, and stepped beside him. “I’d be delighted.”

      “I assume you have permission to waltz?” he asked belatedly as the opening strands drifted over the ballroom.

      Was he supposed to check that somehow? Sign a waver of some sort? Sebastian had no idea. Before purchasing his commission, he hadn’t bothered much with the season. Back then, he hadn’t much cared. He carried other responsibilities.

      “The English did not invent the waltz,” she said. Her eyes regained their sparkle, and her tone lightened. “And I’m sorry to say, you won’t be the first man I waltz with.”

      He most definitely did not chuckle at that. The sound might’ve slipped out anyway. Sebastian couldn’t remember the last time he laughed. “I’m devastated.”

      “As you should be. I feel I should ask if you have permission to waltz. I’ve suffered through far too many… shall we say clumsy attempts.” She heaved a long-suffering sigh and offered a small smile. Quiet, ladylike, and rather at odds with the mischievous look she gave him.

      Damnation, he did not have time for this. But the room narrowed only to her, and as much as he tried otherwise, Sebastian found himself enchanted.

      No, not enchanted, of course not. Fascinated, perhaps. Interested?

      It all amounted to the same thing and that annoyed him, though Princess Larissa’s smile banished that annoyance.

      “I confess, it’s been some time since I danced.” They took their places on the dance floor, and he resisted the urge to look around. Though he did catch Princess Larissa doing so. Her attention swung back to him, and she smiled as if she watched him this entire time.

      Intriguing.

      “Do you not enjoy dancing?”

      Sebastian opened his mouth, intent on dismissing the question but stopped. For all he knew that this was simple conversation between them, Princess Larissa’s question caught him off guard. He also couldn’t remember the last time someone asked him his preferences. Slowly shaking his head as the music started, Sebastian glided into the first step.

      At least he wouldn’t embarrass himself.

      “I see my toes are safe,” she admitted, easily gliding in his arms.

      “I wasn’t so certain myself.” Sebastian shook his head, relaxing into the movements. “I should thank my dancing instructor. I’m sure he’ll be gratified to know his lessons have stayed with me.”

      “Please include my own thanks.”

      “Of course,” he murmured. It wasn’t her glib line that intrigued him, however. If he hadn’t watched her so intently, Sebastian might’ve missed the way her gaze once again swept the room. Odd.

      “Perhaps I should send flowers,” the princess added as if they spoke of a simple morning call. “What would be appropriate?”

      “I’m afraid I’m not well versed in the language of flowers.” He sighed theatrically, his own gaze wandering the room. He’d already spotted Lady Barrington, flitting about with her diamonds sparkling and her too-heavy perfume following in her wake. “The dancing instructions held, but I’m afraid that particular piece of knowledge did not.”

      “Pity. I’m sure Miss Cordelia would know. She’s extremely well read.”

      Princess Larissa held his gaze, a curious glint in her eyes. Not the mischievous look as they walked onto the dance floor. Not even the aloofness from their introduction. No matter how they conversed, Sebastian could not guess her next words.

      She certainly kept him engaged.

      And intrigued him as she pretended that she didn’t watch the room with the same interest he held. Sebastian instantly dismissed that. Of course she didn’t. He watched to ensure he knew Lady Barrington’s whereabouts and his chance to speak with her without her entourage. Still, the swiftness with which Princess Larissa’s gaze swept around the room and returned to his⁠—

      Ridiculous.

      She was probably bored. After all, the only reason they were currently gliding around the dance floor was Aunt Aphra’s strategic retreat. Sebastian admired that. Napoleon had nothing on her.

      “Perhaps we should ask Miss Cordelia, though I assure you sending a bouquet to my former dancing instructor is unwarranted.” Sebastian danced her closer to Lady Barrington and her lovely diamond bracelet.

      “You haven’t had your toes trampled on.” Princess Larissa sniffed. “I assure you, if you had, you’d thank every instructor who knows what he’s about.”

      He laughed. It might’ve been inappropriate, it might even have brought far more attention onto them than he’d have liked, but Sebastian laughed. For one strange moment, he forgot about Lady Barrington and her bracelet, forgot the sole reason he attended tonight’s ball and his duty to his wounded comrades. Sebastian grinned down at the beatific smile Princess Larissa offered just as the music ended.

      Stepping back and releasing the princess, Sebastian’s focus opened again, bringing with it the wider room and a reminder of his presence here. His smile dropped as he bowed to her. As much as he enjoyed their conversation, he had work here.

      “Princess.” He stepped back and once more she stepped forward.

      “I rescind my last compliment.” She purposely placed her hand on his arm. “Your dancing skills are above par, but your manners are atrocious.”

      “Are you always this straightforward?” Sebastian’s lips twitched again as he searched for his aunt. Lucky for him, she stood nearby the Barringtons.

      “Conscious of my standing in society? Or my reputation?” She tsked, but her gaze held that mischievousness once again. “Or possibly of simple good manners?”

      “Apologies.” He bowed as Aunt Aphra approached them. “I shan’t let it happen again.”

      Before she could reply, and Sebastian knew she had a cutting remark at the ready, he nodded to his godmother and disappeared into the crowd. He knew she’d find him later.

      Walking the long way around, he found Lord Barrington taking his own leave of his wife. Perfect timing. With any luck, the man was on his way to the card tables and Sebastian could join him with no one the wiser.

      “Ah, Lord Barrington, Lady Barrington.” He bowed deeply, ensuring he moved close enough for his prize. Stealing an item in so obvious a location might be bold, even for him, but needs must and all that rubbish. “A marvelous crush.”

      Barrington’s chest puffed up and he nodded as if he’d single-handedly crowned the next king. Beside him, Lady Barrington beamed, chatting about the musicians—only the very best—and the food—something about white soup he didn’t care about. Kissing the back of her hand, Sebastian put into action all the practice he’d done over the last weeks. Without so much as a blink, he unclasped her bracelet and slipped it off her wrist, easily pocketing it.

      “Barrington.” He nodded at the man beside her who hadn’t seen a thing. “I’ll see you in the cards room.”

      Sebastian had the unholy desire to whistle at how easy it had been to steal Lady Barrington’s diamond bracelet. Instead, he used his height and searched for Princess Larissa. She laughed beside Miss Cordelia and another woman he didn’t recognize. Strangely enough, she seemed to know he watched her and instantly met his gaze.

      Even from this distance, Sebastian saw the curious interest there. Or perhaps he imagined it, given their interaction during their dance.

      It was no matter. After tonight, he doubted he’d see her again. He kept his thievery to one item a week, maybe longer if the household in question raised a big fuss. Plus, it took time for Mr. Duval, his contact, to sell off the jewelry.

      Once in the card room, Sebastian accepted a tumbler of whiskey from a footman and spotted Uncle Oberyn at one of the tables. Being a gentleman thief worked up a thirst.
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      Larissa made sure to steer Cordelia and her younger sister, Portia, closer to the ballroom entrance where the stairs stood. The stifling room nearly suffocated her, but she had a job and wouldn’t let her sisters down.

      “The entire room is abuzz with how Lord Harwick laughed,” Portia was saying. She was the more outspoken of the pair, though Larissa knew she protected Cordelia with a fierceness Larissa admired. She felt the same about her sisters. “Since returning, rumor has it that he hasn’t laughed much.”

      “At all,” Cordelia corrected. “My understanding is that he spends most of his time holed up in his country estate along the North Sea. Lady Bridport was just saying how surprising it was that he appeared here tonight.”

      “Here at Lady Barrington’s?” Larissa asked, momentarily diverted. Where had he been? Traveling? He didn’t seem the sort to travel for a lark, but then she’d enjoyed a single dance with him and what could barely be considered a conversation. “Or in London itself?”

      “Both,” Cordelia and Portia said simultaneously, with matching mischievous grins.

      “He was a major with Wellington,” Cordelia added.

      “It’s equally surprising that he danced with you, Larissa,” Portia said slyly.

      Larissa dismissed that with a wave of her hand. “I’m sure that had more to do with Lady Bridport’s encouragement—” Both sisters snickered at Larissa’s polite choice of words. “— than any real desire to dance with me personally.”

      “And yet he enjoyed himself,” Cordelia insisted. She was the more romantic of the sisters, though Larissa hadn’t met the younger two Pennington sisters. “A man doesn’t laugh like that simply for the sake of politeness.”

      Larissa thought back to their dance. He did possess rather impressive arm muscles, though she didn’t dwell too long on that. Even if her fingertips still tingled with the memory. Instead, she focused on what they’d discussed. She hadn’t been flattering, far too distracted keeping an eye on their hostess and her whereabouts. Lady Barrington hadn’t worn the piece of the necklace she sought, but then Larissa had gathered that she preferred collecting to wearing the items she owned.

      Harwick had been preoccupied, too, she thought now. Or perhaps he’d simply looked around the ballroom to see who else attended. That warning shivered up her spine again. No, she didn’t think that was entirely the case. What else it could’ve been she had no idea, but she trusted her instincts. She’d do well to keep away from Lord Harwick.

      She’d spent her entire life training for tonight’s excursion and yet had allowed herself to become distracted. Larissa looked around the room again, watched the footmen at the base of the stairs, and knew she had to move now.

      “I’m afraid we spoke more about his dancing than anything.” Larissa frowned. She stepped for the balcony, midway between where they stood and the stairs leading to the retiring room. “And his lack of manners. The man was truly going to leave me in the middle of the ballroom!”

      Cordelia looked shocked, but Portia laughed and asked, “You called him out on his manners?”

      “I’m afraid so.” Larissa relaxed into the first friendship she’d ever experienced. She’d miss Cordelia and Portia when they left. Far more than she ever thought possible.

      Portia grinned. “I applaud you. I shall need to listen carefully and take lessons.”

      “Don’t be like me,” Larissa warned, but she smiled. She loved her sisters, would do anything for them, but making friends with Cordelia and Portia had opened an entirely new world for Larissa. With them, she didn’t talk about family obligations and hundred-year-old burdens. “I’m far too outspoken and…opinionated.”

      “You stand up for yourself in a world that would see us all trampled,” Cordelia said softly. “You needn’t marry. Being in London during the season isn’t a necessity.”

      Larissa took her hand and squeezed. She wasn’t overly affectionate—that had been beaten out of her at Alfonso’s thieves’ camp. May the bastard rot in hell. One did not show affection or compassion there. One only stole, and the more expensive the item, the more Alfonso cared.

      “Is—” Larissa wanted to ask if Mr. Kerr was in town but decided that was far too forward for Cordelia, who was shy and sensitive, and far too kind for her own good. She’d ask Portia later. “Let’s take a turn about the room.” She met Portia’s gaze and nodded. “We’ll find your perfect match this season, I promise.”

      Drat. She shouldn’t have promised that. Once she took Lady Barrington’s piece of the necklace, and Melissa and Clarissa secured theirs, they were all leaving tomorrow, the day after at the latest. Which reminded Larissa about the conversation the three of them had in the carriage on the way here.

      “I hear the Italian states are lovely,” she said as they strolled, apropos of nothing. It had been her suggestion for her family’s next destination, far from the houses they planned on burgling here in London. A warm clime, water and mountains—the very thought reminded her of Spain.

      Except it wasn’t Spain, and given the way they’d stolen from Alfonso before they sailed, it was just as well.

      “I’ve always wanted to visit,” Cordelia sighed. “Joshua, ah, Mr. Kerr spent time there during his Grand Tour.”

      Of course he had. When he’d left, according to Portia’s furious tirade, he’d kissed Cordelia, promised to write, and disappeared for a year. He hadn’t written, but he had returned, or so rumor said. He also hadn’t been in touch with Cordelia in the two months since.

      Larissa promised herself and Cordelia that before they left London, she’d find Mr. Joshua Kerr and liberate several possessions from him. The Penningtons might’ve possessed a long history of well-connected landed gentry, but they’d fallen on hard times. The Kerrs were about to help out their neighbors, whether they wanted to or not.

      “Let’s talk about you and Lord Harwick,” Cordelia said brightly as they moved deeper into the ballroom. One turn about the room wouldn’t upset Larissa’s plans. The night was young, and this wasn’t her first theft. She could easily sneak upstairs—a quick glance still showed the steady stream of women no doubt using the lady’s retiring room—and take what rightfully belonged to her family.

      “There’s nothing to tell,” Larissa promised. She returned her gaze to Cordelia, who had perked up considerably with the subject of Larissa’s dance. “Our single dance had more to do with Lady Bridport than any true desire to dance with me.”

      Or she with him.

      “I agree with Cordelia,” Portia announced as they passed the open balcony doors. “I need a moment of air,” she said and steered the onto the surprisingly empty balcony. “He isn’t one for true laughter, if rumor has any say.”

      “Truly, that wasn’t the case,” Larissa insisted, but allowed them to debate amongst themselves for several moments.

      Leaning back against the balcony, she searched the crowd for Lord Harwick, whose height and blond hair should’ve made him easy to spot. When she didn’t see him at first glance, she stepped closer to the doors and looked slowly around the room, but still nothing. Perhaps he sat at one of the card tables. Strangely determined now to find him, though she couldn’t say why, Larissa took Portia’s arm again and guided the sisters off the balcony.

      “He is the first man you’ve shown an interest in,” Cordelia added as they skirted several columns and a coterie of women laughing together. “At least the first one you truly smiled at.”

      “What does that mean?” Larissa frowned, doubly annoyed now that she was searching for Harwick. They passed the card room but again, no sign of him. How had he disappeared so quickly?

      “She means that every other man you’ve danced with, you’ve—Lord Harwick!” Portia cut herself off.

      Larissa froze. He’d snuck up on her? No one had done so since before Clarissa had been born, when Larissa was five. She turned and blinked up at him, his blond hair glowing in the candlelight.

      Glowing? How absurd.

      “Ah, Miss Cordelia. Miss Portia.” He bowed, a small smile playing around his lips.

      What did they mean, he didn’t smile? Larissa had seen him do nothing but. Granted, some of that smile had been mocking, but she considered that a grin, nonetheless.

      “Princess.” Another bow, his light eyes sparkling with humor. “I’ve come to inquire about your toes.”

      “Her toes?” Cordelia whispered, a slight giggle in her tone.

      “I assure you, they’re quite safe.” She looked at the toes in question as if scrutinizing them through her slippers. “All present and accounted for. I shan’t dance again tonight, however. I fear I’ve used up all my good will with your dance.”

      Harwick threw back his head and laughed. Larissa swore half the ballroom stopped and stared at them. Before she could truly take notice, he met her eyes, his own sparkling with interest that held her complete attention. Suddenly, she only had eyes for Harwick. His laughter danced over her arms, curling far too pleasantly through her body.

      Larissa didn’t understand that, but then in the mere hour she’d known Harwick, she’d discovered too many things she didn’t understand. Best she stick with her original plan, which was to keep her distance from the man.

      No matter how attractive she found him. Or how enticing his laughter sounded.

      “Perhaps Miss⁠—”

      A scream cut through the room. Larissa stilled, braced for the discovery she knew was coming. Except she hadn’t had the chance to steal anything yet.

      “My bracelet!”
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        * * *

      

      Sebastian cursed.

      He’d hoped to be long gone by the time Lady Barrington discovered her bracelet was missing. More fool him, hanging around and hoping for another glimpse of the beautiful and intriguing princess.

      He politely turned with the others to where Lady Barrington stood, now surrounded by a group of women who, unsuccessfully, tried soothing her. She made quite the fuss, which Sebastian had also hoped to miss.

      “Did she lose her bracelet?” Miss Portia asked politely.

      None of them had moved, which was perhaps just as well. Being surrounded by three women, one of whom he’d danced with earlier, gave him a more solid alibi than having left. Sebastian shook that off. No one suspected him. He needed to leave his guilty conscience at the door. It had no place here.

      He didn’t either, but he needed the coin the diamond bracelet would bring. Even if it was paste, it’d fetch a pretty penny.

      “It sounds as though she believes the bracelet stolen,” Princess Larissa said. “Audacious if so.”

      “I’m sure she merely dropped it,” Miss Cordelia said kindly. “I’ve heard no one else say they lost anything.”

      But Lady Barrington’s insistence that she’d been robbed spread throughout the crush. Time for him to make his exit. No one would dare search any in this room, but Sebastian had overstayed anyway.

      “Ladies.” He bowed again, holding Princess Larissa’s gaze for a moment too long.

      Damn him, he needed to forget what she felt like in his arms, the smooth ease with which they had danced. Though Sebastian couldn’t even remember the last time he’d held a woman, let alone danced with one. Or the way her eyes flashed with a mischievousness that made him want to stay.

      “You’re leaving now?” Princess Larissa asked.

      It wasn’t his imagination that her eyes narrowed just the slightest.

      “I’m afraid I have another engagement.” He offered his most charming smile and knew it conveyed what he wished—that he had a rendezvous with a lady, and not one of rank.

      Much to his surprise, the princess didn’t look shocked or scandalized. Intrigued, he’d have said, and still slightly suspicious. Tempted to ask what she believed, Sebastian cocked his head to do just that. However, with Lady Barrington’s ever-growing insistence that she’d been robbed and her cries for the magistrate, it was past time he escaped. Her poor staff was going to bear the brunt of that, and Sebastian felt badly for them.

      He’d find a way to make it up to the servants.

      “Miss Cordelia. Miss Portia.” He bowed again. Then, because he was a glutton for punishment, Sebastian took Princess Larissa’s hand and kissed the backs of her gloved fingers. Her gaze remained cool and steady on his, but he swore the slightest flicker of a smile graced her lips.

      Sebastian didn’t look back but confidently walked through the crowd. It wasn’t as smooth as he’d have liked, given his height, but no one would stop him. Of course not. No one stopped the Earl of Harwick, victor of Flanders, and savior of the Skegness Regiment.

      Nodding to the butler, who looked frazzled, Sebastian stepped into the cold December night with his prize firmly secured in a secret inside pocket. He had neither carriage nor horse but had walked the several blocks to the Barringtons’.

      Doing so made for a faster escape, though of course would cause more than a bit of gossip if anyone realized it.

      A quick look around his own neighborhood showed he hadn’t been followed, not that Sebastian expected that. The pickpockets were too busy around the more popular establishments, the opera and balls, the soirée he’d so recently left. Whistling as he walked up the short walkway, Sebastian didn’t even reach for his key before the door opened.

      Royce St. Edmund, the second son of Viscount Wentworth, stood in the darkened doorway. “You’re back early.” He spoke the words slowly, his lips barely moving with each word.

      Sebastian nodded and stepped into his townhouse. “Apparently Lady Barrington is far more observant than I gave her credit for.”

      Royce gave a choked laugh that told Sebastian his friend had had a good night. But then the clock hadn’t yet struck one—still plenty of time for the night terrors to take hold. “She outed you?”

      “Hardly.” Sebastian kept his voice light and his mind most definitely off Princess Larissa and her far-too observant gaze. “She did notice the missing bracelet before I left.”

      “You stayed?” Royce asked slowly, his shock clear even with his garbled tone.

      The war had left most of Sebastian’s body in one piece, but it hadn’t been as kind to his friends. Men of rank and wealth whom no one wanted to care for. Everyone loved a hero, until they couldn’t stand as tall or look as handsome or speak as clearly at the ridiculous number of events heroes were expected to attend.

      Instead of answering, Sebastian walked toward the rear of the house, where the rooms had been converted into something resembling a hospital. Poultices, herbs, oils, anything that might help his men lined tables and filled cupboards. He’d been their commander on the Continent and considered it his duty here to care for men whose families rejected them.

      Duty? Sebastian stopped just inside the well-lit room. Duty sounded more like an unwanted obligation rather than the privilege he considered this.

      The only drawback was the expense.

      “You succeeded?” Douglas MacGregor asked from where he sat on the low bed, rubbing the nub just below his knee. Shrapnel from an errant cannonball had necessitated his lower leg’s removal. Because of that, he’d been rejected by his fiancée and shunned by his family. He claimed he still felt the pain of the injury, and Sebastian believed it.

      His own back, covered with scars from the fire he’d run into in a vain attempt to rescue one of his men, occasionally felt as if it were still aflame. Most nights he woke drenched in cold sweat, convinced the flames even now licked at his back.

      “One diamond bracelet.” Sebastian held up the prize.

      “Lady Barrington realized it was missing before the end of the ball,” Royce added in his slow way. Sebastian ignored the sly look his friend gave him.

      “How?” Douglas grabbed his crutch and gracefully swung upward, off the bed. He wobbled slightly on one leg but determinedly walked the short distance across the room. “I thought you were leaving directly after stealing it.”

      Sebastian didn’t say, “There was a beautiful princess, and I simply had to dance with her.” Rather, he shrugged. “Lady Bridport attended.”

      “Your godmother?” Royce asked, stalking around the room. He picked up several vials and jars only to gently place them back on the tables. “Is she trying to match you with a young lady?”

      “I did concede a dance,” Sebastian admitted with a shrug.

      He thought back to Aunt Aphra’s gaze. Match him? He didn’t completely believe so, yet there was something more in her gaze. A steadiness that made him want to hide away so no one ever discovered what had happened during his years on the Continent.

      For all society considered her a flighty matron, Sebastian knew better. His godmother was far more observant than anyone gave her credit for.

      “And it’s not as if Lady Barrington will ever accuse me. When I slipped out, she was calling for the magistrate.” Another shrug which pulled the scars on his back. The midwife they’d found in Austria insisted he needed to keep the skin soft and supple. How the devil he was supposed to accomplish that, Sebastian had no idea, but he tried.

      They all tried.

      “Where are Stephen and Luther?” Sebastian hadn’t heard his other friends, which meant they probably wandered the gardens.

      “The gardens.” Douglas confirmed, nodding toward the doors, closed tight against the cold.

      Sebastian stepped for the glass doors that led into the small courtyard behind his townhouse, but Royce’s low chuckle stopped him.

      “Who’d you dance with, Seb?” Royce asked.

      A dozen thoughts raced through his mind in the space it took him to form a bored smile and clear his features of any memory of holding Princess Larissa. Settling on the truth—what did it matter anyway?—Sebastian flicked his hand in an impatient dismissal. “One of the princess sisters. The middle one, I think. Lady Bridport is sponsoring her.”

      His godmother had been a font of information, as always. Sebastian had dismissed her report about Princess Larissa until he’d seen her. Once he held her in his arms, nothing else had mattered. Ridiculous, of course. The only thing that had mattered tonight was liberating the Barringtons of one of their many pieces of diamond jewelry.

      “Princesses?” Douglas asked, falling back onto the bed Sebastian and Luther had wrestled into the room. “What princesses?”

      “Spanish princesses, three sisters,” Sebastian admitted. “Apparently they’re in London for the season.”

      He didn’t wait for either of his men to reply but opened the doors and stepped back out into the cold December night. The cold slapped him in the face, a stark contrast from the warmth of the makeshift sick room they’d created.

      Sebastian looked up at the night sky, clouds obscuring the stars. The cold made his bones ache and did a number on the burnt skin of his back, but it felt good on his face. It reminded him that he still lived.

      He had his men to see to, not dwell on his singular dance with Princess Larissa.
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