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      Claire Cleveland watched from the upstairs balcony as the guests clustered on the dance floor below. Everyone was here, it seemed, either to revel with the Earl of Davenport and his new bride at their newfound wedded bliss or to gawk at the reformed rake and his scandalous wife.

      The scandalous wife in question was Claire’s younger sister Anne, the new Countess of Davenport. Their other sister, Georgie, was the first to say what Claire was thinking. “I do believe your first ball is a success, Anne.”

      Anne wrinkled her nose. “Are you quite certain?”

      Claire patted her arm reassuringly. “Without a doubt.” She knew what this ball meant to her sister. Anne and her husband, Frederick, were trying to turn over a new leaf within society. Her husband, who’d long been known as the Devil of Davenport, had decided to reform his image and attempt to become an upstanding member of society.

      And all because of her sister.

      Claire shook her head now, still in shock all these weeks later at the sudden change of fortune in their lives.

      Anne was lovely, no one could doubt that. With her fiery red hair and her pretty figure, she was a beauty beyond compare. But, despite that, no one had thought for a second that she would marry well—certainly not well enough to save their family from the debts their eldest brother, Jed, had gotten them into with his gambling.

      For though she was beautiful, Anne was one of the younger Cleveland siblings, which meant her parentage was up for debate. In fact, in Anne’s case, there was no doubt that she was illegitimate, despite the fact that their father had taken her in and their mother had raised her as one of her own. But of course, that was only common knowledge within the family. No one openly acknowledged her illegitimacy in society, but the whispers had been enough to taint  her reputation from the start.

      As the only one of the siblings to have a spotless reputation, it had been assumed that Claire would be the one to marry well and, hopefully, save their family and their home. But as luck would have it, the earl—who Anne had picked out for her to marry—had fallen head over heels for her sister, and vice versa.

      Even now, she caught Anne’s gaze flickering to her husband down below as he made the rounds and, more shockingly, made nice with the ton.

      The smile that Anne wore could only be described as witless. The poor girl was besotted. And with her own husband, no less.

      Claire shook her head again. She was still in awe at her sister’s lack of good sense. Anne was quite possibly the smartest of them all so the fact that she had fallen for this love nonsense made it that much more remarkable.

      Georgie, the middle sister, who shared Claire’s blonde hair and blue eyes but not her jaded views, seemed oblivious to Anne’s distracted husband-gazing. “Yes, I do believe this ball is the best of the season.”

      Claire and Anne exchanged a quick look of amusement. “It’s the only ball of the season,” Anne pointed out. “The season has only just begun.”

      “Still,” their sister said loyally, “I predict it will be the best of them all.”

      Georgie was a sweet girl and just about as cheerful as any one person could be. Even when their fortune had been lost and they had been in danger of losing their home, Georgie had been in good spirits, eternally hopeful that they would somehow miraculously be saved.

      And they had been saved, and by the Devil of Davenport, no less. But no one aside from Georgie would call the earl’s sudden descent into madness a miracle.

      Anne called it true love.

      Claire called it good luck.

      Claire might be the luckiest of them all. As Anne liked to point out, there was now no desperate need for Claire to marry well. Or at all, even. Davenport had paid off all of Jed’s debts and given the family ample money to get them back in the clear.

      Jed had told her the details of the deal, which included that Jed work off the money. She knew without having to ask that Davenport made that stipulation to ensure that Jed learned his lesson and did not fall victim to his gambling addiction in the future.

      The condition was sensible and she approved. The thought of her elder brother with his wicked habits and dangerous friends threatened to dim her happiness on Anne’s first successful ball. She sought Jed out in the crowd below them. Fear nagged at her, making her stomach twist when she should be reveling in Anne’s triumph.

      Instead she warily searched for her brother. She knew Jed had good intentions, but good intentions were rather meaningless, along with well wishes and words of love. All sounded pretty but held no substance.

      Claire spotted Jed’s dark blonde head in the crowd, but her temporary relief fled when she saw who he was speaking to.

      Lord Nicholas Galwin, younger brother to the Duke of Roxborough. Her eyes narrowed as she took in the handsome, sharp features, the dark hair and that devilish grin.

      Galwin might be a gentleman by birth, but he was a scoundrel by nature. A notorious womanizer, a shameless flirt, and, worst of all, a fellow gambler who sat by and watched as Jed nearly destroyed their lives.

      Anger made her stiffen at the sight of him, affronted by his stylish clothes as much as that superior smirk. But, as always, she reined in the fiery emotion and hid it behind a simper, the way she’d been taught.

      Simpering was an art, really. For Claire to find that balance between coquette and innocent was her mother’s greatest wish when she’d been a girl, and Claire had done her best to succeed. Now it was second nature to don a simpering smile even as she raged inside when an old, married gentleman leered at her behind his wife’s back, or when a lady of the ton slighted one of her younger siblings.

      Gathering up her skirts, she murmured an excuse to Anne and Georgie before making her exit. Hurrying down the stairs, she kept her gaze fixed on the two men. They were both tall so it was easy to keep them in sight.

      Add to the fact that Lord Nicholas was ridiculously handsome and she could keep track of them by the murmurs and stares of the ladies she passed when she lost sight of their heads in the crowd.

      Lord Nicholas was one of her brother’s closest friends. He was also the bane of her existence. She had no proof to offer that Galwin was behind her brother’s gambling problems, but she was willing to wager that he’d done little to help matters.

      At best he was an enabler, at worst he was a wretched influence on her weak but loveable brother. And there he was now, whispering in Jed’s ear about who knew what.

      If she didn’t know better she’d think she was looking at a religious tableau come to life. The Temptation of St. Anthony. Oh, not that her brother was so very saintly, but Galwin could quite accurately be described as a devil.

      She drew closer, watching as the handsome rake smiled at something Jed said.

      The man had a beautiful smile—all pearly white teeth despite his rotten soul. His dark hair was neatly cut, though there was that one lock that insisted on falling into his face, as if even his hair knew that he deserved to have a roguish air.

      He was too handsome, she decided as she drew close. Too handsome and he knew it. His every move held an arrogance, as if he was a gift to mankind.

      Or womankind, rather. She didn’t miss the way all female eyes in the vicinity watched him.

      Please stop encouraging his ego, she wanted to tell them. But she wouldn’t say something so appallingly rude, obviously. She couldn’t.

      Could she?

      She stopped mid-stride, causing a gentleman to bump into her at her abrupt halt.

      “My apologies, miss,” he said.

      She gave him a smile. Or at least, she hoped she did. She intended to. But at that particular moment she was incapable of simpering, for she had been struck with a revelation.

      Why couldn’t she say something rude? Her breath came in rapid bursts as the full weight of her newfound freedom struck her. For weeks now, ever since her betrothal, Anne had been trying to tell her this but only now did it truly occur to her that she could step outside the well-ordered boundaries of society.

      She wouldn’t, she told herself quickly. But she could.

      For most of her life, she had known that her family had an air of scandal about them. Thanks to her philandering father and his propensity for procreation, they had all been raised under scrutiny. As the eldest and most eligible female, she had been told time and again that her actions would determine the fate of the family. It had fallen to her to be the perfect lady, the epitome of righteousness and decorum.

      And now? She blinked at the man who’d bumped her though she could not focus on him long enough to remember his name. Lord…something or other. That did not matter. Not now. For now, it was truly becoming clear to her. Anne had married an earl. Their financial woes were over. No one needed her to be perfect, not anymore.

      She should not let this go to her head, she told herself even as her breathing grew so shallow she thought she might faint. She should not take advantage of this newfound freedom and do something scandalous.

      Why shouldn’t she?

      She blinked rapidly once more and then smiled brilliantly at the man who was now backing away from her, regarding her with the sort of wariness one normally reserved for pickpockets or the criminally insane. “Are you quite all right, Miss Cleveland?”

      She tried to bring his face into focus. An older silver-haired gentleman, he looked remarkably like every other old man in this place. For the life of her she couldn’t remember his name. Caulwell or Cauliman…Cauliflower, perhaps. I’m quite all right, Lord Cauliflower.

      She bit her lip to keep from uttering such absurdity, but she couldn’t hold back a laugh at the audacious thought.

      Lord Cauliflower frowned at her and she swallowed down another laugh. “I am quite all right, my lord, thank you. If you will excuse me, I must find my brother.”

      She spun away before another laugh escaped. But really, after a lifetime of being acutely aware of maintaining a demure demeanor, the notion that she might let down her guard was overwhelming.

      Claire had always known she was the family’s great hope—at landing a title and then, as their brother’s gambling led them into financial distress, at saving their land and their home. Even as a child she’d been decreed a beauty and her mother had ensured that she had the best dresses, the latest hairstyle, the finest creams and lotions for her skin, and that she maintained a perfect figure, even if it meant going hungry.

      But it wasn’t just her looks that made her the family’s most marriageable asset, as Anne used to call her. It was her reputation. Out of them all, she was the sole female sibling whose lineage had never been questioned by the gossips who kept the rumor mill running.

      As the eldest girl, no one doubted that she was truly her mother’s daughter. It certainly helped matters that she was the very image of the great Mrs. Cleveland. Her parents may not have held titles, but their combined wealth had given them a fair amount of pull in society.

      But then their wealth was gone and Claire’s marriage prospects were all they’d had…right up until Anne shocked them all by marrying the Devil of Davenport. Or rather, the Earl of Davenport. His real title took some getting used to after knowing him as the devil for so long.

      But he was the very reason she needed to seek out Jed. She spotted her brother’s blond hair through the crowd. The earl had given him a second chance, and in doing so he’d given them all a second chance.

      Now it was up to her to ensure that Jed didn’t ruin it.

      Was it up to her? This new voice, the one that had apparently been set free tonight, taunted her from the back of her mind. Why did she have to be the responsible one? That wasn’t her role anymore. At least, it didn’t have to be.

      She shushed that voice as she drew close enough to hear Jed’s voice as he spoke to that reprobate, Galwin.

      “I cannot go back there, George, you know that,” he said.

      She stopped at his side. “You cannot go where?”

      Both men whirled to face her with varying shades of surprise. Jed’s eyes widened and he blinked repeatedly.

      He looked guilty. She pressed her lips together and tried to rein in her temper. Out of habit, she began to count backwards slowly from ten. It was a convenient tool her mother had taught her that helped her to maintain an air of dignity and poise no matter what emotions roiled beneath the surface.

      She stopped when she reached seven. What did it matter if Jed saw that she was irritated? She spared a glance at Galwin, with his smug smile and his devilishly handsome features. She certainly did not care what he thought of her or her temper.

      Tilting her chin up, she resolutely ignored her brother’s irksome friend and focused instead on her clearly guilt-ridden older brother. “You cannot go where?” she demanded.

      Jed’s eyes widened at the rare show of temper. Granted, she hadn’t so much as raised her voice, but her tone held an edge that was previously unheard of from her.

      Simpering and docile. That was the way Galwin had described her at a party the year before. She’d overheard him laughing at her with some of her brother’s other friends.

      Simpering and docile. They’d been true, which had made them all the more hateful.

      The words taunted her now and it took all of her will to keep her gaze locked on her brother rather than face Galwin.

      She wasn’t at all certain what she might say in this state. Not only was she angry but she was…Well, she felt out of control. For quite possibly the first time in her life, she could not see and feel the boundaries she’d long since set for herself.

      No, that wasn’t quite right. She could feel them, but for the first time she questioned them. She doubted them. Did she always need to be simpering and docile?

      And if she wasn’t, what then? How would she act if her reputation was not the crux on which her family’s fortune hung?

      “I, uh…” Her brother looked to Galwin as if for help.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Does Lord Nicholas hold all the answers, Jed? Surely you can answer such a simple question on your own.”

      She didn’t have to see Galwin to know that he was staring at her in shock. She could feel his mocking gaze focused upon her.

      “Yes, Jed,” he drawled in that teasing tone she knew and despised. “Do tell your eavesdropping little sister what we were discussing. Surely it’s her right.”

      She stiffened at his tone. What gave him the right to sound so judgmental? It wasn’t his family who’d very nearly lost everything to Jed’s gambling while he’d stood by and watched.

      Jed’s gaze shot to his friend before returning to her. “Claire,” he said quietly. “I’ll explain everything later.” His eyes shifted to the people standing around them. He looked uncertain and afraid, as if he worried about how this might appear or what they might overhear.

      Ha! She pressed her lips together to hold back another laugh that bordered on hysterical. Jed was worried about appearances and she was not. It was as though the world as they knew it had been flipped upside down.

      Jed leaned in closer, studying her with obvious concern. “Are you feeling quite all right?”

      A short laugh escaped from between her lips. “You sound just like Lord Cauliflower.”

      “Lord who?” Jed’s brow furrowed in confusion and concern as he looked from her to Galwin, as if that rake understood her better than her own brother.

      “Jed, we don’t have time for this,” Galwin said, all mockery and teasing gone from his voice as he addressed her brother.

      Of course, her brother the reprobate gambler deserved Galwin’s respect, but heaven forbid he look at her as anything other than a pestering little sister.

      A simpering and docile pestering little sister, that new voice pointed out.

      Jed gave her an apologetic wince. “He’s right. I’m sorry, but I have to go.”

      She reached out for him, clutching his sleeve as panic edged her voice. “Please, don’t leave.”

      She didn’t know where he was going but she didn’t need to. Wherever he was going, he was heading toward trouble. The fact that Galwin was goading him on told her as much, as did the fact that he didn’t feel comfortable telling her the truth.

      He gave her another apologetic grimace as he gently pried her fingers from his arm. “I’m sorry, Claire. I promise we’ll talk later.”

      He turned his back and started weaving through the crowd before she could protest again.

      He’d left her there. To do heaven knows what.

      Worse, he’d left her alone with Galwin, of all people.

      “Don’t worry, darling,” Galwin said. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

      She turned to her brother’s friend, truly looking at him for the first time since she’d approached. She’d ignored him on purpose. Standing so close to Galwin had always made her uncomfortable, not just because of his constant teasing and mockery, but because he was too handsome for his own good. And he knew it.

      That was what made her so uncomfortable. She didn’t mind being around handsome men, in general, but with Galwin it was different. He was different. He held himself with a confidence that bordered on arrogance.

      That conceited air made her spine stiffen. “Where is he going?” she demanded.

      If Galwin was shocked by her uncharacteristic display of anger—or any emotion other than docile simpering, for that matter—he didn’t let on. His mocking smile never faltered as he leaned over so only she could hear. “I’m taking him to a gaming hell, if you must know.”

      Her eyes widened. He wouldn’t dare.

      But yes, of course he would. This was Galwin, the notorious rake and the man who’d helped lead her brother down a path of moral weakness, despite the fact that Jed clearly did not have the temperament for gambling and that his actions very nearly destroyed his family.

      All the old anger and frustration came back in full force. It was because of this man and others of his ilk that the burden of saving the family had fallen to her. As if she hadn’t had enough pressure from her parents when they were alive, that heavy responsibility intensified a million times over upon their death.

      And all thanks to this man.

      That’s not quite fair, a voice of reason reminded her. Her brother was a grown man and more than capable of making his own decisions.

      But clearly he had not been capable. Anyone in their right mind could see that he had a sickness. She narrowed her eyes at Galwin now, taking in the keen, observant eyes and the knowing smirk.

      The man might be a lot of things, but he was not stupid. Surely he’d seen her brother’s problem and yet he’d done nothing to help. He’d only encouraged him, enabled him.

      He’d helped to seal her fate as the family’s sacrificial lamb.

      Yes, she’d been saved by good luck, which came in the form of the Devil of Davenport. Er, the Earl of Davenport, rather. Blast. She needed to break that habit.

      But up until the earl swooped in to save the day, she’d borne the burden of that responsibility and she had been prepared to marry anyone—anyone with the means to save them.

      She eyed his perfectly groomed hair, his clothing of the latest style and the finest materials, his obnoxiously handsome features. Here stood a man with a fortune, and good looks to boot. What could he possibly know about marrying to save one’s family? He’d never had to smile graciously as a lecherous old coot let his hand slip just a bit too low during a waltz. He’d never had to feign a laugh when a dullard with horrendous breath told an offensive joke.

      He’d never had a chaperone look the other way and allow an overweight oaf to take liberties just because he was a baron. She shuddered at the mere memory of that stolen kiss.

      “I promise to have him back before the party ends,” Galwin said, flashing another smile that she was certain made most women swoon.

      It made Claire tremble with anger.

      “Now, be a good girl and save me a dance, won’t you?” He gave her a wink before turning to walk away. But not before she’d met his gaze. His eyes weren’t just taunting, they were watchful. All-seeing. Knowing.

      He knew far too much, or at least he thought he did.

      But he didn’t know her.

      The thought gave her a swift jolt of energy and as he walked away, she followed him. Through the crowds and to the front door, she hurried after him, heedless of the people around her who called her name or smiled in her direction.

      She only had eyes for one man. Lord Nicholas. He was going after her brother and so would she.

      It wasn’t until she watched him slip into a carriage that she paused in her pursuit.

      Helplessness swept over her. She didn’t know where Jed was heading but it could not be good.

      Helplessness and…anger. Why shouldn’t she do something for once? For years she’d watched him destroy himself and very nearly their family with his wretched gambling. And now she knew he was about to do it all over again and she was supposed to just stand here and let it happen?

      Not likely.

      Perhaps a few months ago she would have sat back and let her brother do as he pleased, but now she no longer had to stay quiet. What did it matter if she behaved rashly? Her family was taken care of now, thanks to Anne. They didn’t need her to be perfect. They didn’t need her to be sweet, docile, boring Claire Cleveland.

      Her eyes narrowed on her family’s carriage, waiting at the end of the drive to take her and her sister’s home. For once in her life she was going to break the rules.

      The thought made her stomach flutter with excitement and nerves. She latched on to the excitement and let it carry her forward, holding her head high as she approached the driver of her carriage.

      She tried to match her mother’s brisk tone as she ordered the driver to follow Jed’s carriage. When he hesitated, she treated him to the same wide-eyed look of shock her mother used to give their younger brother Collin when he’d dare defy her. “What are you waiting for?”

      He stuttered something about waiting for her chaperone, but she cut him off, informing him regally that her chaperone was already waiting in the carriage.

      The driver’s brow furrowed in confusion at having missed that, but then he gave a short nod.

      She looked out the carriage window as the earl’s drive was replaced by the streets of London. With a gasp and a laugh of disbelief, she clasped a gloved hand over her mouth. She was doing it. She was really doing it.

      Miss Claire Cleveland was breaking the rules.
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      Someone was following them. Galwin thought perhaps he was being overly suspicious, but then the carriage turned into the back alley after them. No one in their right mind would drive down this alley.

      Well, no one except for him and Jed, and that was only out of necessity. Jed had one last debt to pay off and it wouldn’t be easy. For a man with a weakness like Jed’s, walking past the gaming tables with a pocketful of money and not trying a hand at the cards? It would require the fortitude of a saint.

      But Jed could do it. He knew better than anyone the terrible toll his debts had cost him. Watching his family’s prospects dwindle had made him even more desperate to win, which had made him pathetically reckless. But nearly all the debts had been paid, and by Jed. He’d insisted on doing the humbling deed himself as a sort of act of penance.

      Fortunately Jed was too distracted by his imminent mission to notice much, particularly the fact that they’d been followed. “Is that another carriage behind us?” Jed asked when they came to a stop.

      Galwin gave him a push out the carriage door. He knew Jed well. They’d been friends since their schooldays, and one thing he knew was that his friend excelled at finding excuses to procrastinate. Particularly when there was an odious task at hand. And this? This definitely fell under the description “odious.”

      “I’ll deal with it,” he said. “You go on ahead.”

      He waited until Jed was safely inside before turning toward the coach, which had stopped at the end of the alley. He strode toward it, ready to confront whoever it was that had followed them and inform them that they had either taken a wrong turn or were too curious for their own good.

      Either way, he’d get rid of them.

      It was probably Dalton or Kingsley, two of their more tedious friends who never could stand to be left out of any outing, even one such as this. They must have seen them leave the party and followed in their wake to ensure they didn’t miss out on any diversions.

      Imbeciles, the lot of them. Many times he found himself playing the role of nursemaid these days, or worse, mother hen. How else to describe his actions tonight? Jed had been ready to cry off for this last meeting, but that would only lead to more trouble.

      The first warning that the carriage’s occupant was not one he might expect came in the form of the driver’s wary expression. He avoided Galwin’s eyes and feigned an interest in his gloves.

      Who on earth was in the—

      Oh no.

      He saw her skirts first, bursting through the carriage door in an explosion of crinoline and silk. Pale blue silk, just like Claire Cleveland had been wearing.

      No, it couldn’t be. She would never.

      Then came blonde ringlets and those long white gloves. He knew those curls, he recognized the gloves, and the dress should have given it away completely. But he still couldn’t quite believe his eyes.

      It couldn’t be. Claire Cleveland would never do something so rash.

      But then she was out of the carriage, without any assistance from him or the driver. She glanced in the opposite direction before turning to face him.

      There was no denying it now. She stood before him in all her magnificent glory. There were clear, bright blue eyes and those beautiful, lush rose red lips.

      And yes, there was the scowl he knew so well.

      “What are you doing here, Miss Cleveland?” He kept his voice hushed. The last thing he needed was to call attention to the fact that a lovely, young, unattached woman was here. With him. In an alley.

      He peered past her. “Who let you come here?”

      “No one.” She shrugged, tilting her chin up higher. “I brought myself.”

      He gaped at her. “You brought yourself,” he repeated slowly. The words shocked him so thoroughly that all he seemed to be able to think about was how beautiful her eyes looked when they glittered with mischievous determination. Shaking his head, he tried to focus on the urgent matter of her being in an alley. Alone. With him. “What are you doing here?”

      She ignored the question, leaning slightly to peer around him. “Where is Jed?”

      Ah. So that was it. Some of his questions were answered then and there. She’d come to save Jed.

      How very…naïve. Sweet, he supposed. He couldn’t imagine either of his elder married sisters rushing after him if they thought him to be heading into trouble. In fact, he couldn’t imagine them rushing anywhere for anyone for any reason, unless perhaps it entailed buying a new gown. Yes, he could see them hurrying if it meant winning their ceaseless quest to be deemed the best dressed in the gossip rags.

      Claire’s eyes were darting around the alley as though Jed might be hiding behind that pile of rubbish.

      “I’m afraid you’ve missed him, love.” He watched with some amusement as her eyes narrowed and her lips pursed at the term of endearment.

      Oh, but it was fun to tease this one. He’d always taken an inordinate amount of pleasure out of teasing Claire, but tonight? Tonight there was something different about her. Tonight he actually managed to provoke a response.

      And tonight, he reminded himself, this little twit had put herself in harm’s way by coming to a terrible neighborhood alone at night. Alone.

      He reached for her arm, steering her back toward the carriage so she would be out of view. “What were you thinking coming here by yourself?” he scolded. The schoolmarm tone in his voice was perhaps more alarming to him than to her.

      Claire was acting rebellious and he was the one scolding her. Had the world tipped over and turned upside down? Surely that was the only explanation for this reversal of roles.

      Shaking off his grip, she tilted her chin up once more. “I am not leaving here without my brother.”

      He stared. And then he stared some more. This could not be Claire Cleveland. “Who are you and what have you done with Miss Cleveland?”

      She narrowed her eyes further so she was glaring at him through slits. “I am Miss Cleveland, you fool. And stop trying to distract me. I am here to retrieve Jed and I am not returning home without him.” Her voice rose as she spoke until she was shouting that last bit.

      His mouth fell open and for the life of him he wasn’t certain whether he wanted to laugh or shout back.

      Claire shouting? What had come over her?

      She tried to take advantage of his shock by darting around him. Claire was small, but he’d never thought of her as wily until this moment. He had to spin around quickly to snag her, and even then it was like holding on to a slippery creature as she wiggled and writhed in his arms trying to free herself.

      “Just hold still, you little heathen,” he muttered.

      “Oh, I’m the heathen? That’s rich,” she said, her voice coming in pants as she fought against his arms, which he’d managed to wrap tightly around her upper body in an odd embrace that fell somewhere between a hug and a wrestling hold.

      He tightened his grip so her arms were pinned to her sides, but that didn’t stop her lower body from wiggling against him and his body responded, apparently completely unaware that this was a struggle, not an embrace.

      When she pressed her hips back in an attempt to gain some traction, he sucked in his breath and tried valiantly to think of anything that might drag his mind out of deliciously unsavory depths. But really, her bottom was pressing up against his groin and it was more than he could bear.

      He tried to do the math in his mind, adding up the yearly sum for his tailor from memory. Then he tried to remember the words to that song his nanny used to sing. Out of sheer desperation, he called up memories of his beloved dog who’d died when he was a child.

      But no, no amount of distractions could keep him from noticing just how good she felt in his arms. He’d always known she was pretty—Claire Cleveland’s beauty was an undisputed fact—but he’d never realized how soft her skin, how sweetly she smelled…

      Blast, if she didn’t stop wriggling he was going to lose all control over his senses. Finally, he managed a hiss. “Please, stand still.”

      She was so still against him that he had the sudden and horrifying thought that he’d scared her with his harsh tone.

      He let her go slowly, warily, ready to take off after her should she bolt. Of course, the gaming hell’s front door was hardly advertised. She would probably not know which door to knock on first, and even then they wouldn’t let her in.
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