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		CHAPTER ONE
            


What do you mean, ‘it seems Mr. Kincraig isn’t our cousin after all’?” Clarissa Bevington asked, shocked, looking between her grandfather, the elderly Earl of Wolverton, and the tall, bearded man in question.
         

Holding true to his rakish reputation, Mr. Kincraig stared back bleary-eyed, with his jaw-length hair disheveled and wearing rumpled evening clothes. Obviously he had never made it home to his bachelor’s residence on Bennet Street the night before, which wasn’t at all a surprise.

“Why, Miss Bevington,” said Mr. Kincraig, one dark slash of an eyebrow raising higher. “Can it be that you are disappointed?”

“Me, disappointed?” She exhaled. “Certainly not.”

For almost two years, after Mr. Kincraig had been presented to the family by the earl’s investigators, they had all believed him to be their distant relation and sole heir to Wolverton’s title.

Indeed, the entire family stood in the earl’s library, having been gathered for what Wolverton had told them would be an important announcement.

The family included the earl’s widowed daughter-in-law, who was also Clarissa’s mother, Lady Margaretta, and the Duke of Claxton, who stood protectively beside his expectant duchess—Clarissa’s oldest sister, Sophia—who sat on a garnet-colored settee. Daphne, their middle sister, occupied the center cushion, her blond hair and bright blue eyes so similar in appearance to Clarissa’s that strangers often mistook them to be twins. Lord Blackmer, whom Daphne had married the month before in a thrilling turn of events, lowered himself to the vacant end of the settee beside his new wife, his gray eyes mirroring the same surprise reflected all around the room.

The only members of the family missing were Clarissa’s father, Lord Harwick, who had died three years earlier after being thrown from his startled horse, and her brother, Vinson, who had perished shortly after while at sea on a scientific expedition. Their deaths, while a great tragedy on the deepest emotional level, had also brought around the need to designate Wolverton’s heir, and that was the impetus that had brought a stranger—Mr. Kincraig—into their midst.

“That’s it, my dear girl.” He grinned devilishly. “Put on a brave face, so no one will know the heartache you’re suffering at hearing this dreadful news.”

“Oh, you!” she exclaimed, and eased back against the cushion of her chair, a flush rising into her cheeks at being singled out for his teasing. Truly, it never ceased, even in the most serious of moments. “There’s not one smidgeon of ache in my heart, I’m—I’m just surprised, that’s all.”
         

Surprised that Mr. Kincraig himself didn’t look more disappointed or heartachey.
         

After all, if he wasn’t Wolverton’s heir, he wouldn’t be inheriting the fortune and estates and éclat the title entailed. What man in his right mind wouldn’t be disappointed?
         

Ah, but this was Mr. Kincraig. He’d never embraced the idea of being an erudite gentleman. Not only did he persistently defy any normal expectations of decorum, he only reluctantly joined their ranks for any social or family occasion, usually just when commanded by Wolverton to do so—though more recently she’d believed his attitude toward them had warmed to a certain degree.

“I know this news comes as a shock.” The earl leaned forward in his chair, pressing the fingertips of both hands together. He spoke softly and tilted his balding head as if sharing regretful news, but Clarissa saw a brightness in his eyes that might be interpreted as relief. “Mr. Kincraig’s family tree is tangled, to say the least, and I don’t wish to go into the details—”

“Details most tawdry.” Mr. Kincraig grimaced, but in a comical way, where his frown wasn’t really a frown but a smile-frown, with one corner of his lips turned up. “Prurient, even. It seems my forebears were altogether devoid of moral conscience.”
         

Daphne rolled her eyes. “The apple did not fall far from the—”

“Daphne,” Lady Margaretta interrupted sternly.
         

At this, Clarissa almost giggled, but she subdued the response with a hand to her mouth.

Mr. Kincraig winked at her. “Apparently I did not.”

So unrepentantly wicked! There had always been a tiny—or gargantuan, in some instances—suspicion in the back of many heads that the young man had somehow fabricated his purported relation to Wolverton and that he was an imposter and fortune hunter, but the good humor Clarissa saw in him now put those accusations to rest.

Wolverton’s aged eyes crinkled at the corners as he glanced toward the man at his side. “Let us just say the evidence presented by my investigators is sufficient enough to disqualify Mr. Kincraig from being in line to inherit, in any form or fashion, the earldom.”

“What a relief,” muttered the duke in a cool tone. His Grace had never taken a liking to Mr. Kincraig.

Mr. Kincraig did not shy away from or ignore the comment. He shrugged and crossed his arms over his chest, appearing completely at peace. “For you and I both, Your Grace.”

Clarissa stared down at her hands, which lay crossed on her lap. Was she relieved, as Claxton and even Mr. Kincraig declared themselves to be?

Why wouldn’t she be? She and Mr. Kincraig had never been particularly close, though since his introduction to the family they had attained a certain ease of familiarity. With Sophia married and Daphne recently wed as well, she had gotten to know him better than the rest, on those occasions when he acted as her and her mother’s escort to this function or that. She felt quite certain she was the only one who appreciated his blackguard sense of humor, though she’d tried very hard not to let him or her mother know. Wasn’t it only normal that she should feel a little sad?

Also, too, she could not help but suspect he had come into their lives a wounded creature. Her own family had suffered such grief and loss in recent years. Perhaps for that reason she thought she recognized a certain hauntedness in the back of his eyes that no roguish smile or spoken humor could conceal.

Just then Lady Margaretta sighed from where she sat and with sparkling eyes peered up at Mr. Kincraig. “I know we have Michael, so our situation is not as dire as before, but—”

She spoke of Clarissa’s little nephew Michael, of whose existence they had only recently become aware along with other surprising secrets; namely, that Vinson, before his death, had entered into a clandestine but legal marriage with Lord Raikes’s sister, Laura, who had later died in childbirth. But from those dark tragedies had come great joy and hope, and the little boy was now a much-adored member of both families as well as Wolverton’s declared heir.

“—I confess that I, for one, am disappointed to hear this news.” She frowned, her lovely features darkened by regret. “No matter how you may feel about us, Mr. Kincraig, I’ve come to think of you as family.”
         

From his chair, Wolverton nodded and smiled warmly. “Indeed.”

Mr. Kincraig peered at Her Ladyship for a long moment. “Thank you, my lady. And thank you, Wolverton, as well.” He tilted his head in deference to the earl.

He looked about the room and offered a slight bow, which caused a thick lock of his overly long hair to swing down over his forehead, something Clarissa found unexpectedly endearing.

“Thank you all,” he said.

Emotion swelled in Clarissa’s throat. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him look so sincere, so unguarded by the wry, naughty humor she’d always suspected he wore as armor against the world. If only his cravat did not hang from his neck so inexpertly tied, like…like a grappling octopus! Her fingers itched to repair it, as she had done numerous times before.

Oh, it was true! Clarissa felt a deep stab of sadness that he was no longer part of their family.

Though Mr. Kincraig, since his arrival in London, had kept the family in constant fear that they would be humiliated or scandalized as a result of his love affairs, rakehell ways, and gambling debts, she…well, she actually liked him, and very much so. It had always been such fun to arrive at the party in the company of a pirate—at least that’s what she and her sisters had decided he looked like. All the ladies of the ton had been equal parts scandalized and enamored of him, a fact that had on more than one occasion turned a dull evening into an exceedingly entertaining one.
         

As a young lady expected to live her life within the strict dictates of society and rigid rules of decorum, she found it refreshing to know someone who simply didn’t care about all of that. Days were just…more interesting with Mr. Kincraig in them.
         

Perhaps, on a deeper level, her unexpected attachment had formed because she had already lost two family members who were very important to her and she did not wish to lose another, even to a less serious circumstance such as this. For his part, beneath Mr. Kincraig’s boisterousness and bravado, he seemed alone in the world, a man in need of a home and a family and love. After all this time in their midst he’d remained a mystery to them all…a mystery she’d always assumed they as a family would one day unravel and eventually embrace.

Now she feared they wouldn’t have that chance.

“What will you do now?” she asked, truly wanting to know.

He smiled. “That’s an easy question to answer. I’ll go abroad and seek my next great fortune. And the next, and the next.” He made a rolling gesture with his hands.

“There are indeed fortunes to be had,” said Lord Raikes.

Her new brother-in-law had himself been a prosperous saltpeter merchant in Bengal in the years before he came into his title.

“How soon will you depart?” inquired the duke, doing very well, Clarissa thought, not to sound overly eager.

“Soon,” Mr. Kincraig answered vaguely, nodding.

“You must visit,” Lady Margaretta declared, bright eyed. She fumbled in her skirts and dabbed a handkerchief to her eyes. “Every time you are in London.”

Clarissa nodded in agreement, even though Mr. Kincraig didn’t see.

He tilted his head. “I very much appreciate the invitation.”

At hearing his response, Clarissa frowned because he hadn’t actually accepted her mother’s invitation. Inside her chest, her heart grew heavy. Did that mean they would never see him again? That they would never know how his life turned out?

“I should be going then.” Suddenly Mr. Kincraig was taking his leave of them and offering polite good-byes all around.

“Stay for the luncheon,” insisted Lady Margaretta. Every Tuesday Her Ladyship hosted an informal luncheon in the small ornamental garden behind the house.

“Thank you, my lady, but I must decline,” he answered, bending over her hand.

A moment later, he offered a similar farewell to Clarissa. “Miss Bevington. A wonderful summer day to you.”

“To you as well,” she answered quietly.

Backing away, he smiled at her before pivoting on his heel and proceeding toward the door.

That was it? That was good-bye?

Was it good-bye, or would they see him again before he left town? She didn’t know.

Her pulse gave a little jump of anxiety, one she felt compelled to soothe by speaking to him at least one more time, to say something more sincere, more thoughtful than some decorous comment about a summer day.

She followed everyone else into the corridor, but Lady Margaretta blocked the way, pushing the earl’s wheeled wicker chair. By raising up onto her toes, she saw Mr. Kincraig caught in the small crowd of guests who had just then arrived for the luncheon. The elderly Lady Dundalk and Sir Keyes trundled past, arm in arm.

“Dear Clarissa, so good to see you,” said Lady Dundalk, reaching out to touch her hand. Today she wore a peacock blue satin toque, with a fan of dyed pink feathers on one side. “Come and tell me all about your week, my dear. The parties and balls and beaus.”

“I shall.” Clarissa smiled, sweeping past them. “I will join you in the garden in a moment.”

Mr. Kincraig…there, he strode past a potted palm in a large Chinese pot, in the opposite direction, toward the doors that would take him to the street. Footmen attended guests there, taking hats and walking sticks.
         

Rushing up behind him, she reached out and touched his sleeve. He half turned toward her, his expression far away, appearing as distracted as if his mind had already gone out the door and into the street. “Miss Bevington, yes? What is it?”

“Mr. Kincraig, you said you were leaving London soon—”

“Yes, soon.”

“But not before my come-out ball. You’ll be there, won’t you?”

“Me?” His eyes widened slightly.

“Yes, you. It’s an important night for me.” More important than anyone knew, though she couldn’t explain that to him or anyone now. Not yet. “I would like for you to be there.”

His mouth twisted. “Hmmm.”

His reluctance ruffled her. She was trying to do something nice, to reaffirm his welcome at family events, even though he wasn’t family anymore.

“You attended Daphne’s,” she reminded him, shameless in her attempt to make him feel guilty for hesitating for even a moment. “Don’t you wish to attend mine as well?”

She smiled brightly.

His lips moved, framed by his beard. “Remind me again of the pertinents, the date and time?”

Could he appear any less interested? Oh, he was so…Mr. Kincraig! Which was why she couldn’t truly be angry with him. His lack of concern over social matters was almost charming, in a subversive sort of way.

“It is one week hence on Thursday, the final week of the season,” she retorted lightly, resisting the urge to give his arm a good pinch. “You should know because you received an invitation last week, though I know for a fact you have not replied your intention to attend.”
         

He chuckled, and his brows came together. “Do you mean to say I’m on a list somewhere and that you’ve noticed there is not…what, a check or a ‘will attend’ inscribed beside my name? I’m so pleased you noticed.”

She huffed out a breath, exasperated. “Mother mentioned it, that’s all.”

His eyes widened and he smiled. “I know when your ball is. I am only teasing you, because you are so teaseable and believe everything I say, which by now I would think you would have learned better.”

“Mr. Kincraig!” The tension in her shoulders eased. She should have known. Yes, he was always teasing, and she believed his silliness every time. Why hadn’t she learned? Perhaps because she didn’t want to. “Well? Will you attend?”
         

“There’s so much I must do, in such a short amount of time. I must close up my residence, and—”

She scowled menacingly. “Mr. Kincraig.”
         

Already knowing he teased again. Now she teased as well.

His smile broadened into a grin. “Of course I will be there. I wouldn’t miss it.”

“Wonderful!” She smiled.

Because even though Mr. Kincraig wasn’t family after all, she wanted him present with everyone else to share in her good news. To celebrate the announcement.

In just one week, her perfectly wonderful, spectacular secret wouldn’t be a secret anymore. All of London would share in her joy. Her heart leapt at the thought. Indeed, she doubted her feet had touched the floor for days. Oh, she was bursting with it, but she couldn’t tell anyone, despite being terrible at keeping secrets, because she and Lord Quinn had promised each other they wouldn’t tell anyone.
         

At the mere thought of Lord Quinn’s bright blue eyes and smiling lips, the earth moved, enough to dizzy her.

Even now, she could hardly believe it was true. London’s most eligible and handsome bachelor had fallen madly in love with her, and she with him. And he ought to be arriving for the luncheon any moment, with his father, the Duke of Lowther, whom Claxton had invited so that he might persuade him toward his way of thinking on some labor act he wished to introduce in Parliament. Just the thought of his arrival sent her pulse jumping in anticipation.
         

While at first she’d believed him to be just another attractive face, as consumed by the youthful and sometimes empty pursuits as most young gentlemen of the ton, he’d revealed to her the honorable man beneath. Once she knew the truth, there’d been no holding back her heart. They’d kept their romance a secret, wanting to savor their unfolding feelings away from the curious eyes of family and society’s gossips and newspapers, but also for the simple enjoyment of romantic subterfuge.
         

Then, last month in the midnight shadows of Vauxhall Gardens, as the intoxicating scent of jasmine filled the air, the young lord had asked her that most important question and she had deliriously and happily said yes.
         

Yet Quinn, ever the romantic, wanted the memory of their engagement to be perfect for her and suggested that they wait until the night of her ball to make things official, and she had agreed. They’d enjoyed the most exciting game of secrecy ever since.

“Now, what about lunch?” Clarissa asked, taking Mr. Kincraig’s arm. “I know very well you’ve been out all night. You must be hungry.”

Now that she’d found such happiness, she didn’t want anyone to be lonely. Mr. Kincraig needed a family, and who said he couldn’t always be a part of theirs, if not by blood?

At hearing the doors swing open again, her pulse jumped and she glanced over her shoulder toward the vestibule. Disappointingly, Lord Quinn wasn’t among the party that entered.

“What I am is exceedingly tired,” Mr. Kincraig answered in a gravelly voice, resisting, though he did not remove his arm or step away. “I only want to sleep, that is all, perhaps even in the carriage that carries me away from here. Yes, I think that would do nicely.”

“Nonsense, you need sustenance,” she chided in a tone that sounded very much like her mother.

“Clarissa…” He held firm.

“Mr. Kincraig.” She tilted her head toward the garden and tugged gently at his arm.

He exhaled and pursed his lips. “Why are you always so—”

“Nice to you?” she supplied, laughing, knowing full well “nice” wasn’t the word he’d intended to use. He would have said “exasperating” or “bothersome” or “persistent.”

Yet his shoulders relaxed, and his expression warmed. “Yes. You are very nice to me. Why?”

The genuineness of his gaze caught her off guard, and in the moment she could be no less honest. “Because I like you, Mr. Kincraig, and I don’t want you to go. I don’t want you to be lonely or uncared for—”

“Me, lonely?” He chuckled, looking dismayed. Uncomfortable.

“Yes, you.” She saw past his bluster.

“I have plenty of companionship.” With the slightest tilt of his lips, his smile went wolfish.

“That’s not what I mean,” she exclaimed, blushing.

“What do you mean?” He grinned, but his eyes were serious.
         

“Just stay for Mother’s luncheon,” she urged, knowing several young unmarried ladies would be in attendance.

“Actually…” His gaze drifted to the corridor that led to the back of the house and thence the garden. “I am rather ravenous.”
         

She smiled, triumphant. “It’s settled then.”

Her hand on his arm, they proceeded that way, but she came to a halt, her gaze fluttering over him. The smile dropped from her lips. “Only you can’t go out there looking like that. Mr. Kincraig, have you truly never learned how to properly tie a cravat?” How many times had she asked him the very same thing? She reached for his neckcloth and loosened the tangle.

“I don’t think it’s as terrible as you make it out to be,” he said, his dark eyes rolling heavenward.

“Oh, it is,” she replied with a playful smirk, tugging the top layer of cloth upward through the hole she’d created and tightening the knot. “Trust me. And why do you insist on keeping that beard? My sisters and I all agree your appearance would be quite improved without it.”

He growled good-naturedly, and she laughed, neatly tucking the linen into his vest. Hooking her arm through his elbow, she led him to the garden.

  


The moment a certain young nobleman stepped into the garden, Dominick Arden Blackmer—who for the time being still answered to the name of Mr. Kincraig—noticed the change in the young woman standing beside him. As he expected, Clarissa ever so politely extracted herself from conversation with him and Lord Raikes and made her way across the garden.

“So, Raikes, tell me about Bengal,” he said encouragingly to the gray-eyed young man. “I’ve never had the pleasure of traveling there.”

“Bengal.” Raikes’s gray eyes went distant. “Well, it is nothing at all like England. It’s a beautiful, mysterious place. One half of the year, you suffer through hot winds and dust, and the other, monsoons.”

“Sounds miserable.” Dominick flashed a grin and absently smoothed his hand over his mustache and beard, which he’d worn since presenting himself in London because he knew from experience most people would never look beyond them.

“But it’s not miserable. At times, I miss it, but…don’t tell Lady Raikes.”

They chuckled together.

Dominick actually had been to Bengal, though he couldn’t tell anyone about that particular adventure. Those six months, much like the last thirteen years of his life, had largely been sworn to secrecy. Still, as far as conversation, Bengal was something to talk about. He knew Raikes had made his fortune there, and better Raikes talk than him.
         

He enjoyed the easy conversation between them. Raikes had always been a friendly fellow, but there was a wariness to him, as with all of Wolverton’s family, where Mr. Kincraig was concerned, because they’d all entertained, to some degree or another, the suspicion he might be an imposter.

If only the family knew the truth about him, as Wolverton did.  He might indeed be an imposter of the most calculated sort, but he wasn’t a scoundrel intent on fraud. Rather he was their protector. Even though he’d been informed his assignment here had concluded, he couldn’t seem to turn off the instinct.

“Why do you miss it?” he murmured, still watching Clarissa. “I only ask because I’m considering traveling there myself.”

Dominick was only talking to talk. He’d go wherever his next set of official orders sent him, whether to Bengal, St. Petersburg—or even Timbuktu. At least that was what he hoped for—and in the deepest, loneliest hours of the night, had prayed for—a more challenging assignment abroad, now that his mission in London under the auspices of the Home Office had come to an end. Once he had been a veritable dragon, a legend among the most elite of intelligence operatives. Now, fallen from grace and largely a persona non grata to the Foreign Office, he had been consigned to this—a common security mission at home in England, where nearly two years ago he had been put in place to protect the old earl from a vague, unspecified threat of harm. He had done his time, earned the respect of his lower-level peers, and not made a single misstep. Perhaps finally his exile would end and he would be reinstated. Returned to his former life.
         

“To Bengal, truly?” Raikes leaned forward in his chair, interested. “Why there?”

He shrugged. “Why not?”

Raikes rubbed a hand to his chin. “There are certainly opportunities there aplenty to enrich oneself, but don’t undertake the decision lightly.” He exhaled, shaking his head. “I faced challenges there such that I’d never faced before—”

Dominick sipped lemonade from a cut crystal cup and watched Clarissa continue her progression across the garden, she a bright spot of pink silk moving between tables that sparkled with china, silver, and crystal.

So as not to be obvious, he knew, she very wisely stopped to engage in conversation with several ladies on the way, but in the end, she positioned herself almost back to back to the gentleman with brilliant blond hair who had entered the garden moments before, the one who looked like a magnificent angel. Dressed in a silver-gray suit, he portrayed the epitome of au courant male fashion, with not a seam or fold or buckle out of place.
         

Dominick wasn’t surprised to see them together, though not exactly together. On numerous occasions before he’d observed the eye contact, the secret smiles and other wordless communications. One didn’t have to be an intelligence agent in service of the Crown to observe that the youngest Bevington sister had fallen head-over-satin-slippers in love with the nauseatingly charming and well-connected Lord Quinn.
         

A smile turned his lips as he drained the last of the tart liquid from his cup. Who did Clarissa think she was fooling? Everyone, it seemed. Her family and friends appeared oblivious to the young couple’s tendre. How could they not notice, as he had, that whenever the young man entered the room—or garden, in this instance—Clarissa’s skin flushed and her shoulders softened, and she became a degree more beautiful, as women in love tended to be?
         

Not that he’d noticed for any other reason than society gatherings bored him nearly to tears and he had nothing else but her clandestine romance to entertain his languishing mind…although observing them now, out of the corner of his eye, did make him feel wistful for a time when he too had been in love.

But this wasn’t about him, it was about Clarissa and her young man, whom, truth be told, he didn’t particularly care for. In his limited exchanges with Lord Quinn, he had not discerned much mental or moral substance. But who was he to judge the choice of her heart? Young men often improved with time.

Raikes continued his informative lecture on Bengal, its bad roads and river crossings and saltpeter. Dominick wearily nodded and said mmmhmmmmm at the appropriate intervals, wishing he’d resisted Clarissa’s persuasion and returned home to a cold bachelor’s supper and his bed. This assignment had been decidedly nocturnal, and his eyes were damnably scratchy from lack of sleep and his stomach growled ferociously.
         

Just then he noticed Clarissa slip away into the house. Predictably, several moments later, Lord Quinn followed.

His eyebrows raised in surprise. A bold move from Clarissa, and one he had not expected, but who was he to condemn the impetuousness of young love? He remembered a time, not so long ago, when he would have risked anything to be with the woman he loved if only for a fleeting moment and a single breathless kiss. But certainly her mother would notice her absence. Scanning the garden, he found Lady Margaretta surrounded by a chattering wall of ladies. Everyone else in the family was similarly distracted.

Perhaps he ought to go and “accidentally” interrupt?

Or better yet, he should remember his place, mind his own business, and stay where he was. He exhaled, and examined his knuckles. He closed his eyes.

Ah, damn. His conscience forbade inaction.

Curse Clarissa for putting him in such a position, but as she was so young and inexperienced with men, he doubted she realized her allure and the temptation she might present to a weaker man. Though she was far too silly and innocent for his particular taste, he’d have to be blind not to have noticed her attractiveness, with her pale blond curls, bright blue eyes, and seemingly perfect bosoms. Certainly Lord Quinn had been raised a gentleman, but Dominick, out of respect for Wolverton and the family he had protected all this time, could not risk the chance that he would compromise Clarissa, if only with a kiss.

Better he break up their dalliance than someone else, who might not be so discreet.

He waited for a pause in Raikes’s dialogue and excused himself. Yet he’d only made it halfway across the garden when Clarissa emerged from the house, radiant and not a bit mussed, which relieved but did not surprise him. His muscles relaxed. Of course, this was Clarissa, an innocent girl who had been raised with the utmost attention and care. He couldn’t imagine anything truly untoward taking place. She joined the Countess of Dundalk and her elderly beau, Sir Keyes.

Three, two, one…
         

And Lord Quinn appeared, looking equally unflustered and polished, and rejoined his father the duke. But not before he flashed a smile in Clarissa’s direction.

No doubt there’d be a proposal soon from the young gentleman. Perhaps, even, on the night of her debut ball.

So…good for Clarissa. She was a charming young woman. He liked her very much, and he sincerely wished the same for her as she had wished for him, that she would be happy and never be disappointed in her choice.


	

    
	
		CHAPTER TWO
            


One Week Later,

Thursday
         

I can’t remember ever being so happy,” Clarissa Bevington exclaimed, looking about in flush-faced wonderment. Little Michael, whom she held perched on her hip, clapped his chubby hands.
         

“Ohhhhh!” he marveled, mirroring her enthusiasm.

Since being discovered, her brother Vinson’s young son lived under Wolverton’s roof but received regular visits from his other grandparents, who were Raikes’s mother and father. They always stayed with the family when they came to town and, indeed, were so well liked they had become part of the family as well. Though Michael received constant attention from his grandparents, aunts, and uncles, they had all agreed upon the importance of him having parents, and Raikes and Daphne had happily assumed that role.

“What a memorable night this shall be!” said Daphne, throwing them both an affectionate glance. She reached out to Michael, tucking a stray curl behind his ear.

Clarissa had never seen her grandfather’s ballroom look more beautiful, nor had she ever felt more special than she did that day. The room had been festooned in flower garlands, and the urns that had been placed before each of the massive Corinthian columns that lined the marble floor overflowed with profuse arrangements of pink and ivory blooms. She inhaled deeply, delighting in the heady scent of roses and delphinium. The fragrance of summer! The fragrance of romance.

At the far end of the cavernous room, the head footman, Mr. Ollister, carefully lowered an enormous crystal punch bowl onto the tea board. The housekeeper, Mrs. Brightmore, perched at the top of a ladder, steadied by two housemaids, having insisted that she’d spied a sneaky bit of dust atop an archway that the rest of them hadn’t been able to see. Cook’s voice could be heard shouting orders, all the way from the kitchen.

Clarissa felt overcome by gratefulness to the family and staff she loved so dearly. They all, in some way or another, had taken part in the preparations for her come-out ball. Her mother and sisters had helped her choose her gown and flowers and had cheerfully and without complaint devoted hours to addressing invitations. Her grandfather and Lord Raikes had sampled lemonade—which because pink was her favorite color, Cook had successfully endeavored to tint with strawberry pulp—and they’d all eaten various miniature tarts, biscuits, and cakes and judiciously declared their favorites.

Even Sophia’s husband, the lofty Duke of Claxton, had taken it upon himself to personally deliver a select few invitations, namely to the Prime Minister and even the Prince Regent himself, which had all but guaranteed their attendance.

They were just days from the close of the London Season, and all these efforts would ensure her ball would be a memorable finale for not just herself and her family but for the dear friends and acquaintances who came to wish her well. The surprise announcement of her engagement to Lord Quinn would ensure the fairy-tale perfection of the night. She had managed to keep their secret one torturously long week more, but tonight as everyone watched from the edges of the ballroom, they would dance their first dance together as a betrothed, and soon-to-be-wed, couple.

“Dance with me, my dear!” Clarissa twirled, taking Daphne by the hands. Together they spun with Michael, secured between them, in wide circles across the ballroom floor, blond curls and skirts flying. At the age of twenty and twenty-one, respectively, and a shade older than most London debutantes, they still sometimes delighted in being utterly silly.

Michael squealed with joy, which inspired her and Daphne to laughter.

“Just like when we were little girls,” said Daphne, laughing. “Imagining that we were at one of Mother’s parties.”

“Only now,” Clarissa declared, “we are without a doubt mature ladies and won’t be sent off to bed with our governess before the guests start to arrive.”
         

“Down!” Michael wiggled to be set free, and she complied. Together she and Daphne stood side by side, watching the boy run up and down the length of the ballroom, as fast as his little legs could carry him. Only, as often occurred, his legs outpaced his body—

“Careful, Michael!” Clarissa called.

He tumbled headlong to the floor.

“Oh, no,” cried Daphne.

They rushed toward him, Clarissa scooping him up just as the first outraged bellow emerged from his lips. Turning, his small arms found her neck and she squeezed him, pressing a kiss to his temple. “I know, sweet boy, it’s a terrible humiliation to fall.”

He inhaled, mouth open.

Daphne examined his legs and patted him on the back. “But you’re not broken or bruised, so put your smile back on and—”

He wailed, even louder this time.

“He is tired,” Clarissa said, bouncing him gently. “Just look at those droopy eyes.”

“It is getting late.” Daphne cheerfully nudged her toward the stairs. “I’d best take him upstairs and put him down for his nap and you can start preparing for your big night before Mother comes looking for us. You know how cross she gets when we are late.”
         

Indeed she did. Their mother insisted on promptness. Clarissa could hear their mother’s voice inside her head now.

“Girls!” Clarissa mimicked, with her free hand balled imperiously on the hip opposite the one that Michael occupied. “I know very well that you both have perfectly accurate timepieces—”

“—because Aunt Vivian gave each of you one for your last birthday,” concluded Daphne, in the same familiar voice.

Mrs. Brightmore, descending the ladder, cast them a gently reproving look.

Clarissa flushed and bit her lower lip, abashed at being overheard.

“Oh, Mrs. Brightmore, all in good fun!” Daphne giggled good-naturedly. Looking at Michael, she extended her arms. “Come here, darling. Won’t you let Auntie Daphne hold you?”

He peered at her with tearstained eyes, and a smile broadened his lips. Such a sweet child. To think, it wouldn’t be long until she had a child of her own. Quinn would make a wonderful father. She couldn’t wait until they were a family.

Michael leaned toward her sister, his arms outspread, and Clarissa gave him up. Daphne danced with him toward the door.

Yet Clarissa lingered behind a moment more. She could only stand motionless, savoring the bittersweet immensity of the moment, because just as her sisters’ lives had changed as far as finding love and being married, so would hers. By now, Lord Quinn would have concluded discussions with his father, the duke. All matters could proceed and financial arrangements be made and he could approach her grandfather tonight with his suit.

She was almost sorry to see their game of secrecy end, one in which they’d stolen away for every moment and exchanged clandestine notes of the most intimate kind, but for a couple as deeply in love as they were, certainly all that would continue even after they were wed.

A moment later, upstairs on the first-floor landing, Daphne turned to her with Michael already half asleep on her shoulder.

“I’ll take him to the nursery,” she whispered. “You go on to your room and take a nice long bath.”

“It won’t be long now,” Clarissa replied softly.

“Just a few hours more,” answered her sister, continuing toward the next rise of steps. Her white muslin skirt rippled as her legs moved, a picture of Grecian elegance.

Only then Daphne paused…and returned to squeeze Clarissa’s hand.

“I’m so very proud to have you as my sister,” she murmured, her eyes bright. A moment later, she smiled, as she had done almost constantly since marrying Lord Raikes. Clarissa could only interpret her happiness as a sound endorsement of that venerable state. “It’s your turn to find happiness. Next time I see you, you’ll be making your entrance on this grand staircase. I’ve no doubt a score of gentlemen will rush to offer for your hand—”

“A score!” Clarissa laughed quietly, so as not to disturb Michael, who had begun to snuffle and snore. “Certainly not.”

Just one. A very special one.
         

Daphne’s expression became serious. “I’m so happy with Raikes. I want you to find the same sort of happiness. Promise me you won’t rush into anything. Wait until you know the person and that the moment is right.”

Clarissa’s family had always believed her to be impetuous. She knew they all worried she would choose recklessly, based on some flash-fire attraction. But the person was right, and so was the moment. Quinn. She closed her eyes, savoring the rush of happiness that coursed through her, from head to toe. She could not imagine anything ever being more right.
         

“I promise,” she agreed. “Only when the person and the moment are right.”

That moment would be tonight.

  


“I shall see you at Miss Bevington’s ball tonight, then, Mr. Kincraig?” inquired his companion, Lord Havering, as they exited the doors of White’s, the club where they had spent the previous hour reading newspapers and drinking coffee.

“Any chance to reacquaint myself with Wolverton’s liquor cabinet is a welcome opportunity indeed,” Dominick replied with a wink.

His scant belongings had been packed and his rented town house, largely closed up. He expected to receive his new orders tonight or tomorrow. Why not spend one last evening beneath the glittering chandeliers of a London ballroom? Who knew where tomorrow would take him, or whether the circumstances would be as comfortable?

Havering studied him as he drew on his gloves slowly. “I suspect there’s more to it than that, such as that you’ve grown fond of Wolverton and the ladies, despite yourself.”

Havering—or “Fox,” as he was called by those who knew him best—had no discernible family of his own and had since childhood been thrown by circumstance into the midst of Wolverton’s welcoming brood. While Dominick’s circumstances were far different, he too was very much alone in the world. Perhaps for that reason he felt closer to Fox than to the other gentlemen of Wolverton’s circle—as close as he could feel to anyone. His occupation was largely a solitary endeavor and did not lend itself to making longtime friends. Sometimes he regretted that.

“They are all very nice people,” he conceded.

He looked out over St. James’s Street, crowded with carriages and hackneys, uncomfortable with revealing anything more. It had taken him years to perfect the obscurement of his true thoughts and feelings. He wasn’t about to start emoting now, here on the pavement, in front of God and Fox and everyone. He kept his manner and tone cool. “Whatever the case, I wouldn’t miss it.”

He wouldn’t miss it. Though it would take a team of horses to pry the sentiment from his tongue, he’d grown exceedingly fond of the earl and the ladies who made up the elderly gentleman’s surviving family, even though he found the whole idea of a debut ball frivolous and silly, especially when the young lady in question had been out in society for quite some time already—since the marriage of her sister Sophia to Claxton, to be precise.
         

He didn’t have a younger sister, not anymore, but he told himself if he did, he might understand better the wishes of a young lady’s heart.

What he did know was that for whatever reason, Clarissa had thought enough of him to insist that he attend, and he would not disappoint her or Lady Margaretta, who just yesterday had pressed Claxton to call on him and confirm he would indeed join them tonight. Even the always-distant duke had seemed more sincere in his manner, just as they all had been since learning he wasn’t their relation. Since that day just one week ago, there had been invitations to suppers and parties and rides in the park, some of which he’d accepted and others not. Now that they knew he wasn’t an “imposter,” it seemed their suspicions about him had eased, as had their minds. Now, on the precipice of his departure, he felt more a part of their family than when he had supposedly been their cousin.

His carriage approached, having come from the nearby livery.

“I will see you tonight, then,” he said, tilting his hat in adieu to Fox.

“Until then.”

With that, Dominick climbed into the conveyance and settled back for what would be a brief ride to what had been his abode for almost two years.

It was time to leave.

The first rule of subterfuge was that one did not become attached to one’s human assignments, which was just as well because life had only ever made sense when he was alone.

Just then, his carriage passed a chapel where a small group crowded the pavement, throwing rose petals high over the heads of a newly wedded couple. All the ladies wore diaphanous summer dresses and fancy bonnets done up with flowers and ribbons, and the gentlemen stood distinguished in their gray morning suits. The idyllic scene momentarily transported Dominick back in time to another wedding.

His own.

All the air left his lungs at remembering. He had been so happy that day. So full of passion and dreams.

But Tryphena was dead for three years now, and even though he still walked and lived and breathed, sometimes he believed he was dead as well. Her passing had forever altered him. Without thinking, he pressed his hand to his heart, which hurt, as if a gaping hole existed there. There wasn’t a hole, of course, but there might as well have been for the jolt of agony those memories brought.
         

The sight of a familiar face on the chapel steps jerked him back to present, and his hand fell away.

What? No.
         

He flicked the curtain aside and peered more intently out the window. In an instant he recognized the groom as none other than Lord Quinn, smiling broadly and standing hand in hand with a slender, dark-haired young woman who wore a lace veil and held a white bouquet. If there was any doubt in Dominick’s mind as to the event he observed, Quinn put it to rest by seizing his new bride against his chest and pressing an enthusiastic kiss onto her lips.

The carriage traveled farther down the street until, despite straining his eyes and altering his position, he could see no more.

He fell back against the cushion, his jaw clenched tight. How…regretful. Did Clarissa know? The memory of her smiling face flashed in his mind. Certainly she did not. It had been only Tuesday afternoon, at the most recent of Lady Margaretta’s garden luncheons, when he’d observed another flirtatious glance between the young couple and the furtive touch of their hands behind the garden column.

No, he had not particularly cared for Quinn as a match for Clarissa, but the news would devastate her. Shatter her innocent heart. Because of that, he could take no pleasure, no satisfaction in what he’d seen. He could think of no honorable explanation for what Quinn had done. His fingers curled into his palms and he resisted the urge to order his driver to turn around so that he might confront the lecher directly, in front of his new bride and their families.

Yet…despite the insistence of his conscience that he call Quinn out in defense of Clarissa’s honor, it was not his place. For almost two years he had been the family’s protector—but the role had been a professional assignment, he reminded himself, not an obligation of the heart.

So instead he held silent, telling himself she would be grateful to discover the truth of Quinn’s faulty character now rather than later. Thank heavens she had enjoyed such a careful upbringing, which only allowed for the most chaste of entanglements. Perhaps, even, the whole incident would teach her a valuable lesson about love and trust, and guarding one’s heart a bit more closely.

Once home, he washed and dressed and, as usual, did an intentionally incompetent job with his cravat, and mussed his hair, making sure he looked his usual part. Though he was to have an audience with Wolverton this evening before the ball got under way, he had no wish to arrive too early. He didn’t want to cross paths with Clarissa. Despite all his careful training to never reveal his country’s secrets even if tortured, he feared one look into her crystalline blue eyes and he would be compelled to inform her of what he had seen.

Why was he even thinking about the chit again? He should be wholly focused on the acceptance of his next assignment.

Yet his conscience chided him for his inaction. He wished Havering had been in the carriage with him when he saw Lord Quinn’s wedding. Havering was more like a brother to Clarissa and would know the appropriate thing to do.

Havering, yes, now there was his answer. Knowing Clarissa as long as he had, Fox would know how to best break the unfortunate news, and most important, when—before or after the ball? Fox could comfort her after “Mr. Kincraig” was long gone.

He felt such relief at having arrived at this solution. Once the information was passed to Fox, Dominick would be free of all obligations and ready to depart London on a moment’s notice.

Calling the carriage around once again, he traveled directly to Wolverton’s house. Upon entering, he observed from a distance a small army of confectioner’s assistants in the ballroom setting up some sort of display of little pink cakes or meringues on a table, while at the center of the house workmen finished the installation of a God-awful pink carpet onto the grand staircase, pink being Clarissa’s favorite color. The scent of flowers—pink and white flowers, of course—hung everywhere, so strong he fought the urge to sneeze. He marveled at the silly frivolity of it all, most certainly a reflection of Clarissa.

He hated to destroy her happiness with word of her feckless lover’s betrayal. Perhaps it would be best she not hear the news until tomorrow? He would leave that decision to Havering. Once the information was passed, his conscience would be troubled no more.

Ah—there, Havering stood just around the corner, speaking to Claxton. Dominick moved toward them, his intention to draw Fox aside for a private conversation—

Only to be intercepted by Mrs. Brightmore, who subtly lifted a hand, indicating he should proceed toward Wolverton’s chambers.

“Ah.” He paused midstep. “Now?”

“Indeed.”

“It’s early yet.”

She winked. “Some of us have other duties to perform this evening, besides sauntering about in fancy clothes and drinking pink lemonade from a little crystal cup.”

His gaze returned to Havering, but in the end duty called. He would find him afterward and discreetly share his concerns for Clarissa then. He changed direction, taking the corridor to Wolverton’s chambers as he had so often done over the past two years under the guise of being summoned, or more often commanded, by the earl to do so. His role, after all, had been to play a gambler and a drunk. Someone consumed by his own addictions but, more important, inattentive to his surroundings. Though he’d played double duty as a personal guard to Wolverton, his primary assignment had been to lure into the open the man or men whom vague whispers of intelligence said wanted Lord Wolverton and his every living heir dead. The earl’s own past in foreign secret service perhaps provided a motive for any number of surviving enemies, known and unknown, at home and abroad. Lady Harwick and the young ladies hadn’t been told because the earl had no wish to frighten or burden them with unsubstantiated explanations of past tragedies, namely the deaths of his son and grandson.
         

Entering the anteroom, Dominick joined his team—O’Connell, His Lordship’s valet, Mr. Ollister, the first footman, and Mrs. Brightmore, the housekeeper, the last of whom stepped through a small doorway on the opposite side of the room.

“Reports?” asked Mrs. Brightmore as she briskly circled round to collect a sealed envelope from each man, which she quickly secured inside her apron.

Dominick, aware his next assignment could come any day, had written out his final report the night before. Though he gave no outward indications, his heart beat fast. The ensuing moments might bring him great satisfaction or a devastating blow, in that he might receive his new orders. He closed his eyes, sending up a brief prayer that his superiors would see fit to return him to foreign service, as he so fervently wished.

“How is Wolverton?” he asked O’Connell, his interest sincere.

“Very well today,” O’Connell replied succinctly. “His Lordship wishes to see you when we are concluded here.”

Mr. Ollister straightened. “Let us finish our business, so we can all return to our posts.” He looked to Dominick and nodded cordially. “As we all suspected, the Secretary of State has seen fit to revise the scope of our mission. Now that the earl has a true heir in young Michael, your role, Mr. Kincraig, has been substantially compromised in that you are no longer the assassin’s lure you were intended to be.”

Even when meeting in private, they used their “character” names to ensure consistency at all times.

They all listened, rapt, as Mr. Ollister continued. “Even though no attempts have been made against Wolverton’s life since these indications of endangerment came to light, we will continue to secure the premises and maintain Wolverton’s safety as well as that of his family, which now includes the child. Mr. Kincraig, you could certainly remain on indefinitely as security, but no one believes you would look very convincing in a nanny’s apron and cap—”

Everyone chuckled.

“As such, the powers that be have seen fit to assign another agent to fulfill the nanny role: Mrs. Hutton.”

Yes, Dominick had met Mrs. Hutton before. He agreed with the choice. She would be a formidable protector for the child.

“I believe some of you have worked with her before. You, Mr. Kincraig, will receive new orders.” Bending, Mr. Ollister extracted a folded square of parchment from his ankle boot, which he handed over to Dominick.

Dominick’s heart thrummed with excitement. This was the moment he’d been waiting for. He would either be disappointed by another assignment from the Home Office or elated to be assigned abroad once again.

Mrs. Brightmore said quietly, “I hope it is all you wish for.”

“Indeed,” murmured O’Connell.

They all knew his situation and that this small-scale home assignment, for him, had been intended as a demotion. As professional exile. Perhaps at last his superiors would forgive him for Tryphena’s death, though he would never forgive himself.

Breaking the seal, he opened his orders and read.


	

    
	
		CHAPTER THREE
            


A smile broke across his face and he exhaled, his cheeks warmed by a rush of happiness and relief. Hot, fiery pride coursed through his veins.
         

At last, his superiors had seen fit to return him to foreign secret service. Even more important, his new role was as prestigious as any he had occupied before his fall from grace, proof that he had regained their trust and respect.

Since then he had suffered such self-doubt and, yes, shame over the mistake he would live with for the rest of his life. Perhaps now, at last, he could forgive himself. Perhaps now, at last, he could be free. Tonight, he turned a page.

God, he felt like he was a hundred feet tall.

He felt like a ferocious, swaggering dragon and that if he dared throw open the window to roar his satisfaction to the city of London, the sound just might be accompanied by a blazing stream of flames.

Life, at last, felt bloody good.

“I can see from your reaction that you will be going abroad again. Congratulations are in order. Well deserved!” exclaimed O’Connell, gripping his shoulder.

“Very good.” Mrs. Brightmore clasped her hands in front of her apron. “I’m so happy for you, Mr. Kincraig.”

They would not, of course, press for further details. As professionals, they knew better than to do so. As required, Dominick tossed his orders into the fire.

“As are we all,” said Mr. Ollister, grinning. “But there is little time for celebration. Let us all return to our duties—that is, except for you, Mr. Kincraig. Enjoy your last evening in London before you are returned to the jaws of danger.”

“Which, as we all know, is precisely where you wish to be,” said O’Connell with a wink. “The earl is waiting.”

After confirming his orders had burned to nothing, Dominick continued on to the earl’s private chambers.

Wolverton sat in his wheeled bath chair beside the window, dressed in his finest for the ball. Seeing him sitting there so dignified, with his kind eyes twinkling in welcome, Dominick suddenly found himself at a loss for words, and his chest grew tight.

Something about the moment made him think of his own father, from whom he had long ago become estranged. They had never been close—his father always far too busy to trouble himself with the company of children. Then once Dominick had reached a certain age where he could see the world through his own eyes and make his own opinions, everything had truly fallen apart. There had been terrible disagreements over responsibility. Endless silences. And always the expectation that he, and only he, should change. Things had only gotten worse after he’d become a man.
         

Yet he knew he would look back on this time and remember each moment with Wolverton as a treasure. Dominick, who had felt so lowered—so humiliated—at being demoted to a security detail had learned so much from the man with whose safety he had been charged, about loyalty, and honor and pride. Looking back on the past two years, he could feel nothing but gratefulness for the time he’d spent with the earl.
         

He crossed the room and joined Wolverton at the window. The panes had been pushed open and a pleasant breeze wafted through, carrying in the scent of flowers from the window boxes. Below, carriages crowded the street and elegantly turned out guests proceeded to the door.

“And so, it is time for us to say good-bye,” said His Lordship.

Dominick bowed his head. “Yes, my lord. I depart tomorrow.”

“Very good then.” The old man smiled up at him, his eyes warm with admiration. “We have spent a lot of time together, you and I.”

“Indeed we have.”

“I just want you to know that this old man has enjoyed your company,” the earl said quietly. “Our conversations and your humor. I find myself regretting that we must say farewell.” He tilted his head forward. “Not because I wish you to remain here in your official capacity. I know you are capable of much greater things. But I have come to consider you as my friend.”

On this, his last night in London, there were no words Dominick would rather hear. They bolstered his pride, and he knew he would remember them in the challenging and exciting days to come.

“I am honored, my lord, and feel the same.”

The earl smiled. “I know this assignment was not your first choice and that you are eager to return to more exciting pursuits.”

“Spy games have always been my true calling.” Just speaking the words aloud sent a ripple of excitement through Dominick’s blood.

Wolverton chuckled, lifting a wrinkled hand that bore a gold and onyx ring that had once been deeply etched but had been worn smooth by wear and time. “There was a time when I played a few of those games myself.”

“So I have been told. You are quite the legend.”

The earl chuckled, clearly delighted by the compliment, but then his smile dwindled. “My only regret is if my actions somehow placed my family in any sort of danger, resulting in this need for protection.” A deep sadness came into the earl’s eyes, and Dominick knew he was thinking about the son and grandson who had died such untimely deaths.

“Yes, my lord, but we don’t know that.”

The earl nodded. “I just want you to know how very much I have appreciated your devotion to myself and my family. I thank the Lord every day your particular skills were not needed, but I must admit I slept more peacefully at night knowing you, along with O’Connell, Mrs. Brightmore, and Mr. Ollister, were there to protect us.”

“Thank you for saying so, my lord.”

“Would you care for a parting brandy?” He nodded toward a small cabinet. “Oh, forgive me—I momentarily forgot that despite your very skilled portrayal of a drunkard, you never—”

“Never touch the stuff.” Dominick nodded.

“Well, then. Godspeed, young man, and good-bye.”

  


“Stay there, out of sight!” Sophia instructed over her shoulder, before again looking out over the guests who crowded the cavernous vestibule and beyond, into the wide corridor that led to the ballroom. “Mother will give the signal.”

Clarissa stood at the top of the staircase, with her sisters and eight of her dearest friends, each of whom held wreaths covered in flowers. Well, six of her dearest friends and two Aimsley sisters because her mother had quite insisted, even though they were the worst gossips, but their grandfather had been such a dear friend of Lord Wolverton’s in earlier times. They all clustered about her, in a happy crush of silk, perfume, and flower petals.

“Everything is so lovely, Clarissa.”

“We’re having such a wonderful time.”

“I can’t wait until the dancing starts.”

“What a wonderful way to end the season.”

 Daphne gestured. “Ladies, it’s time.”

Sophia quickly lined them up into the order they’d agreed upon. In the ballroom, the orchestra began to play. Each of the young ladies held her wreath and made her way toward the stairs, smiling down over an admiring crowd gone suddenly silent. The moment was just as Clarissa had imagined. The first two ladies began their descent.

Clarissa asked Sophia, “Do you think the wreaths and the procession and the carpet are too much?” She looked down under their feet, where the pink carpet radiated pinkness back at her. What a perfect hue. She didn’t want to be pretentious, but at the same time, she’d wanted to do something different. The grand finale of the evening would be her engagement.

The duchess chuckled. “Don’t be silly. It’s your night. Besides, I had twelve attendants, in case you’ve forgotten, and they were all wearing those ridiculous ostrich plumes.” She winked.

Clarissa moved to take her place on the landing, and the crowd, seeing her, murmured in admiration. In response, a flush moved up her neck, into her cheeks. Her mother and grandfather waited at the bottom of the stairs, their faces beaming up at her, and everyone else, but…

She tried to be discreet as she searched the guests’ faces, and searched them again.

“Where is Quinn?” she murmured, and she paused on the step. She couldn’t very well descend the stairs if her fiancé-to-be was not even in the room to see her. But her sisters urged her to follow her attendants down the steps, and she complied.

“Who did you say you were looking for?” said Daphne, from where she followed just behind.

Again her gaze swept the room. Had he been delayed? Her blush of happiness turned to one of disappointment. Why wasn’t he here?

“Did you say Lord Quinn?” said the eldest Aimsley sister, Elspeth, glancing over her shoulder.

“I didn’t actually say Quinn—” She’d only barely murmured it, more like a whisper to herself. Her chest tightened. She hated fibs, even small ones. They made her feel terribly guilty and like a sneak. “But now that you mention him, why wouldn’t he be here when he and all the rest of his family replied that would attend?”
         

The younger Aimsley, Ancilla, turned and said, “I don’t know about the rest of them, but he won’t be coming, of course. He married Emily FitzKnightley this afternoon, and they are already off on their honeymoon.”

Clarissa’s heart stopped beating.

“That can’t be true,” she mumbled, her lips numb. She gripped the banister and replayed the words in her head, certain she’d misheard or misunderstood. Blood pounded in her ears, so thunderously she could hardly hear. “Wouldn’t we all have known?”

“They married by special license. It came as a surprise to everyone. We ought to know, we are Emily’s cousins and served as her bridesmaids.”

Elspeth and Ancilla laughed gaily and continued down the stairs, leaving her exposed to the collective attention of the crowd looking up from below. Clarissa’s cheeks burned and her face felt locked in its shocked expression.

“Wait,” she whispered. “I don’t think…I don’t think I can…”

“Clarissa, what are you waiting for?” Sophia nudged her from behind. “Everyone’s waiting. It’s your turn to go down. Straighten up and smile.”

Clarissa did stop whispering. Indeed, she stopped everything, as a rush of dizziness pushed through her. That night in the garden. Quinn’s kisses…his touch. The words and promises they’d spoken. And now he had married someone else? It couldn’t be true.

And yet she knew it was.

The chandelier above the staircase seemed to…twist and spin on its chain. The faces around her veered close, as if magnified with a looking glass, and then—in a blink—became distant. She swallowed and shook her head, attempting to regain control over herself, to no avail.

“I’m so sorry, but suddenly I—” she murmured, swaying forward…then to the side, her arms and legs trembling as if from a sudden fever.

“Clarissa?” inquired Daphne, touching a hand to her elbow.

The world pitched—flipping upside down in an ugly tangle of silk, feminine squeals, and pink.

  


Dominick read the Aimsley girl’s lips and saw Clarissa’s face go white. Damn it. That she should find out the news of Quinn, there on the stairs in front of everyone.

He watched, helpless and separated by a sea of people, as Clarissa wavered, then went limp. The room erupted with shouts and screams.

He didn’t think twice, he just reacted, pushing through the crowd to where she lay amidst a tangle of flowers and feminine limbs, her face pale and eyes closed. Her sisters, who had been behind her, rushed down the stairs calling her name. Gathering her up in his arms, he lifted her, sweeping her away, past Claxton and Havering and Raikes who had rushed forward as well, down the hall.

Was she hurt? He couldn’t tell. If not, she had to be more than humiliated. For a tender girl with such big hopes and dreams to take such a public fall, on such an important night…

Bloody hell, he felt responsible. After meeting with the earl, there’d been no opportunity to speak to Havering, no chance to ensure she would be prepared for the unfortunate news she was bound to hear.

Lady Margaretta followed. “Clarissa?”

“Tell her…I’m fine,” Clarissa pleaded against his neck, her voice thick and her words barely discernible. Her gloved hand curled into his coat collar, and she burrowed more tightly against him. He clenched his teeth, wanting only to make the moment and every miserable emotion she must be feeling disappear at once.

“She is well, I believe,” he called back, twisting round halfway. “She must have fainted from the excitement.”

Her Ladyship nodded and paused midstep with her hands raised. “I shall come straightaway after seeing to the other girls. I pray no one has been injured!”

Dominick carried her into a small sitting room, where he deposited her—or attempted to deposit her—on a small settee. Her arms seized his neck.

“Let go, Clarissa.”

“No,” she retorted, her voice thick with tears.

“You’re strangling me.”

She held even tighter and sobbed into his shirt. “For once…j-j-just be a gentleman, please, and suffer through.”

Knowing not what else to do, he simply sat with her there clinging to him, trying very hard not to notice how disturbingly soft and warm and perfect she felt, because that would serve absolutely no useful purpose at all.

Fox rushed in. “Is she all right?”

Thank God. He had no intention of being Clarissa’s savior. That honor ought to belong to someone else. Someone permanent in her life.

“Take her, please?” Dominick asked, hands raised imploringly behind her back.

Fox took one step toward them, as if intent on complying, but just then Clarissa’s sisters and their husbands arrived, pushing the young lord off to the side.

“Oh, Clarissa,” exclaimed Daphne, rushing toward them, arms outstretched. “I’m so sorry.”

Sophia pressed close as well, touching a gentle hand to her sister’s tousled curls, and bending low to murmur near her ear, “Did you slip? Or did you faint? I couldn’t see, dear, because I was standing behind you.”
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