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			One

			London

			April 1830

			“You have lost your bloody mind.”

			When every member in the reading room of St. George’s Club turned to look at Edwin Barlow, Earl of Blakeborough, he realized how loudly he’d spoken.

			The place was more crowded than usual, now that everyone was back in London and night was falling. Gentlemen wanted a few drinks before they plunged into the maelstrom that was the Season.

			With a quelling glance that sent the curious onlookers scrambling to mind their own business, Edwin returned his attention to Warren Corry, the Marquess of Knightford. “This plan of yours can’t possibly work.”

			“Of course it can.”

			Warren was Edwin’s closest friend. Really, his only friend, aside from his sister’s new husband, Jeremy Keane. Edwin didn’t make friends easily, probably because he didn’t suffer fools easily. And society was full of fools.

			That was precisely why Edwin, Keane, and Warren had started this club—so they could separate the fools from the fine men. So they could protect the women in their lives from fortune hunters, gamblers, rakehells, and every other variety of scoundrel in London.

			In a matter of months, the club had swollen from three to thirty members, all good men eager to share information about which of their peers couldn’t be trusted with women. Until now, Edwin hadn’t realized that so many gentlemen’s female relations needed protecting from sly and not-so-sly attempts on their virtue . . . and fortunes.

			Warren was clearly taking that mission very seriously. Perhaps too seriously.

			“Clarissa will never agree,” Edwin said.

			“She has no choice.”

			Edwin narrowed his gaze on Warren. “You actually believe you can convince your sharp-tongued cousin to let me squire her about town during the Season?”

			“Only until I return. And why not?” Warren said, though he took a long swig of brandy as if to fortify himself for the fight. “It isn’t as if she hates you.”

			“No, indeed,” Edwin said sarcastically. “She only challenges my every remark, ignores my advice, and tweaks my nose incessantly. The last time I saw her, she called me the Blakeborough Bear and said I belonged in the Tower of London menagerie, where ordinary people could be spared my growls.”

			Warren burst into laughter. When Edwin lifted an eyebrow at him, Warren’s laugh petered out into a cough. “Sorry, old boy. But you have to admit that’s amusing.”

			“Not nearly as amusing as it will be to watch you try to talk her into this,” Edwin drawled as he settled back in his chair.

			Rather than giving Warren pause, that made the blasted idiot ask, “Does that mean you’ll do it?”

			“The point is moot. She’s not going to agree.”

			“Don’t be too sure. You mustn’t take her pokes at you as anything more than her usual mischief-making. You let her exaggerations get under your skin, which only tempts her to plague you more. You should just ignore her when she starts her nonsense.”

			Ignore Clarissa? Impossible. He’d spent the past few years trying unsuccessfully to unwrap the mystery that was Lady Clarissa Lindsey. Her barbed wit fired his temper, her provocative smile inflamed him, and her shadowed eyes haunted his sleep. He could no more ignore her than he could ignore a rainbowed sunset . . . or a savage storm.

			For three months now, she’d been isolated at Warren’s hunting lodge, Hatton Hall, and Edwin had felt every second of her absence. That was why the idea of spending time with her sent his blood pumping.

			Not with anticipation. Certainly not. Couldn’t be.

			“What do you say, old boy?” Warren held Edwin’s gaze. “I need you. She needs you.”

			Edwin ignored the leap in his pulse. Clarissa didn’t need anyone, least of all him. Thanks to the fortune left to her by her late father, the Earl of Margrave, she didn’t have to marry for love or anything else. Apparently, the woman had some fool notion she was better off without a husband, given that she’d reportedly refused dozens of marriage proposals since her debut years ago.

			But it wasn’t her fortune that had men falling all over themselves trying to catch her eye. It was her quick wit and effervescent personality, her ability to draw a man in and put him off at the same time. It was her astonishing beauty. She was the fair-haired, green-eyed, porcelain-skinned darling of society, and she almost certainly knew it.

			Which was why he rather enjoyed the prospect of watching Warren attempt to convince her she should go about town with a gruff curmudgeon like himself. “Assuming that she and I both agree to this insanity—how long would I have her on my hands?”

			“It shouldn’t be more than a month. However long it takes me to deal with her brother in Portugal. I can’t leave Niall stranded on the Continent with all the unrest there right now.”

			“I suppose she’s already heard why you’re going.”

			“Actually, no. She doesn’t even know about his letter yet, which was waiting for me when we arrived from Shropshire for the Season. I wanted to be sure you would agree to keep an eye on her before I told her. But once she learns that this involves Niall, she’ll want me to take this trip, and she’ll realize I won’t do that unless I’m sure she’s safe.”

			“From this Durand fellow.” After all, there was a reason for this charade Warren was proposing.

			Warren’s jaw hardened. “Count Geraud Durand, yes.”

			Settling back into his chair, Edwin drummed his fingers on his thigh. “If I’m to do this, you’d better tell me everything you know about this Frenchman.”

			“Haven’t you met him?”

			Edwin lifted an eyebrow.

			“Oh, right. Not your circle of influence. But surely you’ve heard of him.”

			“He’s the French ambassador’s lackey.”

			“If he were a lackey, he wouldn’t be a problem. He’s the man’s first secretary. And because the ambassador had to return to France right after Christmas, Durand is now running the embassy as the charge d’affaires. The position gives him a great deal of power.”

			“Then what the devil does he want with Clarissa?”

			“A wife. He asked her to marry him in Bath some months ago.”

			That stunned Edwin. Warren had initially described Durand as an admirer who’d been plaguing her.

			Not that Edwin was surprised at anyone’s desiring Clarissa to distraction. Most men did. But men in the field of diplomacy generally preferred wives who were . . . well . . . not inclined to speak their minds and flirt outrageously.

			“She turned him down,” Warren went on. “That’s why we had to return to London. Unfortunately, he followed us here. He seemed to have made it his mission to gain her, no matter what. He was at every public event we attended. Twice, he tried to accost her on the street.”

			“Accost her? Were those your words or Clarissa’s? Because even you said she’s prone to exaggeration.”

			“This was no exaggeration.” His lips thinned into a grim line. “The bastard frightened her enough that she started avoiding going out in public, and you know that’s not like her. So after we spent Christmas at your brother-in-law’s, I whisked her and her mother off to Shropshire where I knew he dared not follow, since by then he had to serve as charge d’affaires here. I’d hoped our absence would give his ardor time to cool.”

			“And has it?”

			“I don’t know. We’ve only just returned, so it’s not as if I’ve had time to assess the situation. But I’m not taking any chances. She has to be protected while I’m trying to sort out her brother’s troubles.”

			Edwin cast him a measuring glance. “You don’t mean to bring Niall back to England, do you? They’ll arrest him for murder as soon as he sets foot on En­glish soil.”

			“I know. Damned fool, fighting a duel over some woman. He ought to have known better.” Frustration furrowed Warren’s brow. “To be honest, I have no idea what to do with him. But I must work out something. He can’t continue abroad like this indefinitely. And I can’t continue to manage my properties and his, even with Clarissa’s help.”

			Edwin snorted. “Clarissa helps?”

			“There’s more to her than you realize.”

			Ah, but Edwin did realize it. Granted, he wouldn’t have expected her to have any skill at estate management, but despite her outrageous manner, he sometimes glimpsed a seriousness in her that reminded him of his own.

			Or perhaps she merely had periodic bouts of dyspepsia. Hard to know with Clarissa. She was entirely unpredictable. Which was why she always threw him out of sorts.

			Warren waved over a servant and ordered another brandy. “Honestly, accompanying her won’t be as trying as you think. Don’t you need to go out into society this Season anyway? Aren’t you bent on marrying?”

			“Yes.” He was bent on siring an heir, anyway, which required wedding someone. Though God only knew who that might be.

			“You see? It’s perfect. You have to go on the marriage mart. Clarissa wants to enjoy the Season, and I want her to find a husband. It’s an ideal situation.”

			“If you say so.” How he could successfully court anyone with Clarissa hanging about was anyone’s guess, but he supposed it might improve his stern reputation if he had a lighthearted woman on his arm at the usual balls. Assuming she would even agree to take his arm. That was by no means certain with Clarissa.

			“You were still recovering from the loss of Jane last Season, so this will be your first real attempt to secure a wife since Jane jilted you. Do you have any particular lady in mind?”

			“No. I know what I want. But God only knows if I can find a who to go with it. I haven’t made a serious search, because I had my hands full with Samuel and Yvette. And then there was the false start with Jane.” Edwin sighed. “But I suppose I must begin looking.”

			“And what are your requirements for a wife? Other than that she be of breeding age, I suppose.”

			Chafing at Knightford’s astute perception that this endeavor was about finding a woman to bear him an heir, Edwin glanced out the window that overlooked Pall Mall. “I would prefer a woman who’s responsible and uncomplicated.”

			“Like your mother, you mean.”

			He didn’t answer, preferring not to lie. His mother hadn’t been remotely uncomplicated, but no one knew that except Edwin and his brother Samuel. Not even their sister Yvette was aware of how complicated their mother had been . . . and what had made her so. Edwin had worked hard to spare Yvette that awful knowledge.

			“I want a woman who’s quiet and sensible,” Edwin went on.

			“In other words, someone you can keep under your thumb. The way your father kept your mother under his thumb.”

			A swell of painful memories made acid burn his throat. “Father didn’t keep her under his thumb; he ignored her.” For reasons that Edwin unfortunately knew and had difficulty accepting. “I will never do that to my wife.”

			“You will if she’s as dull as what you describe.” Warren leaned back in his chair. “When I get around to choosing a wife, I want a lively wench who will keep me well entertained.” He winked. “If you know what I mean.”

			Edwin rolled his eyes. “Remind me again why we asked you to join St. George’s? You’re as bad as the men we’re guarding our women against.”

			“Ah, but I don’t prey on innocents. Any woman who lands in my bed jumped there of her own accord. And I daresay that’s true of any number of fellows here.”

			It probably was. Even Edwin had taken a mistress in his twenties when the turmoil within his family had kept him too busy to look for a wife and his loneliness had grown too acute to endure. That hadn’t, however, been very satisfying. Knowing that a woman was with you only for your rank and money was somehow more lonely than not having a woman at all.

			Although with Yvette married and out of the house, he’d started to feel the disadvantages of a solitary life. So once more he’d be looking for a wife, always an awkward experience. Women expected a man to gush about being in love, and he simply couldn’t. Love was a fictional construct dreamed up by novelists. His parents’ marriage had proved that.

			But it wasn’t wise to tell a woman his philosophy. Unfortunately, neither could he lie about it. He wasn’t like his scoundrel brother, who was presently serving a sentence of transportation for kidnapping. Edwin couldn’t spin a clever yarn or hide an opinion beneath a facile compliment.

			Sadly, most women seemed to prefer facile compliments to blunt truths any day. For that matter, some men were like that.

			Hence, his dearth of friends and his difficulty finding a suitable wife. “When will you broach this with Clarissa?”

			Warren looked at his pocket watch. “At dinner, which should be in . . . oh . . . half an hour. I was hoping you’d come.”

			“Now?”

			“Why not? Might as well get it over with, eh? And I am leaving for Portugal in the morning.”

			Devil take it. Edwin would have liked more time to prepare. He wasn’t the spontaneous sort. “Planning to have us join forces against her, are you?”

			“That wasn’t my intention initially, no.” Warren gulped some brandy. “When we left Hatton Hall for London, I’d hoped that by now Yvette and Keane would have returned from America, and they could simply take her under their wing. Yvette can talk Clarissa into just about anything.”

			Edwin smiled. His sister could talk anyone into anything, even him.

			“But I gather they’re still abroad,” Warren said.

			“It may be a few more weeks before they return. Sorry.”

			“Well, it can’t be helped. At least my aunt will be there to help persuade her.”

			Edwin suppressed a snort. Lady Margrave, Clarissa’s mother, was a flighty female who rarely offered sound advice, so Clarissa rarely heeded her. He doubted that this time would be any different.

			Warren surveyed the reading room. “You know, this place turned out quite cozy. It’s not as sophisticated a setting as some clubs, but it’s comfortable. You and Keane ought to be pleased with yourselves. Between Keane’s artistic eye and your mechanical ingenuity, the place doesn’t even look like a tavern anymore.”

			“We had plenty of help with the practical aspects of décor from Yvette and her mother-in-law.”

			“That explains the female touches,” Warren said, “which are refreshing. I mean, the dark woods and leather give it a nice masculine feel, but there’s something to be said for decent draperies, too. The ones at White’s are funereal.”

			“I’m glad you approve.”

			Warren’s gaze snapped back to him. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be around to help. And that I have to run off again.” He rose. “So, are you coming or not?”

			The casual words were belied by Warren’s tight expression.

			They both knew that Edwin hadn’t yet agreed to the plan. And why hadn’t he? Because the thought of spending weeks in Clarissa’s company put him on edge as nothing else could.

			But it didn’t matter. Warren was his friend and wouldn’t hesitate to help if the shoe was on the other foot. So neither would Edwin.

			He stood. “I’m coming.”
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			As soon as the door to Clarissa’s bedchamber closed behind the servant who’d left a message for her mother, the aging widow turned to her daughter in a panic. “I cannot believe your cousin did this!” She leaned heavily on her cane. “Warren knows better than to invite an eligible bachelor for dinner with no warning. What was he thinking?”

			Clarissa raised an eyebrow at her mother’s reflection in the looking glass. “He was thinking that it’s just Edwin, whom we’ve known for ages. And who has come to dine before.”

			“I don’t know if pigeon pie is quite suitable enough for guests,” Mama said, as if Clarissa hadn’t spoken. “Oh, dear, and we are fresh out of Madeira! Edwin loves his Madeira, you know.”

			“Mama—”

			“And the pickled onions were entirely too sour the last time we ate them. I was hoping to use them up tonight, but if Edwin is coming—”

			“Mama, calm down! It’s not as if we’re expecting the Tsar of Russia.” She smiled into the mirror. “Although Edwin would make a fine tsar. All he’d have to do is be his usual autocratic and dictatorial self.”

			Thankfully, that observation broke her mother out of her fretting. “And he would look quite the part, too, wouldn’t he? All that black hair and that chiseled jaw.”

			And broad shoulders and regal bearing and slate-gray eyes as coldly beautiful as a Russian night spangled with stars.

			Clarissa scowled at herself. She must be addled to be thinking of Edwin so poetically. Though he was sinfully handsome. In a sort of standoffish way. And she hadn’t seen him in ages. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, and all that.

			“Why, I can almost imagine him in an ermine cape and one of those tall, furry hats,” Mama said.

			Clarissa laughed. “Edwin would only wear such a pretentious thing to a coronation, and then only because he had to.”

			His manner of dress was always correct, but terribly sober.

			Unlike hers. She examined her gown in the mirror and smiled. Edwin would probably look sternly upon this confection of lace and lavender bows. Secretly it wasn’t her favorite, either—a bit too fussy for her taste—but she’d expected to be dining only with Warren and Mama, and had just thrown on the first thing she’d found in her closet.

			Oh, well. No time to change, and besides, she would never change her gown for him. Let Edwin give her one of his ruthlessly critical glances; she would not be cowed.

			Indeed, it was merely force of habit that had her pinching her cheeks until they glowed nicely pink. It was not because she wanted to look pretty for Edwin. No, indeed.

			“You know, my girl,” Mama said, “if you were a bit nicer to that man, you could probably have him wrapped about your finger in a matter of weeks.”

			“Oh, I doubt that. Edwin is far too inflexible to be wrapped about anything. More’s the pity.” Cla­rissa would dearly love to see the woman who could manage that.

			But it wouldn’t be her. Edwin, of all people, would never accept her as she was, especially once he knew the full extent of her youthful mistakes. And her narrow escape from the obsessive attentions of Count Durand a few months ago had only made her more determined to avoid bending to any man’s demands of what a wife should be.

			You can never escape me, my dearest Clarissa.

			A shudder swept her as she thrust the count’s final words to the back of her mind. They were just the sort of dramatic nonsense men thought women wanted to hear. But to her knowledge, he hadn’t hunted for her. He hadn’t been loitering in the street outside Warren’s town house once they arrived. No doubt he’d moved on to another pretty woman.

			And if he hadn’t?

			Then she would be firmer in her refusal this time. Years ago she’d allowed a man to bully her, and it had shattered her life.

			Never again.

			Pasting a brilliant smile to her lips, she whirled to face her mother. “Shall we go down?”

			“Not yet, my angel. The servant said the gentlemen are already here, so we should keep them waiting. You must never let a man be too sure of you.”

			“It’s Edwin, Mama,” she said tightly. “He’s sure of everything and everyone, no matter what I do.” With her usual coaxing smile, she offered her arm to her mother. Mama had broken her hip in her early forties and it hadn’t knitted properly, so navigating stairs was difficult for her. “Come now, I know you’re dying for a glass of wine. I certainly am.”

			“Oh, all right.” Leaning on Clarissa’s arm, Mama let herself be led to the door. “But you must promise to give him a compliment first thing. Men like that.”

			“Right,” Clarissa said noncommittally.

			“And don’t contradict him all the time. Men despise fractious women.”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“And do not spout your witticisms incessantly. It’s very mannish. Not to mention . . .”

			As they made their slow way down the stairs, Clarissa let her mother drone on, only half listening to the usual recitation of little tricks designed to hook a man and reel him in. Those might have enabled her Cit of a mother to snag an earl, but they smacked of deception to Clarissa.

			If a man couldn’t like her as she was, what was the point? Clarissa could barely hide her true opinions from Mama. How was she to do it with a husband?

			Not that she ever intended to have a husband. Granted, she wouldn’t mind having children, but that required taking a man into her bed—and the very thought made her hands grow clammy and her throat close up.

			No. Marriage was not for her.

			“. . . and do be sure to save the biggest slice of cake for Edwin,” Mama said as they reached the bottom of the stairs.

			“Nonsense. I’m not saving anything for Edwin.”

			“That’s only fair,” drawled Edwin from somewhere in the shadows to the right of the staircase. “I’m not saving anything for you, either.”

			Striving to hide her surprise, she halted as he came into the light.

			“Edwin!” Mama cried. “My dear boy!” She held out her hand.

			Dutifully, he came forward to take it. “You’re looking well, Lady Margrave.” He bent to brush a kiss to Mama’s cheek.

			No kiss for Clarissa, of course. He was too much the gentleman for that.

			“You’re looking rather fine yourself,” Mama chirped as she drew back to survey him.

			And Lord, but he was, in his tailcoat of dark-blue wool and his waistcoat and trousers of plain white poplin. Even his cravat was simply tied, which only accentuated the masculine lines of his jaw and sharp planes of his features, so starkly handsome.

			How had he managed to grow even more attractive in a mere three months? And why on earth was she gawking at him? This was Edwin, for pity’s sake. It would swell his head even more if he knew what she was thinking.

			Instead, she teased him. “Don’t tell me—you were so impatient for us to come down that you’ve been pacing the foyer in anticipation.”

			The idea was ludicrous, of course. Impatient wasn’t even in Edwin’s vocabulary. If ever a man believed that slow and steady won the race, it was he.

			And he clearly recognized the irony, for he flashed her one of his rare smiles. “Actually, I was fetching this from the library. Warren told me he was done with it.” His eyes gleamed in the lamplight as he held out a book. “Of course, if you wish to read it yourself . . .”

			“Doubtful,” she said. “Any book you loaned him has to be deadly dull.”

			“You mean, because it lacks gallant highwaymen rescuing virtuous ladies.”

			“Or virtuous ladies rescuing gallant highwaymen. Either would be preferable to one of your dry tomes on . . . what? Chess? Engineering? Philosophy of the most boring sort?”

			“Clarissa,” Mama chided.

			But Edwin merely laughed, as she’d hoped he would. She took great pride in the fact that she could sometimes make him laugh. No other woman seemed able to. No other woman dared try.

			“Mechanical engineering,” he said. “However did you guess?”

			“Because I know you all too well, sir.”

			He sobered, his gaze turning oddly intense even for him. “Do you? I’m not so sure.”

			The words hung in the air a moment in frozen silence before that was shattered by her cousin’s approach.

			“I found another book you might enjoy, old boy,” Warren said as he bent to kiss first his aunt, then Clarissa. “It’s about automatons.”

			She rolled her eyes as Warren handed it to Edwin. Of course, keen interest leapt in Edwin’s face the moment he scanned the cover. The earl did love his automatons, to the point where he even made his own, though Clarissa had never been deemed worthy enough to actually see one.

			“Looks intriguing, thanks. I’ll get it back to you as soon as I’m done.”

			“No hurry.” Warren shot her a veiled glance. “As you well know, I won’t need it anytime soon.”

			Whatever was that about?

			Before she could ponder it, Warren offered Mama his arm. “Come, Aunt, let’s get you off your feet while we have our wine before dinner. Don’t want to tax your hip overmuch.”

			“Thank you, my lad,” she cooed, and let him lead her to the breakfast room. “That is ever so thoughtful of you! But then, you always were a dear. Why, I remember when . . .”

			As Mama prattled on, Edwin was left to come behind with Clarissa. “So,” he murmured, “exactly what were you refusing to save for me?”

			It took her a moment to remember that he’d overheard her earlier. “The biggest slice of cake.”

			“I don’t like cake.”

			“I know. That’s why I’m not wasting it on you. You won’t appreciate it, and you’d probably eat it just to be polite.”

			He slanted a serious glance at her. “Perhaps I’d give it to you, instead.”

			“I doubt that, but we’ll never know, shall we?” she said lightly. “I’m saving it for myself, regardless.”

			“So I heard.”

			“Because you were eavesdropping.” Mischief seized her. “How rude of you.”

			As they passed into the breakfast room, he shrugged. “If you don’t want people hearing your pronouncements, you shouldn’t talk at the volume of a dockworker.”

			Mama paused while settling onto the settee. “A dockworker! For shame, Edwin—what a thing to say to a lady! Have you no pretty compliments to offer?”

			When he stood blatantly unrepentant, Clarissa said, “If Edwin knew how to compliment ladies, Mama, he would be too popular in society to settle for having dinner with the mere likes of us.”

			“There’s no settling involved, I assure you,” he said irritably.

			She was congratulating herself on getting beneath his cool reserve again when Warren stepped in. “Play nice now, cousin. We need him.”

			“For what?” Clarissa asked.

			Instead of answering, Warren gestured to the settee. “You’d better sit down. I’ve got something to tell you and your mother.”

		

	
		
			Two

			A short while later, Edwin watched as Clarissa demanded answers of her cousin. “And this letter from Niall requesting your help was just sitting here waiting for you? How long?”

			“Only a few days,” Warren said.

			“They should have sent it on!”

			“We would have missed it, then. We were already on our way here.”

			“And why did he send it to you, not us?”

			“Because he wanted to keep you and your mother out of it if he could.”

			Lady Margrave gave a bone-chilling cry. “Heaven help us all! My poor boy is in danger—I just know it! Or he’s gambled away all his funds!”

			“I’m sure it’s nothing like that,” Warren said through gritted teeth.

			“And Niall would never be so foolish as to lose everything at the tables,” Clarissa said grimly.

			“He could have taken up with a bad crowd over in Portugal!” Lady Margrave protested. “I mean, if he was daft enough to get into a duel over some soiled dove all those years ago—”

			“Mama!” Clarissa said, with a furtive glance at Edwin. “That’s enough.”

			“It’s not as if the whole world doesn’t know how your brother ended up in exile,” Edwin said. “Blasted young bucks and their dueling. It’s been the bane of half the families in England.”

			A flush of embarrassment stained Clarissa’s cheeks. At least, he assumed it was embarrassment. What else could it be?

			Stiffening, she turned to Warren. “When are we leaving?”

			“We are not leaving,” Warren said with a scowl. “You and your mother are staying here while I go to Portugal.”

			“Mama can stay, but why can’t I go with you? I can help.”

			Warren eyed her askance. “Do what? I don’t even know what I’ll be facing. Niall’s message was cryptic, and his circumstances unclear. All I know is that he needs me to help him out of a spot. I’m not dragging you with me when I’m unsure what to expect.”

			“You cannot go, my dear,” Lady Margrave cried. “You might be captured by pirates! They roam those seas, you know.”

			“Now, Mama, the likelihood of my being cap—”

			“Oh, dear, dear, no. You mustn’t go. Only think what might happen to you!” Clutching her chest, Lady Margrave fumbled in a jeweled box on a table next to the settee. “I need my salts. Where are my salts?”

			Without a word, Clarissa rang for a servant, then walked over and pulled a vial out of the box. “There, there, Mama.” With astonishing patience, she knelt to wave the vial under her mother’s nose, then urged her to lie down on the settee. “Just rest a moment while I have a word with Warren, all right?”

			The lady’s maid hurried in at that moment, and Clarissa said, “Mama is feeling faint. Please sit with her. His lordship and I will be right back.”

			She headed for the door that adjoined the library, and Warren followed. Edwin hesitated, but it seemed only right that he join them, given that he was supposed to be part of Warren’s plan.

			And she barely seemed to note Edwin’s presence, too intent on berating Warren. “This is madness! I can’t believe you mean to go without me! If Niall is in trouble—”

			“There’s naught you can do about it,” Warren snapped. “You’re staying here, and that’s final.”

			Muttering curses, she roamed the library like a caged lioness. Tendrils of her hair were escaping their pins, her cheeks were flushed, and her strides were so quick, they gave him glimpses of ankle. God, but she was glorious in a temper.

			Edwin had never seen her angry. Cross, yes. Sarcastic, oh yes.

			But in a fury? Never. And now that he was witnessing it, he found it fascinating. Considering that he generally hated dealing with emotional women, that surprised him.

			She rounded on Warren. “So you’re going to leave us here to worry ourselves sick over you and Niall for the next month or so.”

			Edwin couldn’t suppress his snort. Now she rounded on him. Damn.

			“Do you have something to say, Lord Blakeborough?”

			The formality of her words should have given him pause. It didn’t. “Warren and Niall are grown men. They can take care of themselves, and will probably do it better without you tagging along.”

			Planting her hands on her hips, she narrowed her eyes at him. “Stay out of this. It does not concern you.”

			“Actually, it does,” Warren broke in. “While I’m away, Edwin is going to accompany you and your mother to whatever social engagements you wish to attend.”

			The emotions that played over her face were intriguing. Surprise, then confusion . . . then more of that amazing anger that brought such fetching color into her cheeks. Edwin couldn’t stop staring. Was the flush all-encompassing? Did it extend beneath her clothing?

			God, he must stop thinking about what was be­neath her clothing.

			“Whyever would Edwin need to do that?” she bit out.

			“To protect you from Durand,” Edwin said bluntly.

			For a second, she paled. Or perhaps he’d imagined it, for almost instantly she spat, “That is beyond ridiculous.”

			Warren’s dark eyes glittered. “Is it?” He marched up to her. “Ever since you refused the man’s proposal, he’s dogged you at every turn. You were frightened enough of him after his last appearance to beg me to bring you and your mother to Hatton Hall for the rest of the winter.”

			If Edwin hadn’t been watching her closely, he wouldn’t have seen her convulsive swallow. And that one little motion made something knot in his gut. Because that was another thing he’d never seen—Clarissa afraid. It disturbed him more than he expected.

			It also made him question his assumption that she might be exaggerating the situation.

			She drew herself up. “That was months ago.” Her voice tightened ever so slightly. “Surely Count Durand has gotten over this nonsense by now.”

			“Or your absence has made him even more obsessed,” Warren said. “I can’t take the chance that it’s the latter. Unless you want to return to Shropshire—”

			“Absolutely not!” Clarissa set her shoulders firmly. “I will not miss the Season because of that . . . that ridiculous man. He probably only wanted me for my fortune, anyway, like the rest of them.”

			“I don’t think so,” Warren said. “Durand comes from a long line of wealthy French aristocrats. His family fled the revolution for England early enough to retain most of their assets, and once they returned to France after the war, they were able to insinuate themselves into royal circles.”

			“So the Frenchman spent some time in England before he was actually posted here?” Edwin asked.

			“He was born in Sussex,” Clarissa said dully. “And raised there, too, until his family went back.”

			“He’s that young?”

			“About your age, yes.”

			Hmm. “So, not some aging roué looking for a young bride to bear him sons.”

			“Hardly,” Warren said. “And he refused to take no for an answer.”

			“Why was that, if not for Clarissa’s fortune?” Ed­win asked.

			She whirled on him, eyes blazing. “Oh, I don’t know. Perhaps he was foolish enough to think me pretty. Or engaging. Or—”

			“I’m sure Edwin didn’t mean that the way it came out,” Warren said soothingly.

			She stared Edwin down. “Didn’t you?”

			God. He’d never been good at deciphering women. He weighed his words. “I meant that men who don’t take no for an answer generally have a reason for their . . . obsession, if you will.” He thought of his mother. No, that wasn’t the same at all. “I’m merely trying to get at what the reason might be.” When she continued to stare balefully at him, he thought to add, “Beyond your beauty and wit, that is.”

			She rolled her eyes. “You really cannot give a woman a compliment without being bullied into it, can you?”

			That startled him. “I can. I just don’t always think to do so. I’m not like my smooth-talking brother.”

			Something flitted over her features. Sympathy? No, it couldn’t be. Not with Clarissa.

			Yet when she spoke again, her voice was softer. “No one would ever mistake you for Samuel, Edwin. And that’s something you should be proud of.”

			He was still reeling from those unexpectedly thoughtful words when she cleared her throat and added in a harder voice, “But that doesn’t mean I want you scowling over me like a watchdog for the next few weeks.”

			That was more the Clarissa he knew.

			“Now, cousin,” Warren began, “Edwin was kind enough to agree to do this, and given that he doesn’t much enjoy society—”

			“Exactly!” she snapped. “He’ll be worse than you—chiding me and curbing my enjoyments and glowering at anyone who dares to approach.”

			“That last strategy is why I never have to put up with idiots at social occasions,” Edwin said dryly.

			“It’s also why you have no friends,” Clarissa shot back.

			“Clarissa, that’s enough!” Warren barked. “You’re being rude to a man who only wants to help.”

			Edwin tensed. He shouldn’t care one way or the other if Clarissa balked. Indeed, it would be a boon—he wouldn’t have to deal with her moods and her unpredictability. He could walk away, having done what Warren asked.

			But for some absurd reason, that didn’t sit well with him. “Why don’t you give us a moment alone, all right?” Edwin asked his friend.

			Warren glanced from Edwin to Clarissa. “Fine. Perhaps you can talk some sense into her.” He headed for the door. “I’ll go attend to my aunt.”

			As soon as Warren left, a hush settled upon the room. Edwin said nothing. He might not have experienced Clarissa in high dudgeon before, but he’d certainly dealt with Yvette enough to learn the effectiveness of quiet calm upon an enraged female.

			Clarissa crossed her arms over her chest. “I suppose you’re going to tell me that I’m being difficult.”

			“No.”

			As the minutes spun out between them, she tipped up her chin. “Then you’re going to try to tell me that I have no choice in the matter. But Warren is not really—”

			“Your guardian. Yes, I know. You’re too old for that. But your father did leave him in charge of your fortune and did ask him to look after you. So that’s what Warren is trying to do. And you always have a choice. I’d never take that from you.”

			When he allowed the silence to build again, she regarded him with rank suspicion. “You’re going to remind me of my duty to my family?”

			That made him smile. “Hardly. Seems to me that you’re already fulfilling your duty to your family admirably.” Before she could retort, he added, “But if you don’t agree to this, Warren will worry about you while he’s off dealing with your brother, so his mind won’t be on what he’s doing. And that will hamper his ability to get Niall out of whatever mess he’s in.”

			Gritting her teeth, she glanced away. “It’s surprisingly devious of you to come up with that, Edwin.”

			“Not a bit. It’s the truth.”

			“Then Warren should let me go with him. He can keep watch over me better that way.”

			“And you will slow him down. Is that what you want? For him to arrive too late to help your brother?”

			Her gaze swung back to him, a roil of flashing green that took his breath away. “Why should I slow him down?”

			He shrugged. “You’ll need servants. You can’t travel without a maid at the very least, so arrangements will have to be made, more luggage accounted for, more time spent in customs—”

			“Enough.” She fisted her hands at her sides. “I hate it when you’re logical.”

			“I’m always logical. You hate it when I’m right.”

			To his surprise, her lips twitched as if fighting a smile. “That, too.”

			With his blood pounding, he searched her face. “Would it really be so terrible to spend time in my company?”

			“No, of course not.” Whirling away from him, she went to stare out the window at the back garden. “I just hate that the count has more power over my life at present than I do. And we don’t even know if he’s still interested!”

			“True. But if he is and he continues to plague you, wouldn’t you prefer to have someone in your corner?”

			A sigh shuddered out of her. “Are you in my corner, Edwin?”

			The question tightened an unfamiliar knot in his chest. “I am always in your corner.” When she didn’t respond, he added, “I should hope we are friends at the very least.”

			“Friends?” She turned to cast him an enigmatic look that threw him off-balance. “Is that what we are? I’ve never been quite sure.”

			Neither had he, but he wouldn’t admit that to her. “We are for the next few weeks. I gave Warren my word that I would look after you.”

			For some reason, that seemed to provoke her. “I am not a child!” A hurt look crossed her face. “I’m a grown woman perfectly capable of handling some . . . unruly suitor.”

			That was when it dawned on him why she was so angry about this. She was a proud woman. And being a proud man, he could understand not wanting to rely on anyone else for help.

			“Of course you’re capable. No one doubts that.” When she glared at him, he realized he needed to change tacks. “Indeed, I envy you your ability to navigate society when I am so very bad at it.”

			Her stance softened to skepticism. “You’re not that bad.”

			“You’re not the first person to point out that I don’t compliment ladies sufficiently. So whatever time we can spend together might help us both. I’ll keep Warren happy by accompanying you, and you can give me some strategies for moving about society more effectively. It would be a fair exchange.”

			She eyed him warily. “You think so, do you?”

			“I am looking for a wife, you know. And finding one would be much easier if I didn’t insult women every time I opened my mouth.”

			Apparently that struck her as amusing, for she flashed him a rueful smile. “True.”

			He could put up with her attempts to instruct him if it meant keeping her out of the clutches of Durand. He owed it to Warren. “You can even play matchmaker, if you wish. Help me pick the perfect wife. This can work to our mutual benefit.”

			“You’re better at smooth talk than you think,” she said archly, but she was still smiling, which he took as a good sign. “Oh, very well, when you put it that way, how can I refuse? But you must promise not to curtail my pleasures too much. You’ll accompany me to parties and such, but nothing more—no lectures about how I must behave or whom I must avoid.”

			“Of course. You’re not my sister. If you want to dance the night away with some arse, it’s not my concern.” His voice hardened. “As long as the arse is not Durand.”

			“Trust me,” she said acidly, “it will never be Durand.”

			“Then we’re agreed.” He held his breath. He didn’t know why, but it mattered to him that she regard him as capable of protecting her. Worthy of it, even. Which was idiotic.

			But Clarissa did tend to inspire the idiotic in him.

			She finally nodded. “We’re agreed.”

		

	
		
			Three

			Clarissa did enjoy a lively ball. And it was probably good that this was her first engagement with Edwin since they’d come to an agreement two days ago. Nothing taxed the earl’s patience like a crowded ballroom. So if he made it through this without growling at everyone—and her—then she could trust his word that he would allow her to enjoy the Season.

			As she danced with a young major who happened to be a duke’s son, she scanned the room for Count Durand. So far she hadn’t seen the Frenchman, but that didn’t exactly steady her nerves. He might be in the card room. Or watching her slyly from the gallery. That would be just his style.

			“Wishing for a better partner, Lady Clarissa?” Major Wilkins asked peevishly.

			Forcing her attention back to the fellow, she gave him her best flirtatious smile. “Certainly not. Hoping to avoid a bad one later.”

			He brightened, clearly sensing an opportunity to be of gentlemanly service to her. “Anyone in particular?”

			As they briefly parted in the dance, she considered telling him the truth. It couldn’t hurt to have a spy in society warning her of when the Frenchman was about. “Count Durand, actually. Have you seen him here this evening?”

			“No. I don’t believe he’s in attendance. Demmed Frenchman knows better than to brave a ballroom full of English officers with long memories.”

			Since her companion couldn’t have been a day over ten when the war ended, she had to stifle a laugh. “Oh, Major, I’m sure you’re right. He wouldn’t dare risk a confrontation with a fierce fellow like you.”

			The officer preened a bit as he bent closer than was proper. “If he did, I would defend your honor most vigorously.”

			She inched back. “How gallant of you!” But she didn’t believe a word. For peacetime soldiers like Major Wilkins, a dagger was more a fashionable accessory than a weapon.

			As they parted in the dance again, her eyes strayed to where Edwin stood across the room with her mother, his expression deceptively bland. Now there was a man who could use a dagger to good effect if necessary. Though she doubted he carried one. No doubt Edwin abhorred violence. Brawling in public wasn’t correct, after all.

			The officer followed the direction of her gaze. “Is that the Earl of Blakeborough?”

			“In the flesh.”

			“I didn’t think he liked to go into society. They say he’s rather a dull sort.”

			Edwin was a lot of things, but “dull” wasn’t one of them.

			She and the major swung about the alternate couple, and when they were in line again, she said, “The earl is looking for a wife.” She felt a perverse need to defend him. “Nothing unusual in that.”

			“Then he should dance. How better to get to know a woman?” Major Wilkins’s gaze dropped to her bosom and stuck as he made his chassé to the right. “And women prefer a man who can show a good leg.”

			After their chassé to the left, Clarissa trod on the toes attached to his “good leg,” jerking his attention back to her face.

			She smiled thinly. “And here I thought that women prefer a man who can show good manners. Silly me.”

			The insult went right past him. “I should hope a gentleman can show both.”

			“Indeed. Let me know when you intend to start.”

			He blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Nothing.” Thank heaven the dance was ending, and she could escape. Even Mama’s nattering was preferable to this puffed-up partridge’s lewd behavior.

			They bowed to each other, and he led her toward her companions. As they approached, Edwin watched her with an enigmatic stare. He continued to do so as greetings were exchanged and she waited for the major to move on to the next pair of bosoms.

			But the officer lingered to chat. Wonderful. Now she had to make polite conversation. And clearly Edwin, who now stoically drank his champagne, wouldn’t be any help at all.

			Fortunately, Mama was always willing to step in. “So, Major Wilkins, you’re the Duke of Hastings’s youngest, are you not?”

			He nodded stiffly. Clearly he didn’t like being reminded that he was at the bottom rung of his lofty lineage.

			“And are you married?” her mother prodded.

			He must not have minded that question so much, for he slid a sly glance at Clarissa. “Unfortunately, no, ma’am. Though I’m not averse to the idea.”

			“I should hope not,” Mama said. “An officer of your consequence requires a wife, preferably a pretty one to move him forward in society.”

			“Yes,” Edwin muttered, “a pretty one is always preferable to one with sense.”

			Clarissa couldn’t resist poking the bear. “Don’t you think it possible for a woman to have both?”

			Edwin shrugged. “Possible? Yes. Usual in our circles? No.”

			“Then you must consider me a most unusual woman. Or else you think me either ugly or dim-witted.”

			“You know that I think you neither one.” Edwin’s gaze locked with hers. “And this is starting to feel distinctly like a trap.”

			“A trap of your own making,” she quipped. “I wasn’t the one to say that beauty in a woman is preferable to brains.”

			“I did not say—”

			“Careful, now.” The major nudged Edwin. “The lady will have you tied up in knots before you know it.”

			“And Clarissa is very good at tying knots,” Mama said cheerily. “Why, she recently tatted the most splendid little coin purse you ever did see. It had a sweet button on the . . .”

			For once, Clarissa appreciated Mama’s nonsense. It saved her from an escalating argument with Edwin, who never seemed to know when she was teasing him. Even now, he stood ramrod straight, his jaw carved from stone. However did he manage to shave that chin when it was always so rigid?

			“I can well believe that your daughter excels in the feminine arts,” Major Wilkins was saying in an attempt to ingratiate himself with her mother. “Clearly Lady Clarissa is possessed of every womanly virtue.”

			“Not to mention a sizable dowry,” Edwin said, an edge to his voice.

			The officer looked uncertain of how to respond to that in a gentlemanly manner. “While I’m sure that is true, I should think . . . That is . . .” It took him a moment to find his bearings. “A fortune is of no consequence in matters of the heart, after all.”

			Edwin lifted an eyebrow, and Clarissa choked back a laugh.

			“Don’t be silly,” Mama said. “A fortune is always of consequence. Which is why my late husband made sure that our children were well provided for. Very well.” She nudged Clarissa none too subtly. “Eh, my dear?”

			Oh, Lord. Mama would probably give up her best fur to see Clarissa snag a duke’s son, youngest of the bunch or no. Particularly since Clarissa kept refusing the suits of older sons.

			Thankfully, Clarissa was saved from more matchmaking by the sound of waltz music.

			“Forgive me, Major,” Clarissa said hastily, “but I promised Lord Blakeborough the first waltz.”

			“Lucky fellow,” the officer said with a frown.

			“Lucky, indeed.” Edwin knew perfectly well she was lying, but fortunately he didn’t let on. He simply offered her his arm and led her off.

			As soon as they took the floor, she set out to appease him. “I’m sorry for the subterfuge, but—”

			“It’s fine.” He led her through the steps with typical precision. “I suppose I’ll have more luck finding a wife if I practice the usual ballroom sports.”

			“You don’t require practice.”

			His gaze sharpened on her. “No need to flatter me. I know my limits.”

			Clearly he was still annoyed over their little exchange. “I mean it, Edwin. You’re not the most poetic of dancers, but you keep time well, don’t tread on my toes, and never miss a step. That’s more than I can say for plenty of men.”

			“Take care,” he drawled. “You might lead me to think you actually like me.”

			“I do like you. Sometimes.” She thrust out her chin. “But I also can’t resist provoking you. You get so deliciously annoyed. And you take my remarks far too seriously.”

			A grudging smile crossed his lips. “Warren told me much the same thing.”

			“Didn’t you believe him?”

			“I never know what to believe when it comes to you.”

			“Well, believe this at least: I think you’re a perfectly accomplished dancer. I certainly prefer you over the major.”

			That brought his gruff manner back. “I don’t know how you can endure that fool.”

			“Unfortunately, enduring fools is what a woman must do to have a little fun.”

			His hand tensed on her waist. “You have a peculiar notion of what’s fun. Wouldn’t you prefer a quiet conversation at dinner or a stroll about a museum to dancing with idiots?”

			“I happen to enjoy dancing. And sadly, I require a partner for it. Thank goodness even idiots can be good dancers.”

			He glanced over to where Major Wilkins was still standing with her mother. “Are you sure that he knows you’re merely amusing yourself with him?”

			“Well, if Mama hadn’t started blathering on about my dowry, he would have known it when I refused to dance with him again. She’s bound and determined to get me married, and any fool will do, apparently.”

			“In this case, I hope you ignore her.”

			“Don’t worry. I’m not about to marry a man who doesn’t know when to stop ogling my bosom.”

			His mouth thinned into a hard line. “He was ogling your bosom?”

			“Oh, don’t turn into a watchdog again. Men ogle women’s bosoms all the time. A female can wear the most innocuous gown ever, and some fellow will stare at her chest as if waiting for her clothes to rip open and reveal her nakedness. And when she’s wearing a ball gown . . .”

			She trailed off, remembering a night she’d rather forget.

			His hand tightened on hers. “I don’t do that, do I?”

			Forcing her attention back to him, she smiled. “Of course not. You’re a gentleman. Besides, you have no interest in my bosom.”

			“I wouldn’t go that far. I’m not dead, you know.” As if to prove it, he let his gaze dip down for the merest of moments.

			If she’d seen one ounce of leering in that quick look, anything to indicate that he thought of her disrespectfully, she would have been disappointed. But his look was more akin to hunger. No, not hunger—yearning. As if he saw what he wanted, yet knew he couldn’t have it.

			Good Lord, she was flying into pure fancy now. Edwin was only making a point, as usual. Whatever “yearning” she saw was all in her head. And she didn’t want him to have any yearning anyway. Because that could easily lead in an entirely unpleasant direction, as she knew only too well.

			“Come now,” she said, “you must admit you never show me any attention of that kind. That’s why I’m forced to accept offers from men like the major. You rarely attend balls and even if you do, you don’t ask me to stand up with you.” She smirked at him. “So you see, it’s all your fault that I must entertain myself with fools.”

			His face darkened. “I have asked you to dance with me.”

			“Once. At my debut. But not since.”

			That seemed to startle him, for he glanced away. “Has it really been that long since we stood up together?”

			“Seven years. The last time was at my very first ball. And even that was out of pity.”

			He scowled at her. “It was not.”

			“No? Yvette didn’t put you up to it? Beg you not to leave me hanging out there, waiting for someone to ask me?”

			“She didn’t have to beg,” he grumbled. “I agreed to it readily.”

			“I can’t imagine why,” she said lightly. “I’m sure you found a dance with a naïve young chit like me perfectly boring.”

			“Now that is patently untrue.” Something indecipherable leapt into his eyes that made a delicious shiver skitter down her spine. “I may find you provoking and impetuous and reckless at times, but never once have I found you boring.”

			Suddenly she couldn’t breathe, catapulted back to the memory of her come-out. Nervous and anxious after all the “advice” Mama had given her, she’d stood quaking at the edge of the floor, certain that no one would ask her to stand up with him. So when her best friend’s brother had asked, she’d nearly kissed him right then and there. It had shown her a new side of Edwin—the one that was an eligible gentleman, and not just an irritating brotherly planet in the orbit of her friend.

			Now, as they glided through the dance once more in perfect accord, it was as if they relived that night. The rhythm had beaten through both of them, matching her frenzied pulse at having her first dance with a real man. The scent of a hundred beeswax candles had swirled about the room, along with a glittering throng of young beauties and their beaus.
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