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        February 1811

      

      

      John Dane pulled his horse up in the circular drive and looked up and up and up at the castle before him. The stone fortress was an ostentatious display of a man’s power if he’d ever seen one, and he had seen many in his thirty-two years.

      Of course, power hadn’t helped this particular man much. In fact, quite the opposite.

      As he swung down from his mount a young man rushed through the imposing front doors and down the steps to greet him. “Good evening, Mr. Dane,” he said.

      He sent the man a sharp look. “What have I told you, Corbett? There’s no mister. Hell, there’s hardly a Dane.”

      “Of course, sir, I-I’m sorry,” Corbett stammered, motioning up the stairs to the entryway. “Lord Stalwood is waiting for you.”

      Dane pursed his lips. He was not looking forward to this. “Lead the way.”

      Corbett nodded and did just that, scuttling back up to the house with Dane on his heels. He was engaged in a ceaseless stream of chatter as they walked, but Dane blocked it out. He preferred to determine facts by his own senses, not through someone else’s perceptions. Especially someone so young and inexperienced as Corbett.

      Inside he let his gaze dart around as his companion led him through dark, twisting, gloomy halls. It was certainly an interesting aesthetic, like something out of a gothic novel. Or a nightmare.

      “…here.” Corbett finished whatever he was saying and smiled before he pushed open a large door and indicated that Dane should enter.

      He forced himself to focus back on the man before him. “Thank you, Corbett.”

      The thanks seemed to light up Corbett from the inside, and he grinned. “You’re welcome, sir. Anything I can do, I’m happy to serve. You’re a legend, you know.”

      Dane arched a brow, uncertain if he should show gratitude for the praise or mistrust it. His first reaction was generally mistrust, though he sensed nothing false about Corbett.

      The young man blushed. “A-and now I’m off to help the boys outside.”

      He took off like a puppy who hadn’t quite grown into his legs. Dane shook his head. The young ones were always like that. Thrilled by the hunt, he supposed. Though he didn’t recall ever being so eager. Of course, his background was likely far, far different from Corbett’s and he’d come to this place with a much different view of it.

      He pushed the thoughts aside, drew in a deep breath and entered the room. It appeared to be a library, with tall shelves brimming with books. A bright fire was burning in one corner of the room, and unlike the rest of the dark, moody house, lanterns and candles brought significant light to the chamber.

      Behind a settee with a high back, a man stood, and his presence elicited the first hint of a smile on Dane’s face.

      “Hello, Stalwood,” he said.

      Stalwood looked up, and his wrinkled face brightened with his own smile. “Dane. Thank you for coming so swiftly. We were lucky you were close by.”

      Dane took a breath. He could smell it now. The metallic tang of blood that filled his nose and brought back memories of many a terrible day. He moved forward and around the settee.

      And there it was. The body. A man, lying in a huge pool of blood. His face was twisted in pain and fear. Dane had seen the dead many a time before, but it remained a jarring experience. He often wondered what their last moments had been like. What they had thought of as they struggled to stay alive, then realized that struggle would be in vain. What did a man wish for in that moment?

      As for the man lying before him, Dane couldn’t believe many thoughts had plagued him, at least at the very last moments. The victim’s head had been crushed by some kind of bludgeoning weapon. Probably the fire poker that lay beside him, caked with blood and slightly bent from the force of the blows it had struck.

      “A weapon of opportunity,” Dane said softly.

      Stalwood glanced up at him with a nod. “Yes, I thought the same. It leads me to believe his attacker might not have intended for this outcome tonight.”

      “All the better for us if the murder wasn’t planned. There are more chances that the perpetrator left traces of himself behind. And who is the victim? I assume the War Department wouldn’t be involved if he weren’t important.”

      Stalwood nodded slowly. “Oh, yes, he is very important. This is…or was, I suppose, the Duke of Clairemont.” Dane’s eyes went wide as he jerked his face toward Stalwood. The earl nodded. “You know the name.”

      “Everyone in the game knows that name. I’ve seen it in a dozen reports. Clairemont has been long suspected of involvement in weapons trade with France, behind war lines, a direct violation of embargo and an act of treason. And worse, the man has been trading in information. When Smith was unmasked and executed in Napoleon’s court, wasn’t that rumored to be Clairemont’s doing?”

      Stalwood’s face grew grim. “Indeed, it was.”

      “Then someone has done the War Department a favor, it seems,” Dane said, glancing over the dead man again, this time with more disdain than pity. How many lives had Clairemont cost, either by providing instruments of death or information to the enemy? A bludgeoning seemed too good a fate.

      “Not much of one,” Stalwood said.

      “What do you mean?”

      His superior motioned Dane to a desk beside a window. A thick book of poetry rested there, opened to reveal a hidden chamber within the tome. It was filled with letters.

      “Ah, so His Grace wasn’t as much of a reader as he might have seemed,” Dane said. “At least not of books.”

      Stalwood shook his head. “No. Once we clear the body away, we’ll have half a dozen agents searching through every book looking for more hidden correspondence. Right now, though, what this tells us is that Clairemont was involved in a great many dealings with a great many people. Even more connections than we thought. And certainly, though he was a villain, there are many branches to this poisonous vine, and cutting away one piece will do us little good.”

      Dane nodded, understanding. “You need the root.”

      “Yes. And alive, Clairemont might have helped us with that, whether willingly or not. But now…”

      Dane clenched his fists. “Yes, I see. Do the servants have any information?”

      “They are gathered away in the kitchen, but after a brief interrogation I would say no. Clairemont was secretive and he had only three servants.”

      “Even in this castle?” Dane said in disbelief. “It’s huge.”

      “Apparently most of it was closed off years ago. Those who serve here are overworked and abused, it seems, with no love for their master, especially the maid and the housekeeper. They say Clairemont was not expecting anyone they knew of last night, but that he ran his own schedule, keeping them away from his plans. He didn’t employ a butler and managed his own correspondence.”

      “And you believe them?”

      Stalwood inclined his head. “You may speak to them, of course—in fact, I very much want you to. I trust your instincts, you’ve always been able to smell a liar. But I have some small skill in that area, myself, and I have no reason to doubt them, especially given their abject terror at what transpired here tonight.”

      Dane moved toward him. “My lord, I was not implying⁠—”

      “Of course you weren’t, my boy.” Stalwood smiled, and it was a genuine and warm expression. “I take great pride in your mastery of this work. I’m very happy to have you surpass me in skill.”

      Dane let out a burst of laughter. “No one shall ever do that, my lord.”

      Stalwood shrugged, but his smile faded. “I was very pleased to have you close by, but not only because you are my best spy, Dane. Have you looked carefully at the man on the rug there?”

      Dane turned and glanced at the body again. “I haven’t taken a huge amount of time, but I have my impressions, yes.”

      “Have you taken note of Clairemont’s appearance?”

      Dane wrinkled his brow and took a few steps toward the fallen duke. “I see that the blows were struck on both sides of the head, indicating a swinging back and forth. There was a great deal of force, there⁠—”

      “Not that. His face.” Stalwood tilted his head. “Who does he look like?”

      “Hard to say with half his head bashed in,” Dane said with a shrug.

      Stalwood sighed and motioned Dane out of the room. He was just as happy to leave the bloody scene behind him. Yes, he had been trained for such things, and in his life he’d seen a great deal of death, both violent and otherwise. But it wasn’t an enjoyable aspect of his occupation as a spy in the War Department. He much preferred investigating, becoming another person, needling into a situation until all the facts became clear.

      Stalwood stepped into a long hall where pictures had been hung. He caught up a lantern from the wall and moved to one of them, lifting his light up to the face depicted there.

      “Our victim,” his mentor said.

      Dane stared but could see nothing unusual about the appearance of the man who lay dead on the floor. He had dark blond hair, light eyes and an entirely arrogant expression that made Dane even less sorry for the bastard’s bitter end in the library.

      “Looks like a prick. What of it?”

      “You don’t see it, which is fascinating considering your attention to detail.” Stalwood shook his head. “Very well, I shall guide you until you do. You two do not look dissimilar, Dane. Surely you must see the resemblance.”

      Dane stepped back in surprise at that statement, his eyes going wide. He stared again at the portrait and tried to compare it to the dead man in the other room.

      “I…suppose we are alike in that we are both men and under five and thirty,” he conceded slowly, reluctantly. “And our hair is somewhat alike in color.”

      “And your eyes. This portrait does not do him justice, and the light is out of them in the other room. But they are very close.” Stalwood folded his arms, and suddenly he looked very smug.

      “What are you getting at?” Dane asked, his hackles up and the little hairs on his neck at attention. This was danger. He knew the feeling well, though he’d hadn’t felt it coming from Stalwood in years.

      “I said earlier that if Clairemont were alive he might be of some use to us,” Stalwood said.

      Dane glared at him, trying to ignore the rising sense of dread in his chest. “Well, I’ve no magic to bring the man back to life.”

      “You’ve more magic than you think, Your Grace.”

      Dane shut his eyes. Over the years he’d served this man, he’d gone all over the empire, serving his king and country. He’d played many a role in those years, rich and poor, but never titled. Never a duke.

      The very idea chafed at him.

      “You want me to take over as Clairemont,” he said softly.

      Stalwood smiled. “There it is. Yes, I do. Imagine if we were inside that world. You’d be reading Clairemont’s letters, seeing everything he does from his eyes.”

      “The only problem with that plan is that Clairemont’s eyes are glassed over in the middle of a pool of blood in his library,” Dane said, motioning wildly toward that room in the distance. “And people know it.”

      “Three servants and half a dozen agents to the crown known it,” Stalwood corrected him. “And, I suppose, one murderer. Otherwise, there has been no announcement, no scandal, no information spread far and wide. To almost all of the world, the Duke of Clairemont is not dead on a library floor—he is sleeping peacefully in his own bed. He could stroll into a ballroom in London at any moment and no one would blink about it.”

      Dane drew farther back, as if stepping away would cease this foolish notion. “I might look something vaguely like the man, but it seems what you are suggesting is that I go into the bright light of Society and play the part. Surely dozens of people will mark me immediately.”

      “Oh, but they won’t.”

      “In my duties as spy, I’ve met some of these people I’m certain to encounter,” Dane insisted. “Someone might recognize me from a prior case.”

      Stalwood seemed to contemplate that. “You have. But often in physical disguise. You’re my best agent—there is a reason that up until now I’ve not asked you to play a role without some kind of camouflage to protect you.”

      Dane gritted his teeth. Stalwood did have a point. But it made him no more excited at the prospect. “And what of Clairemont’s friends and family? Certainly they’ll look right through me if I’m pretending to be him.”

      Stalwood smiled slightly. “You said you’ve heard something of this man’s involvement in criminal enterprise, but have you ever seen him?”

      “I don’t move in those circles outside of in the confines of a case, Stalwood, you know that,” Dane snapped, sharper than he would normally dare be with the man who had rescued him off the street and trained him not just for this life, but to be the man he was now.

      Stalwood nodded. “Well, I do. No one will mark you as a fraud because Clairemont has been a hermit for over a decade. No one we can find has seen him aside from his servants.”

      Dane blinked in confusion. “What?”

      “His father died during Clairemont’s time at school and he moved straight into his dukedom. And though he kept up a robust correspondence, he did not maintain any known friendships in person.” Stalwood leaned back and folded his arms, looking very self-satisfied. “As far as anyone in Society knows, he could be anyone.”

      “Me, you mean,” Dane said softly. “He could be me. Or I could be him, I suppose. Only I have no idea how to behave as a duke.”

      “You will learn,” Stalwood assured him. “We’ll have at least two months until the Season begins and it would even make sense to send you to London.”

      “And the murderer who cut this man down?”

      “Can you imagine his confusion, his anxiety as days and weeks and months stretch by with no announcement of the death of the Duke of Clairemont? By the time you arrive in London, he will be on the edge. Dangerous, yes, but just as much to himself as he is to anyone else.”

      “At the minimum you hope to sniff him out,” Dane said with a shake of his head.

      “And while you train, we’ll come up with a list of suspects in regards to who Clairemont was working with. London will give you ample opportunity to evaluate them.” Stalwood came closer. “Dane, I know this isn’t the kind of assignment you relish, but it is important. As you said, one of our agents is already dead because of this man and his cohorts, and untold numbers of soldiers have likely already been endangered. This is good work, important work.”

      Dane couldn’t help but smile. Good work. That was what Stalwood had once said to him, years and years ago, when the earl was trying to recruit him off the street. Good work had appealed to Dane then.

      It appealed to him now.

      “Very well,” he muttered, pushing down the swell of doubt that rose in his chest again and again. The one that said he was nothing but a street tough, a no one who would never fit in as a duke, hermit bastard duke or not.

      Stalwood smiled. “I’m pleased you agree. Otherwise I would have had to pull rank.”

      Dane motioned Stalwood back toward their murder scene. “You know I don’t give a damn about rank.”

      “When you’re a duke you’ll be above me, if it helps.”

      That elicited a laugh Dane couldn’t contain. “Actually, that’s the best reason I’ve heard yet to do this foolish thing. Outrank the Earl of Stalwood? I cannot wait.”

      But deep in his heart, Dane knew that was a lie. A bitter lie at that. He was not looking forward to this. But he knew his duty and he would serve his king with all the honor he’d been trained  to uphold.
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      Celia Fitzgilbert sat at the pianoforte, letting her fingers dance over the keys as she played out a mournful song. Her sister, Rosalinde, preferred a happier tune, but tonight Celia could not manage it. Her heart hurt too much not to express it with the music she played. The loss was too great.

      As if on cue, Rosalinde stepped into the room. Her sister’s beautiful face was lit up with pure happiness, her blue eyes aglow with what Celia knew was deepest love and joy. And why wouldn’t she be so happy? Her marriage less than six months before was one filled with love and passion.

      After all they’d been through in their lives, Rosalinde’s contentment was wonderful to see. But it was also isolating. Celia had spent so much time telling herself that she didn’t need those things, now being in such close quarters with Rosalinde and her husband, Grayson Danford, slapped her in the face with reality. In truth, she longed for such a deep connection as they shared.

      Her fingers faltered on the keys and she stopped playing with a sudden, incongruous note.

      Rosalinde stepped forward with a shake of her head. “Oh, please don’t stop playing. I love to hear you.”

      Celia forced a smile to her face and looked up at Rosalinde. “I’m afraid I must stop playing. After all, we should leave for the ball soon.”

      Her sister slipped a gentle hand to her shoulder and squeezed lightly. “You sound anxious.”

      Celia shrugged. “It is only the second ball I have gone to since our return to London last week. I cannot help but remain nervous.”

      Rosalinde shook her head. “But there has been no scandal following you after your broken engagement. From what I’ve seen at every event we’ve attended, there are a few whispers, but the overall response is positive.”

      Celia held back a sigh. Just a few months before, she had been pledged to marry the Earl of Stenfax, who was the brother of her sister’s new husband. It had been a loveless match, to be certain, and one that had been fought strenuously against by her new brother-in-law and eventually, her sister, though they each had very different reasons.

      Breaking the engagement should have destroyed Celia in the eyes of Society. But it hadn’t.

      “You and Gray saved me from the worst with your true love story. The idea that I would step aside so you could marry into the family for love made both Stenfax and I look like heroes. So no, it has not been unpleasant. But it’s an adjustment, regardless.”

      “What has been an adjustment?” Gray asked as he entered the room.

      Rosalinde’s face brightened immediately and she all but glided toward him. The expression on his hard face softened as she straightened his cravat, and Celia had the very strong impression that had she not been standing there, the two might have kissed. Not that her being there stopped them every time. They were enjoying what was obviously a very happy honeymoon period. Some nights there was no denying it at all.

      She cleared her throat as heat filled her cheeks. “Rosalinde and I were talking about my nervousness about the ball tonight.”

      “Ah,” Gray said as he stepped away from Rosalinde and toward Celia. He held out a hand and she took it. “What can I do to help?”

      Celia stared up into his face and smiled. It was strange that such a short time ago she had despised this man. He had been working to break up her engagement to his brother—he had thought her nothing more than a title-grabber. But since he had married Rosalinde, Gray had been very kind to Celia. They had developed a budding friendship, in fact. One she could tell would grow and deepen over the years. She never would have guessed that could happen, even in her wildest dreams.

      “Nothing, Gray,” she said softly. “Thank you, though. Your being there will be comfort enough.”

      At that sentence, Gray’s hand dropped away from hers and his smile fell. “I’m not certain I am there enough, for either of you. I have something to tell you both.”

      Rosalinde moved forward and wrapped an arm around Celia. Celia felt her tremble slightly and she couldn’t help but do the same.

      “Is it about our father?” Celia asked.

      Gray’s face told the story even before he said a word. Since their marriage, he had been searching out information about Celia and Rosalinde’s father, a servant who had lost them when their powerful grandfather snatched them away after their mother’s death. The two women had been lied to their whole lives about his identity, his whereabouts. Only when their wicked grandfather had wanted to blackmail Celia into marrying a title to satisfy his ambition had he dangled the truth of the man before them.

      And Celia did so desperately want to know who he was. She’d been ready to go through with a loveless marriage for that information. To bargain with her grandfather, a man who had once tried to kill Rosalinde.

      “Please tell us,” she whispered, her voice breaking.

      Gray dropped his chin. “I’m sorry. I thought I had a promising clue, but it has led to nothing yet again.”

      Rosalinde pulled from Celia’s arms and Celia watched as she went to Gray for comfort. Alone, she moved to the window and stood to look into the dark with unseeing eyes.

      Her father was a missing piece in her life. Unlike Rosalinde, she had nothing else to fill that hole. Celia wanted to know him so very much. To have the whole truth of who she was.

      She turned back and could hear Rosalinde’s soft whispers to Gray, his murmurs of comfort and apology. She flinched at the intimacy of that moment and forced a serene expression on her face.

      “Thank you for trying, Gray,” she said.

      He looked at her at last. “I won’t give up,” he vowed. “I will continue to search with all my resources.”

      But she could see that those resources were wearing thin. Gray didn’t think he would ever find the answers she needed. Which meant the only person with any information was her grandfather. The man she had not seen since he tried to choke the life out of her sister in a parlor months before. A man who wanted her to marry a title in order to share the particulars of her family.

      She pressed her lips together. “Come, we should go. I don’t want to be more than fashionably late.”

      “Yes,” Rosalinde said, linking arms with Gray. “We should forget our troubles for now. You never know what the night will bring.”

      Celia smiled for the sake of Rosalinde, but as the couple exited the room, that smile fell. It seemed whatever the night would bring would not be enough. But she would put on a falsely happy face regardless and see if any opportunity might present itself.
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        * * *

      

      Celia sighed as she looked out over the dance floor and watched Gray and Rosalinde swirl by in the crowd. Gray’s hand was firmly pressed into Rosalinde’s hip and their gazes were locked on each other, proof once again of their loving bond.

      “She does look happy.”

      Celia started and looked at the two young women who had stepped up beside her. She’d known Miss Tabitha Thornton and Lady Honora for as long as she could remember. They were old friends and ones who had stood staunchly beside her before, during and after her ill-fated engagement. She appreciated that beyond measure.

      “She does,” Celia said, addressing Honora, for it was she who had made the statement. “She is. Lucky her.”

      “Indeed, for Mr. Danford cuts a fine figure,” Tabitha sighed. “And I’ve heard he’s worth a fortune, even if Father does turn up his nose that he made it all by work and not inheritance.”

      Celia shrugged. “I don’t care what he does to earn his keep, as long as he takes care of my sister. Which he does in spades.”

      “So you don’t regret breaking your engagement to Stenfax at all?” Tabitha asked, curling a loose blonde lock around her finger.

      Celia pursed her lips. Her friends had kindly danced around that subject since her return to London a week before, but here it was. She found herself searching through the ballroom and found the tall, stern figure of the Earl of Stenfax. He was standing in the corner, talking to his sister, Felicity. When they saw her looking their way, both raised their hands in a friendly hello, which she returned before she sighed. Stenfax was very handsome, of course, but he had never moved her, nor had she moved him.

      “I do not regret it,” she said, and meant it. “Things have worked out exactly right.” She cleared her throat and looked around. The women who were not dancing were all gathered in clumps, it seemed, and there was a crackling electricity in the air that made no sense to Celia. “Why is everyone so odd tonight?” she asked, hoping for a change in subject since the topic of her former fiancé was uncomfortable to say the least.

      Honora grasped her arm in both hands, her face lighting up in excited pleasure. “You mean you haven’t heard?”

      “Heard what?” Celia asked, shaking her head. “What is there to hear that would inspire that expression?”

      Both women leaned in and Honora whispered, “The Duke of Clairemont is making a return to Society tonight.”

      Celia wrinkled her brow. “The Duke of Clairemont. I vaguely recognize the title, but why does that matter? We’ve a room full of stuffy old men as it is. One more boring duke is hardly any matter.”

      “Oh my Lord, she doesn’t know!” Tabitha squealed, and now Celia was being held by both her arms, one for each friend. She rather hoped they didn’t try for a tug of war.

      Honora all but bounced. “His Grace is not an old man,” she said, trying for a whisper but not really accomplishing it in her excitement. “He is barely above thirty and rich as Midas, himself!”

      Tabitha tugged on Celia’s arm none too gently. “His father died a decade ago and he took the title, but since then he has been a recluse, hiding away in his country estate, Kinghill Castle. No one has seen him in years and years.”

      “There are so many rumors about why he hid so long, Celia,” Honora continued, pulling Celia back to her side. “Some say he was scarred in an accident⁠—”

      “A fire!” Tabitha said. “I heard it was a fire.”

      “Whatever it was.” Honora shrugged. “Or that he was driven mad over his father’s death.”

      “Oh there are a dozen stories or more,” Tabitha said. “Whatever the truth is, everyone is agog over his return. He is quite the catch.”

      “Despite being horribly disfigured or mad? Or both?” Celia asked mildly.

      Honora let out a huff of breath. “He’s titled and rich—did you not hear that part?”

      Celia held back a sigh. She hated to be mercenary, especially after all she’d gone through breaking her engagement to Stenfax, but the idea of this duke’s title did appeal to her. Since Gray had had little luck in finding out her father’s identity, she couldn’t help but wonder if her grandfather might consider honoring his original bargain with her.

      Marry a title to satisfy him and receive the information that was so well-hidden. Rosalinde would hate that. She wouldn’t want Celia anywhere near the old man.

      But Rosalinde didn’t need the truth as much as Celia felt she did. It didn’t eat at her at night, it didn’t haunt her every time she looked in the mirror and wondered if she had her father’s nose or chin.

      “Are you well, my dear?” Tabitha asked, tilting her face to get a closer look at Celia. “You have gotten very pale.”

      Celia shook her head. These were not thoughts she should entertain. Likely when this mysterious duke arrived he would not be interested in her at all. He would probably be a boring, fat aristocrat who already knew exactly what family he would merge his own with. There was no use getting one’s hopes up over a mirage.

      “I’m fine, I was woolgathering,” she said with a smile to reassure her friends.

      Tabitha didn’t look certain, but before she could follow up with more questions or concerns, the crowd in the room began to titter and shift. It seemed everyone in the room turned toward the door at once as the servant there made some muffled announcement.

      Celia turned with them, lifting on her tiptoes to see who had caused the commotion.

      “It must be him,” Honora breathed, her hand coming up to fluff her hair. “It must be!”

      Celia supposed her friend must be correct, for this mysterious duke was the only addition to Society that would cause such a stir. The crowd began to part, splitting apart like a torn seam, and then the few people before her stepped aside and she caught her breath.

      An impeccably dressed man now stood not three feet from her. And he was utterly beautiful, with dark blond hair and steely gray eyes that swept over the room. He had an angled face with a strong jaw and a slightly imperfect nose, like he had broken it at some point during his life. But the imperfection only made the rest of his face that much more striking.

      He shifted slightly, revealing some discomfort on his handsome face. And something else, too. Sadness. There was a sadness in his eyes that spoke to Celia in a visceral and immediate way.

      “That’s him?” she breathed, unable to take her eyes off of him. Tabitha and Honora nodded mutely. “He certainly isn’t scarred.”

      “Or hideous,” Honora added.

      “No,” Celia whispered as he turned away and smiled as their host and hostess, the Marquess and Marchioness Harrington, rushed to greet their coup of a guest. He was led off into the crowd and it felt like the air had been let back into the room. Celia sucked in a gulp of it with a shiver.

      She had never had such a strong reaction to a stranger before. A man. It was like her whole body was tingling and her heart pounded so loudly in her ears that the rest of the sounds in the room were muffled by the rush of blood.

      “I think he’ll be even more of a catch now that we’ve all seen him,” Tabitha said with a sigh. “The Diamonds of the First Water will wrestle for him and some lucky girl will land him before the summer, I can almost guarantee it!”

      Celia blinked as those words sank in. Of course that was true. The mamas would swarm on their newcomer before he could settle in for five minutes, and he would be the focus of their manipulations until someone had landed him.

      Someone who would almost certainly not be Celia Fitzgilbert. She turned away from where the duke had stood and took a few more deep breaths. It was foolish to be swept away by the appearance of a handsome face. And if she were smart, she’d just forget about the man.

      Only she didn’t think that would be so easy to do.
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      Dane stood with the Earl of Stalwood, staring out at the swirling crowd of dancers. It seemed every time a pair passed him, they whispered to each other and stared pointedly in his direction. He shifted with discomfort at the unexpected and utterly unwelcome attention.

      “So Clairemont, what do you think?” Stalwood asked, breaking through the cloud of his thoughts.

      Dane blinked a few times. Clairemont. He was Clairemont now, and he had to think of himself that way so he didn’t slip up in his duty.

      “It seems a perfect place to find our marks,” he said slowly, speaking with the more formal accent he had been perfecting for two long months. It came naturally now, even if it still sounded foreign to his ears.

      Stalwood nodded as he surveyed the crowd around them. Unlike Dane, there was no discomfort or feeling out of place for the earl. “Indeed. The duke might not have met with people in person during the past decade, but his correspondence included a great many of those in this room.” Stalwood’s tone grew hard. “Likely one or more of them were involved in his schemes. One may have even killed him.”

      Dane…no, Clairemont—now more than ever he had to immerse himself in his role so that he never slipped—shifted with discomfort.

      “My appearance here has created a great deal of attention,” he mused, trying not to chafe at the continued stares and whispers.

      “More than we anticipated,” Stalwood agreed. “Though I suppose it shouldn’t be so surprising. There are only so many titles in our world. When one comes out of hiding, it is bound to cause a splash.”

      “I’ve been accustomed to simply fitting in,” Clairemont explained. “To becoming invisible in whatever role I take in the organization. Blending in makes investigation smooth. But this focus will make my job all the harder.”

      Stalwood nodded, his face suddenly grim. “That is likely true. Unfortunately, you’ll have to work around it, at least until the interest fades in a few weeks.”

      “A few weeks?” he repeated, and his stomach roiled as he let his gaze slide around the room once more. The crowd with their finery and their foolishness did nothing for him. “These people,” he murmured. “How in the world shall I ever keep track of them?”

      Stalwood arched a brow. “If you let your prejudice guide you, you won’t. So figure it out, Clairemont.” He stopped for a moment, his gaze shifting over Clairemont’s shoulder. “And do it quickly. Here come the mamas.”

      Clairemont stiffened and slowly turned. Sure enough, there was what felt like a gaggle of middle-aged women moving across the floor to him. Some had young ladies in tow, others came alone. But all had the same predatory look in their eyes.

      His mouth went dry. He’d spent decades being the hunter. Now he was the prey.

      And for the first time since he was a pup in training, he had no defense against the attacks about to come. So he clenched his fists behind his back and muttered, “Shit.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Celia stood on the terrace in the shadow of the great house and stared up at the waning moon above. Even though it wasn’t quite full anymore, it had a beautiful glow about it that filled her with happiness. She’d always enjoyed the many faces of the night sky.

      And tonight she needed them. The ball was stuffy and crowded and she was out of sorts.

      She had tried to explain away the discomfort in her chest with thoughts on the scandal she and Stenfax had caused with their broken engagement, but that wasn’t it. Very few had rejected her due to that decision. Those who had were inconsequential.

      No, she felt odd for another reason. And when she was honest with herself, the reason was the entry of the Duke of Clairemont. It had been such a strange thing to look at that man, that stranger, and feel such a strong and instant connection to him.

      “What a handsome face will do,” she muttered to herself, ignoring the fact that she’d known many a handsome face, including that of her former fiancé, and she had never been so moved by one before.

      Clairemont was a confusing one, that was true enough. Perhaps it was the mystery of his being hidden away for so long. Perhaps it was the air of sadness she had noticed in his gray eyes. Perhaps it was the piercing glow of those same eyes. Whatever it was, it was entirely distracting.

      She sucked in another cool breath of air and sighed. She should go back inside before Rosalinde and Gray noticed her absence and became worried. Worse, before they both began to question her and coo over her like she was a broken thing that needed fixing.

      She was about to do so when the terrace door flew open and a figure strode out, slamming it behind him. He rushed toward the wall, gripping it with both hands and sucking in a few long breaths of air as he lifted his face toward the moonlight, just as she had done a moment before.

      Her breath hitched. The man who had invaded her sanctuary was none other than the one she had been musing upon. The Duke of Clairemont. And he looked mightily upset.

      She hesitated. In the shadow of the house, he didn’t appear to have noticed her yet. She supposed she could slide along the wall and simply go inside as to not interrupt him.

      But she didn’t. Instead she took a long step toward him and exposed herself to the light.

      “Good evening, Your Grace,” she said.

      He spun toward her, his eyes wide and his stance one of defensiveness. When he saw her he relaxed, but not entirely. “I didn’t see you there,” he said with a shake of his head. “I must be slipping.”

      She smiled. “You were distracted, it seems.”

      His eyes narrowed. “I must never be so distracted as to not notice someone at my back.”

      He sounded so serious that she couldn’t help but laugh. “A threat, you mean?” she asked.

      “Yes,” he said sharply. Then his gaze flitted over her from head to toe. His expression was unreadable, so she had no idea what he thought as he looked at her. “Well, no, I suppose not in this case,” he finally conceded.

      “You suppose correctly,” Celia said, moving a little closer. “I have no weapon, I assure you. I’m not sure where I’d put it in this ridiculous dress.”

      She motioned to herself, to the green gown that clung to her breasts before cascading in a flow of silk and lace. He followed the motion, but his eyes didn’t seem to find their way past her bosom. And it was a heated gaze at that. One that warmed her in the cool night air.

      He blinked and jerked his gaze back to hers. “You’d be surprised,” he said, and his voice was rougher.

      Celia shifted her weight on her feet. Suddenly this conversation felt very inappropriate. She changed the subject with a blush. “The ballroom is very hot. I don’t blame you for needing air.”

      His shoulders relaxed a fraction and he glanced back up at the moon. “It is stifling. Why in the world do they invite so many people? My feet have been trod upon at least ten times—the dance floor can only laughably be called such. And you can hardly hear yourself think, let alone have a proper conversation with those around you.”

      She examined him carefully. Great God, he was even more handsome when she was nearer to him. She edged even closer and caught the faintest whiff of pine and something smoky. She wanted to lean into it, to lean into him. But she managed to avoid doing something so foolish.

      “W-Well,” she stammered. “I’m not certain conversation is the purpose of these events, in truth.”

      He turned to face her and those pale gray eyes caught hers. “Then what is the purpose? I cannot seem to divine it, no matter how intently I study the problem.”

      She felt speared in place by his attention, his focus. She blinked up at him, mesmerized in a way she’d never experienced with another person on this earth.

      “To show off,” she said when she could find her voice. “To prove that this host and hostess are more popular than the last. And since you agreed to come here tonight, to flaunt that they have pulled off the coup of the Season by bringing you here.”

      He tilted his head at her candor. “Interesting. That explains all the attention, I suppose.”

      She smiled. “You’ve been away a long time. I can guess how uncomfortable all this must make you.”

      He shrugged. “I don’t belong here
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