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Lady Carina Arington had spent the last two seasons perfecting the delicate art of disappearing. 

Not from society entirely—she attended every ball, offered all the appropriate curtsies, and smiled with practiced grace when spoken to—but from attention. 

While other young ladies clung to the edges of gentlemen’s arms and fluttered their lashes with the desperation of those trained to seduce, Carina had mastered the art of quiet invisibility. She lingered near imposing dowagers, wore gowns in soft, forgettable hues, and kept her eyes carefully lowered—usually to the pages of a book tucked discreetly into her shawl.

And until now, the strategy had worked to perfection.

But from the moment she crossed the threshold of the Duke of Belvedere’s glittering ballroom, she sensed the change. It was subtle at first, the way the air shifted, heavier somehow. She felt it against the nape of her neck like a breath she could not see, a gaze she could not place. This wasn’t the idle curiosity she had grown used to avoiding, nor the passing glance of a gentleman growing bored with a more dazzling conquest. No, this was something altogether different—sharper, fixed, and unrelenting.

She clutched the edges of her leather-bound book more tightly, its presence a comfort as she scanned the ballroom’s edges for a quiet place to retreat. She had no plans to dance, no interest in being noticed. Her intention was simple—read in peace, exist at the periphery, and vanish before midnight without so much as a ripple. But deep in her bones, she already knew the truth. She had been seen.

And not by just anyone.

The Earl of Hawthorne was watching her.

She knew little of him beyond rumor—dangerous rumors, if one listened closely enough. He had spent years abroad after some scandal involving a duel, a mistress, or both. Women whispered of his charm, his reckless disregard for propriety, and his sudden reappearance in London with the clear objective of finding a bride. He was not the sort of man who should have spared a glance for a woman like her. But tonight, his eyes did not wander. They found her, and they stayed.

She turned her head instinctively, hoping the simple act might dissolve the weight of his stare, might restore the order she had so carefully maintained. But when she saw him start toward her, something in her breath caught. The crowd parted around him without resistance. Men nodded with respect; women glanced toward him with interest, their fans fluttering in anticipation. He ignored them all.

Panic rose swiftly, coiling in her chest. This was not how the evening was meant to go. She pivoted sharply and made for the far edge of the ballroom, where candlelight dimmed and shadows lingered. But she’d waited too long. A gloved hand closed gently but decisively around hers, halting her retreat.

“Running already, little wallflower?”

The voice was low and velvet-smooth, edged with amusement that immediately set her teeth on edge. Slowly, deliberately, she turned—and found herself staring into the kind of gaze that could not be taught. Dark, steady, impossibly knowing. The Earl’s lips curved in a slow, confident smile that seemed to mock her very presence.

“I do not recall giving you permission to touch me,” she said coolly, attempting to reclaim her hand. He didn’t tighten his grip, but neither did he release her.

“Forgive me,” he said, voice dipped in lazy civility, “but when a lady looks so desperate to flee, it seems only fair to intervene.”

“I was not fleeing,” she snapped, her chin lifting a fraction.

“No?” he asked, his tone infuriatingly pleasant, "Then do tell me what it was you were doing, slipping into the shadows with such purpose.”

“I was avoiding company,” she said flatly, though she knew she had already lost the upper hand.

“Ah,” he replied with a glint of humor, "Of which I am regrettably a part. But I noticed you some time ago, and I must say—your efforts to disappear have made you far more interesting than those clamoring to be seen.”

She bristled, disliking how easily he saw through her, "Then allow me to clarify—I am not interested in being anyone’s conquest. Least of all yours.”

His smile only deepened, "You flatter me, my lady, though I must protest—I’ve not offered for you. I haven’t even asked for a dance.”

“I do not wish to dance,” she said tightly, already searching for a path of escape.

“And yet,” he said, as if weighing the idea aloud, “I find myself quite in the mood to dance with you.”

Without giving her the chance to decline, he guided her smoothly toward the center of the floor, his hand settling at the small of her back with a confidence that both infuriated and unsettled her. Heads turned. Conversations paused. 

The whispers began almost at once—the scandalous Earl and the unreadable wallflower, a pairing no one had anticipated.

Carina’s skin prickled with awareness, her pulse a tight, frantic rhythm beneath her corset. She hated being the focus of attention. She hated being paraded like some glittering prize. But most of all, she hated how steady and sure his hand felt against her, how easily her body fell into step beside his.

“Relax,” he murmured, voice low as his breath brushed her ear.

She remained rigid, "That is not possible.”

He chuckled, the sound quiet but unmistakably amused, "Then I suggest you learn. Because I’ve no intention of letting you vanish again.”

She met his gaze, intending to deliver a cutting retort, but the words faltered as she caught the look in his eyes—dark, steady, filled with something too dangerous to name. Frustration flared alongside something warmer, more treacherous, curling low in her belly.

“You,” he said, voice dipping even lower, “are in desperate need of a firm hand.”

The words hit like a blow. Her fingers tightened on his shoulder as every muscle in her body went taut. He had meant them as a provocation, no doubt. But there was more in his tone—something deliberate. Something intimate. And worst of all, she understood him.

And he knew it.
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Carina was still seething by the time the final notes of the waltz faded into the warm candlelit air. It wasn’t simply that she had been dragged onto the dance floor like a reluctant debutante—it was the way the Earl had enjoyed it, the sheer satisfaction that radiated from him as he guided her through each step with effortless command. His hand had remained precisely where it shouldn’t have been, firm at the curve of her waist, his grip just tight enough to remind her that her escape had never truly been an option. And the worst part—the part she could hardly forgive herself for—was that she had let him.

As she made to retreat, her body already angling away in search of distance, his hand pressed just slightly against her waist, halting her movement. 

She stilled, resisting the urge to glare up at him, but his gaze had already found hers. Dark and unreadable, it lingered a second too long. His lips curved in that maddening, knowing smirk that had no right to affect her the way it did.

“You are not quite the meek little wallflower you pretend to be,” he said, his voice pitched low, meant for her ears alone. It rolled over her skin like velvet laced with iron.

Carina drew in a breath through her nose, her pulse skipping at the quiet confidence in his tone, "I do not pretend to be anything, my lord,” she replied evenly, though her voice held a tightness she couldn’t quite mask, "But I do make it a point to avoid men precisely like you.”

His smirk deepened, the light in his eyes sharpening to something dangerously amused, "And yet, here you are, in my arms, dancing with me, while half the room looks on in envy.” He said it without vanity, without boast—it was simply a fact, and that only made it worse.

Heat flared in her cheeks as she forced her gaze away from the onlookers and focused instead on the tension coiled in her chest. She knew exactly what he was doing—taking pleasure in her discomfort, delighting in the spectacle he’d forced upon her, "You are insufferable,” she muttered under her breath, too low for anyone else to hear.

“And you are surprisingly sharp-tongued for someone who so desperately wishes not to be noticed,” he replied, still smiling, "But I find I prefer you this way. Far more interesting than the silent little thing you’ve spent two seasons pretending to be.”

Carina gritted her teeth, struggling to hold on to her composure, even as it frayed beneath his gaze, "You do not know me,” she said, her voice clipped.

The music had ended, the dance long over, and yet he still hadn’t released her. His fingers remained at her waist for one more weighted moment, the pad of his thumb brushing against her ribcage in a motion so subtle it might have been imagined. Then, slowly, he stepped back, his hand slipping away with maddening control.

“But I will,” he murmured, his tone quiet and certain, a promise cloaked in charm.

Her breath caught despite herself. She knew a vow when she heard one—and this one was neither careless nor empty. It was deliberate. Intentional. And she did not like it.

He bowed with elegant precision, his expression still tinged with smug amusement, and then—finally—he let her go. 

The moment her feet were free, Carina turned sharply, ignoring the looks that followed her as she wove her way toward the edge of the ballroom. Her heart thudded far too fast, her thoughts spinning with a mix of outrage and something far less familiar, something that made her feel both warm and off-balance.

She hadn’t made it three steps before she was intercepted by Lady Belgrave, the widowed countess whose affection for scandal was rivaled only by her skill in spotting it.

“My dear,” Lady Belgrave said, eyes twinkling as she lifted her fan, “you’ve certainly stirred the waters tonight. I don’t believe I’ve ever seen Lord Hawthorne look quite so captivated.”

Carina summoned a tight smile and folded her hands at her waist to hide their trembling, "It was a dance, nothing more.”

Lady Belgrave’s smile widened, indulgent and unconvinced, "Perhaps. But I’ve attended more seasons than I care to admit, and I’ve seen the way that man looks at women. What I saw just now... was not nothing.”

Carina’s stomach gave a strange, uneasy lurch. She didn’t want him looking at her. She didn’t want to be the object of interest. And she certainly didn’t want to be noticed by a man like the Earl of Hawthorne—charming, dangerous, and utterly impervious to rejection.

She turned her head slightly, glancing back toward the glittering center of the ballroom, expecting to find him gone, already onto his next amusement. But he wasn’t. He stood across the room, unmoved, his attention fixed solely on her. 

Through the shifting crowd, through the sea of jewels and silk and laughter, his gaze held hers—dark, steady, and unnervingly intent. He looked as though he were already imagining how the next encounter might unfold. As if this had only been the opening move in a far more complicated game.

Carina's pulse quickened again, her breath catching as heat unfurled low in her belly, tangled with the sharp spike of frustration she couldn’t quite seem to chase away. She turned back around, spine stiffening, chin lifted as she moved toward the nearest exit with purposeful steps.

She had survived this ball. But in her gut, she already knew—he was going to come for her again. And next time, it would be harder to slip away.

.
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Carina had never fled a ballroom so quickly in her life. 

The moment she stepped into the waiting carriage beside her father, the heavy door shut behind her like a prison gate, sealing in the heat still clinging to her skin. 

Her pulse beat too fast, her breath too shallow, and the lingering sensation of Lord Hawthorne’s hand on her waist refused to fade. She turned her face toward the darkened window, gripping the folds of her gown with white-knuckled fingers as the city rolled past in a blur of lamplight and cobblestone. 

She tried to push the evening from her mind—tried to convince herself that he was just another arrogant nobleman who saw her as a diversion, a quiet challenge to stir his otherwise spoiled appetite. Let him try. He would learn soon enough that she was not so easily won.

Her father shifted beside her, the rustle of his coat crisp in the silence. When he spoke, his voice was calm, but there was an edge to it—a father’s quiet disappointment sharpened by obligation, "You should have danced more tonight, Carina.”

She stiffened, her back going rigid beneath the pressure of his tone, "I danced,” she replied, forcing a composed edge into her voice, "That should be sufficient.”

“One waltz is hardly sufficient,” he said dryly, brushing imagined dust from the sleeve of his coat, "Particularly when it was with the most infamous man in the room. By morning, your name will be scattered across every gossip sheet from Mayfair to Whitechapel.”

Her stomach twisted with sickening clarity. She hadn’t considered that. After two full seasons spent skillfully avoiding attention, a single dance with the Earl of Hawthorne had undone it all. She hadn’t just been seen—she’d been showcased. She pressed her lips together, her hands curling tighter into the soft silk of her skirts, "I will do better at the next ball,” she said quietly.

Her father exhaled a tired breath, his gaze fixed on the passing streetlamps, "See that you do.”

The next ball arrived far too quickly, and with it, Carina’s sense of dread. 

Determined not to repeat her mistake, she selected a gown in a pale, forgettable blue—not drab, but modest enough to escape comment. Her hair was pinned neatly, her jewelry understated, and she positioned herself precisely where she always felt safest: at the edge of the ballroom, half-concealed behind a group of seated matrons near the refreshment table, as far from the swirling chaos of the dance floor as possible. 

She had done everything right. She had made herself small. She had vanished.

But it didn’t matter.

She felt him before she saw him—the pull of awareness prickling over her skin, the unmistakable tension of being hunted. Her breath hitched, and her spine stiffened as she stared down at her untouched glass of punch. She didn’t need to look. She already knew. He was there. He had found her again.

Still, she made herself glance up, forcing the motion, willing herself not to flinch. And there he was—standing at the far end of the ballroom, haloed by candlelight and shadow, dressed in black with a single silver pin at his collar. 

His gaze met hers across the sea of chattering lords and glittering debutantes, and the moment it did, his lips curved into that maddening, slow smirk that had haunted her dreams more than she cared to admit.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

No. This could not happen again.

She turned sharply, skirts swishing around her ankles as she moved to vanish into the crowd. But she’d barely taken two steps before a familiar hand caught hers, warm and unrelenting through the smooth leather of his glove. She froze, breath stuttering in her chest.

“You must realize,” he murmured from just behind her, his voice low and rich with amusement, “that avoiding me only makes me more determined.”

Carina clenched her jaw, her shoulders tight with frustration as she stared ahead, refusing to look at him, "Let me go, my lord,” she said evenly, keeping her tone cold and distant, though her skin burned where he touched her.

He chuckled, the sound deep and maddeningly pleased, "Oh, I think not.”

She turned her head then, slow and deliberate, and met the gleam in his eyes with a glare meant to cut. But the effect, as always, seemed to delight him. He stepped closer, his hand still wrapped around hers, drawing her just slightly nearer, enough for the heat of his presence to curl along her spine.

“You are insufferable,” she snapped under her breath, every inch of her trembling with tightly leashed irritation.

“And you,” he replied smoothly, “cannot seem to escape me.”

She hated that he was right. Hated it almost as much as she hated the subtle thrill that sparked beneath her skin at his nearness. Before she could respond, before she could tear herself free or make a scene or vanish into the safety of the older ladies nearby, he was already leading her toward the dance floor once more. The musicians began the soft strains of a waltz, and her feet, as though caught in a spell, followed.

“You are a menace,” she hissed, unable to stop the sharp words that flew from her lips as he slid his arm around her waist and pulled her into motion.

Hawthorne’s smile widened, his grip tightening just slightly, enough to make her breath catch, "And you, my lady,” he said, eyes gleaming with quiet promise, “are in desperate need of a lesson in obedience.”

His words landed like a spark to dry tinder, igniting heat that shot up her spine and bloomed low in her belly. She tried to step back, to shake off the pressure of his hold, but his arm remained firm, solid, undeniably possessive. She could feel the strength in him—restrained, but barely.

“You are not my husband,” she said through clenched teeth, her eyes locked on his, "You do not have the right to lecture me on obedience.”

His reply was quiet, almost gentle in its cruelty, "Not yet.”

Her pulse leapt, stumbling over the words. Not yet. It echoed inside her, terrifying in its implication. She should have turned away then. She should have refused him, caused a scene, done anything to ensure he would never come near her again. But she didn’t. She danced. And worse—somewhere deep inside her, where she kept the most dangerous parts of herself hidden—she didn’t want to escape at all.

And that terrified her more than anything he could ever say.
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Carina spent the rest of the evening hiding in plain sight, though she felt exposed with every passing moment. 

Hawthorne hadn’t approached her again, but his gaze was impossible to escape. It followed her—quietly relentless, a pressure at the base of her spine no matter where she stood. She anchored herself near the refreshment table, surrounded by chattering matrons whose endless opinions provided a perfect excuse to remain tucked behind a screen of lace, perfume, and practiced disregard. Still, she knew the damage was done.

Whispers drifted from passing groups, subtle and sharp. Fans fluttered, eyes lingered. Her carefully cultivated anonymity was unraveling, pulled thread by thread by one single dance. Or rather, by the man who had claimed it. 

The Earl of Hawthorne hadn’t needed to engage her again; a single, calculated move had ensured she’d be the subject of speculation by the end of the night. Her name had entered the ballroom's collective imagination, and there would be no retrieving it.

By the time she reached home, her body ached with tension. She moved through her bedroom like a ghost, pacing the length of the rug, arms crossed tightly, heart pounding with restless frustration. He had unsettled everything—her strategy, her stillness, her sense of control. For years, she had perfected the art of being unnoticed. One man with a silver tongue and a sharper smile had toppled it with a single evening.

She told herself it meant nothing. One encounter, however unfortunate, could
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