
  
    
      
    
  


As Cole looked down into Alicia Palmer’s face, he knew of a surety she was worth any risk. She touched him in a place he’d thought long dead.

A younger man wearing a saucy grin approached Miss Palmer. “Did you save me a dance, Lissie?”

Cole’s initial irritation for the man’s cheekiness faded to puzzlement. He knew him from somewhere. A vague unease arose.

When the young man’s gaze moved to Cole, he paled visibly. “You!”

Miss Palmer gasped. “Robert Palmer, where are your manners?”

Of course. Robert Palmer. From London. Cold dread trickled through his heart as he considered the ramifications. 

Palmer pinned him with a dangerous glare. “Stay away from my cousin.”

“Your cousin?” Cole looked from him to the lovely Miss Palmer and understanding dawned. He cursed under his breath. He hadn’t been aware Armand Palmer had a sister. Not that he’d bothered to find out. The possible ramifications took a more serious turn.

Miss Palmer sent Cole a look of apology and turned to her cousin. “Robert, explain yourself.”

In a cold sweat, Cole waited for her condemning stare.

Palmer trembled in rage. He spoke quietly, but each word shot through Cole like bullets fired at close range. “He’s the scoundrel who shot your twin.” 
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Chapter 1

England, 1818

Alicia Palmer stepped down from the coach with all the enthusiasm of a condemned prisoner about to meet the executioner. She glanced up at the starry summer sky, seeking courage. Liveried servants lined the front steps like guards to the gallows. All she needed was a crowd with an appetite for the macabre; a role, no doubt that the other guests could fill.

“Isn’t this exciting?” Elizabeth squeezed Alicia’s arm as they mounted the front steps of the Sinclairs’ country manor. Alicia’s younger friend retained her debutante excitement from her first Season in London, from which she’d just returned home, and she shone in anticipation.

Alicia managed a wobbly smile for her friend’s sake. “It will be good to dance again.”

“Of course it will, Alicia, dear.” Elizabeth’s mother, Mrs. Hancock, put a comforting arm around Alicia. “A young lady such as you should be enjoying herself, not sequestered away at home.” Mrs. Hancock’s perfume embraced her, a blend of roses and sweet spices. The familiar fragrance buoyed Alicia as much as the dear lady’s touch.

Light spilled out of the open doorway, guiding them inside the manor as footmen hurried to assist them. Alicia steeled her resolve and forced her feet to keep moving forward when she wanted to flee. She smoothed her gown with damp, trembling hands. Shedding her mourning attire for a ball gown had seemed irreverent, but Uncle Willard had insisted she attend the ball to seek a husband who might rescue them from debtor’s prison, a possibility which loomed closer each day.

Alicia’s footsteps faltered. “I haven’t set foot on a dance floor in over a year.”

Mrs. Hancock’s mouth curved into a motherly smile. “You always comport yourself beautifully, dear girl, and you dance like a fairy. You have nothing to fear.”

Despite the lady’s kind reassurance, Alicia’s apprehension grew at the thought of subjecting herself to the further inspection of men who only viewed her as a piece of overpriced jewelry.

Alicia paused in the great hall between her companions. Receiving the invitation from the Sinclairs had come as a surprise; her Uncle Willard and Cousin Robert’s behavior and financial misfortunes had become the subject of gossip all over the midlands. Such gossip should have excluded Alicia from the Sinclairs’ social event. She wondered why she’d been invited at all. Perhaps Catherine Sinclair planned to use Alicia’s misfortunes as a stone upon which to whet her wit.

While an attendant took their wraps, Alicia’s gaze traveled upward to crystal chandeliers. Flower garlands scented the room and adorned the wide marble hall where portraits of the current lord’s proud ancestors hung between the carved columns against tastefully papered walls.

A liveried footman led them into a nearby room where the ladies made final adjustments before entering the ballroom. Looking into a gilded mirror, Alicia smoothed her hair, wishing it were a prettier color. At least its length and thickness created a coil large enough to cover the back of her head, but next to Elizabeth’s china-doll beauty, Alicia felt dowdier than ever. Neither tiny nor voluptuous, with brown eyes, regular features, and light brown hair, she created the perfect wallflower. Only the kindness of gentlemen had spared her such a fate during her one Season in London.

The mirror heartlessly assured her that her looks had not miraculously improved. The only thing to recommend her was her ball gown, which was without compare. Uncle Willard had apparently bullied the modiste into extending him the needed credit so Alicia could present herself well to any interested gentlemen in attendance. Her uncle would do anything to have her make an acceptable match—acceptable, meaning wealthy. He seemed to have few other requirements for a worthy husband.

“We must gain an introduction to Mr. and Mrs. Fitzpatrick’s nephew, Lord Amesbury,” Mrs. Hancock said as she changed into her dancing slippers.

Feigning interest, Alicia looked up. “Lord Amesbury?”

Elizabeth nodded, her blond curls bobbing. “I hear he’s kept to himself since his arrival, but that he’s terribly handsome.”

Mrs. Hancock agreed. “Lord Amesbury is a viscount of no small means and the eldest son of the highly respected Earl of Tarrington. Lady Sinclair told me he is coming tonight, the first invitation he’s accepted since he arrived here.” She eyed them critically. “You both look lovely. Modest, neat, and becoming. Come, ladies.”

After donning her dancing slippers, Alicia squared her shoulders and left the safety of the room. They passed a grand, three-story staircase with intricately carved railings, and continued to the end of the great hall. Ahead stood a second stairway. Music and laughter floated through the ballroom doors as they ascended. Yet to Alicia, the joyous notes of the music rang like a death knell.

Forcing her hands to remain still, Alicia waited on the landing with head high until the major domo announced them. Then, with more grace and dignity than her quivering inside should have allowed, she glided down the stairs behind the Hancock ladies to the ballroom below.

Alicia thought it ostentatious of the Sinclairs to have their guests first climb and then descend a stairway to reach the ballroom, but a few of the grander homes had been constructed in such a manner. The gentry and nobility loved a grand entrance, and descending a stairway provided a perfect opportunity to parade one’s finery or beauty to the guests below.

The evening’s host and hostess stood below the staircase next to their daughter, Miss Catherine Sinclair.

Catherine spoke in her practiced, contralto voice her intonation schooled to weaken the knees of any male within earshot. “Mrs. Hancock, always a pleasure. Elizabeth, welcome. And Alicia, how well you look this evening.” 

Alicia smiled woodenly. Catherine, of course, looked glorious. She’d been beautiful even as a child. Her meticulously arranged black hair shimmered in lustrous waves, and Catherine’s gown epitomized the latest fashion. Rubies and diamonds sparkled at her throat and ears, a mocking foil against Alicia’s obvious lack of adornment. The Palmer family jewels had been sold months ago to cover Uncle Willard’s most pressing debts. Alicia’s only remaining piece of jewelry was her gold locket.

Finding her voice, Alicia inclined her head. “Thank you, Catherine. What a beautiful gown.” She hoped she sounded more gracious than she felt.

“How kind of you to say.” Catherine affected modesty with believable skill.

Her parents, Lord and Lady Sinclair, smiled and greeted Alicia with perfect civility. Yet an instant before Lord Sinclair bowed over her hand, the unmistakable glint of ridicule shone in his eyes. Alicia glanced at Lady Sinclair and found the same mockery. Alicia faltered. Then she set her jaw.

She had lost nearly everything; her parents, her twin brother, her fortune, but she would not lose her dignity. Raising her head as if completely unaware of their scorn, she dredged up a smile she hoped would not appear sickly.

“I must apologize on behalf of my Uncle Willard and my Cousin Robert. They were unable to attend due to business.” Fortunately, her voice sounded steady.

Alicia entertained no delusions that her uncle’s business involved anything more noble than gambling or other unscrupulous transactions. Her cousin Robert, no doubt, either lay in a drunken stupor or in the bed of some nobleman’s wife. Though they had once been close, Armand’s death had affected Robert deeply. Alicia hardly knew him anymore.

“Thank you for coming, Miss Palmer,” Lady Sinclair said.

Alicia executed a curtsy that would have pleased Maman and swept into the ballroom with her head held high, leaving Elizabeth and Mrs. Hancock to converse with the Sinclairs.

Murals rivaling the art of Michelangelo adorned the walls and the soaring ceiling. Teardrop-shaped crystals glittered from the chandeliers, showering a rainbow of colors over the room.

Alicia skirted the edge of the dance floor, looking for a place to sit. Behind her, the dowagers disparaged everyone’s gowns and behavior. They would probably criticize her the moment she moved out of earshot.

More guests arrived steadily until the room grew crowded. To her relief, she did not see any of the men Uncle Willard demanded she consider as a husband. Most of them were far too old to attend such a function, but no doubt some would arrive later that evening to further scrutinize her.

It would be futile to resist them all; one of them would inevitably be her husband. Few gentlemen desired a plain orphan with only a small plot of land for a dowry. Alicia’s only power in this predicament was to choose the man whom she thought she could bear to wed among the undesirable men interested enough to pay Uncle Willard’s debts for her hand.

Elizabeth and Mrs. Hancock found her a moment later. “That must be him.” Excitement laced Mrs. Hancock’s normally composed voice. “The viscount, Cole Amesbury.”

Cole. What an unusual name. It invoked an image of dark elegance.

A silver-haired gentleman and a lady wearing a turban adorned with feathers descended the stairs. Although Alicia did not know them well, over the years she had grown fond of the gregarious Mr. Fitzpatrick and his wife, the outspoken, but kind, Mrs. Fitzpatrick.

Behind the Fitzpatricks strode a man who captured her attention.

The immaculate and expertly tailored clothing he wore exuded wealth, tastefully elegant without appearing overly concerned with fashion. Lightly tanned from the sun, he made the other men in the room appear ailing. His commanding air promised he could be nothing less than a peer of the realm. The combination of rich dark hair, the strong planes of his patrician face, created an extraordinarily handsome image.

A calculating edge colored Catherine’s voice as she greeted the newcomers. “Welcome, Mr. and Mrs. Fitzpatrick.”

“Thank you,” replied Mr. Fitzpatrick. “Please allow me to introduce you to my nephew, Lord Amesbury.”

In his black superfine, Lord Amesbury’s tall, broad-shouldered frame mocked the physiques of every other gentleman present. He inclined his head politely, but with an air of detachment that extended beyond the fashionable, urbane boredom so many pinks of the ton attempted to emulate.

“I am delighted to make your acquaintance, Lord Amesbury,” Catherine purred.

Before the viscount replied, another voice drew Alicia’s attention. “Miss Palmer, I was hoping you would be here.” That thin, nasally voice always set her teeth on edge.

In dismay, she turned from the paragon of masculinity to his perfect opposite. “Colonel Westin.” A flutter of nerves edged through her poise; at least one of her unwanted suitors had indeed come tonight. As usual, the colonel stood too close. Alicia took a step back and opened her fan in an attempt to form a protective barrier around herself.

“I enjoyed our visit last week, Miss Palmer. I look forward to another very soon.” Colonel Westin eyed Alicia much as a man might evaluate horseflesh at an auction.

She barely suppressed a shiver. The thought of spending another moment with the colonel, a sour, disagreeable man who bullied his servants left a bitter taste in her mouth. 

Alicia’s gaze strayed back to the staircase. She started. Lord Amesbury stared directly at her. His masculine beauty was almost painful, like looking at a handful of diamonds in the bright sunlight. Even at this distance, the sharp brilliance of his blue eyes pierced her. As he moved through the crush, others gave away. His predatory grace mimicked that of a great cat, each movement deliberate, powerful, athletic, as if he held a vast reservoir of strength that lurked, coiled, ready to strike. Those piercing sapphire eyes remained fixed upon her with unnerving intensity.

Colonel Westin’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “I don’t dance, but I hope you’ll honor me with a walk in the gardens later this evening.” His condescending tone suggested that she should be the one honored by his request, rather than he.

Viscount Amesbury drew her gaze again. He stood in a circle of guests while his aunt gestured, apparently making introductions. His mouth twitched as if to suppress a wry smile and a dark brow lifted slightly, suggesting that he found them mildly entertaining but secretly laughed at their society games.

“Miss Palmer, you are not attending me.” The colonel’s tone grew irritated.

And Uncle Willard certainly would not approve of Alicia irritating any of her suitors, regardless of her feelings for them. Her entire family counted on her to marry well—and soon, or they all faced debtor’s prison.

Oh, how had she become so trapped? The room became too warm, the crowd too close. She cast about for an avenue of escape and realized Elizabeth and Mrs. Hancock were no longer with her.

Biting back an impolite response, Alicia offered what she hoped would be an apologetic smile. “Forgive me, Colonel.” She nearly choked on the words. “I would be pleased to take a turn about the garden with you—appropriately chaperoned, of course. Would you excuse me, please? I believe Mrs. Hancock wants me.”

The colonel glared at her through his monocle.

Forcing herself not to bolt that instant, Alicia curtseyed and wound her way through the revelers in search of Mrs. Hancock and Elizabeth. She had to remind herself to breathe. Her parents had been in love; shouldn’t she be granted the same privilege?

But, no. One well-placed bullet ripped from her nearly everything she held dear. Only her sister Hannah remained of her once-happy family.

Since the day Uncle Willard inherited her family estate, he’d stumbled through one business loss after another, gambled away what he didn’t lose in unprofitable investments, and continued to spend as if he had the wealth of Midas until they were nearly destitute. And worse, she had to face it without her twin brother, her best friend, the other half of her soul.

Alicia found Elizabeth and Mrs. Hancock speaking with Mr. and Mrs. Fitzpatrick. Their stunning nephew, Lord Amesbury, stood in the circle with them. The light rippled across his rich, dark hair every time he turned his head. The chiseled planes of his face would be hard if he ever frowned, she decided, but his half-smile softened them. He seemed to view the evening’s festivities as an amusing inconvenience, but attempted to be polite, if cool.

Mrs. Hancock beamed as Alicia reached her side, put an arm around Alicia, and brought her into their circle. “Alicia dear, allow me to introduce Lord Amesbury. My lord, Miss Alicia Palmer.”

Even more striking up close, Lord Amesbury turned to her. His piercing blue eyes threatened the strength in her knees. Though taller than most ladies, Alicia had to look up to meet his gaze. All the men her uncle insisted she consider for a husband had taken careful note of her figure, but this gentleman acted as if he had nothing better to do than memorize her face and look into her eyes. 

Lord Amesbury inclined his head. “Miss Palmer.” His resonant, bass voice brushed over her senses.

As Alicia continued to meet his frank gaze, a sensation she did not quite understand stirred within her until breathing became a conscious effort. Mrs. Hancock discreetly coughed, and Alicia realized she’d been locked in eye contact with the viscount much longer than appropriate.

Still unable to pull her gaze away, Alicia sank into a curtsey. “My lord.”

No longer merely polite, his smile broadened, warmed, transforming an already handsome face into a perfectly stunning visage. Sensuality radiated off him, not in a manner that left her feeling threatened, but in a way that left her breathless for more—more of what, she did not know. But she wanted to find out.

“Miss Palmer,” Lord Amesbury said, “may I have the next dance?”

Alicia blinked. She looked back at Elizabeth, who smiled encouragingly. Mrs. Hancock also smiled and nodded, but a touch of disappointment tainted her approval, reminding Alicia the dear lady had hoped her own daughter would attract the attention of the very eligible Lord Amesbury. That he’d singled out Alicia seemed a dream.

She squelched all hope that she might hold his interest. Surely only politeness motivated him to dance with the plainest girl first. He’d soon turn his attention to the beautiful ladies.

Finding her voice, Alicia replied, “I would be delighted to dance with you, my lord.”

As the final notes of the current set ended and the next began, Lord Amesbury offered his arm. She took it, an unfamiliar quiver beginning in her limbs. The art of dancing, she found as the set began, had not abandoned her as completely as her wits. The handsome viscount danced with athletic grace, his attention focused upon her. The warmth of his hand seeped through their kidskin gloves. He held her gently, firmly.

A playful glint touched his sapphire eyes as he spoke. “I must warn you. Now that we’ve danced, my aunt will take it upon herself to ask you your opinion of me. She will most certainly interrogate me regarding you.”

She met that probing stare and her mouth curved. “Oh? Has your aunt become your self-proclaimed matchmaker?”

A wry smile crinkled the corners of his eyes. “Of course. I’m thirty and not yet married. She feels it her duty to ensure I produce an heir before I’m too old. Despite my efforts to delay that obligation, she persists.”

Alicia nodded, her smile deepening at his indelicate statement. “That is a dilemma.”

“Since you and I have only just met, it will be difficult to offer a fair assessment of your character. And if I say anything positive about you, she’ll plan the wedding.” His smile brightened, lighting up his stunning face.

Alicia missed her step. Even while dancing with the very handsome Duke of Suttenberg two Seasons ago, such a keen attraction for a man had never overcome her as it did tonight. Yet she was nearly twenty, for heaven’s sake, not a missish schoolgirl!

“Your aunt is a strong woman and a kind lady, my lord. I am sure you can reason with her.”

“I suppose she possesses a good heart deep, deep down inside, but be truthful; she’s sharp-tongued and outspoken.”

She laughed and then clapped her hand over her mouth. “My lord! She might hear you.”

He chuckled. “Fear not. We needle each other as frequently as possible. I say worse things to her face. I enjoy her counter-attacks.”

His description reminded her of the playful banter she shared with her cousin Robert. “I don’t recall her ever mentioning you, my lord.”

His smile turned self-deprecating. “I’m one of those relations no one mentions.”

She laughed softly. “You’re teasing me.”

“No, but I dare not shock you with all of my misadventures.”

Alicia thought back. “She has mentioned a nephew named Christian.”

“My youngest brother. Everyone loves him. He’s perfect.” A touch of rancor colored his voice.

As the dance pattern repeated, Alicia spotted Elizabeth dancing with a young gentleman who smiled with an adoring gaze. “Will you honor my friend Miss Hancock with a dance this evening, Lord Amesbury?”

He raised an eyebrow and his lips pulled in a sardonic smile. “On the rare occasion that I invite a lady to dance, she doesn’t normally ask me to seek out another.”

“I didn’t mean it that way. I only meant that there are a number of ladies in attendance and a shortage of gentlemen. I hope you will seek out others, including my friend, and especially those who do not have many partners.”

Alicia always pitied the wallflowers, herself having been one more frequently than she cared to admit. And the brief flash of envy in Mrs. Hancock’s eyes when Lord Amesbury asked her instead of Elizabeth to dance tugged at her conscience.

He glanced briefly at Elizabeth before returning his focus to Alicia. “Miss Hancock does not appear to be at a loss at the moment.”

His eyes fixed upon Alicia so intently that she conjured images of him becoming her fairy-tale Prince Charming, battling her unwanted suitors, rescuing her family, and carrying her off to his castle. Under his unusually direct gaze, she had the impression he knew her hopes and fears.

Heat crawled up her neck to her face. “Yes, Elizabeth is so lovely, she’s seldom without admirers.” A wistful tone crept into her voice.

His mouth twitched in amusement. She wondered if he found her truly diverting or if he merely thought her silly. But there did not appear to be anything mocking in his eyes.

“And you want me to have a look at your friend since I’m so eligible?”

“Ah...” Those vivid eyes made thinking difficult. 

“Do you find me more suitable for her than for you, Miss Palmer?”

Sickened that the handsome and charming viscount would see her for what she was, Alicia resigned herself to the truth and met his gaze fully. “She is more suitable for a man of your station than I, my lord.”

His dark brows lifted. “Why is that?”

She fortified her courage. “She’s lovely and has a substantial dowry. I have little to offer a husband.”

There. She had confessed. Now her dream of this handsome gentleman rescuing her from all the undesirable men she must consider would come to an end.

A playful smile hovered at the corners of his mouth. “You are a fortune hunter?”

How quickly he cut to the truth! She could almost hear the crashing noises her sweet fantasy made as it fell. Biting her lip, she fought the moisture threatening her eyes. “I am.”


Chapter 2

Lord Amesbury’s expression became guarded. “And why would you reveal that to a man with a fortune instead of merely pursuing him to attain your goal?”

Alicia looked away. “Because I don’t want any misunderstanding. And I would never stand in the way of Elizabeth’s happiness.”

“If I told you I were a reprobate, would you still wish me to consider your friend?”

She searched his face for his meaning. Was he needling her again? “No. If you were anything less than a perfect gentleman, I certainly would not wish you anywhere near her.”

He chuckled. “I cannot claim to be a perfect gentleman. My brother Christian does that enough for us both. But I promise not only to dance with your friend, but to conduct myself as a true gentleman at all times in her presence.”

Alicia eyed him sharply, but his carefully honed façade revealed nothing about him that he did not wish to show. “Are you laughing at me, my lord?”

“No, Miss Palmer.” His smile grew gentle.

Gentleness? How many men possessed such a trait? She fought back tears of disappointment. She had found the man of her dreams, but he was as unattainable as a sunrise.

The dance set ended far too soon. Only seconds after the viscount escorted her back to her chaperone, Mrs. Hancock leaned toward Elizabeth, “Don’t worry, dearest. If you fail to secure Lord Amesbury’s attention, perhaps we can garner an introduction to one of his brothers. It’s said that the younger three are equally handsome. You could do worse than the younger son of one of the wealthiest and most respected earls in England.”

Alicia’s stomach twisted in embarrassment. She glanced at Lord Amesbury, but he showed no sign that he had overheard the conversation. As soon as possible, she would draw Elizabeth and Mrs. Hancock aside and explain that she had no designs on Lord Amesbury. Or at least, no right to have any such designs. Not only was he too far above her, she did not want to damage her friendship with Elizabeth.

Among the crowd, a thin man with silver hair and a widow’s peak caught her gaze. The sight drove away all thoughts of Elizabeth. Alicia’s stomach dropped to her feet.

“Oh, no. Please excuse me, my lord.” 

“What is it?”

“I must not let him see me.”

She fled through the throng toward the opened doors to the gardens. Outside, moonlight and Chinese lanterns illuminated the foliage. Couples strolled along the paths, their feet crunching on the gravel. She took a deep breath, the scent of roses and jasmine filling her senses, calming her fear. The stillness of the garden promised a welcome reprieve from the noise and crush in the ballroom.

Alicia crossed the balcony and descended the garden stairs to a wrought iron bench shadowed by an arbor. A nearby fountain trickled and splashed soothingly. A cool breeze stirred the tendrils around her face and neck. She took a calming breath. When she turned to glance back toward the doors, a broad, masculine chest blocked her view.

“Oh!” Alarmed, she took a step back.

The dark form neared and the Chinese lantern overhead illuminated Lord Amesbury’s face. “My apologies, Miss Palmer. I did not mean to startle you. From whom are you running?”

“Mr. Braxton.”

Lord Amesbury glanced back. “No one is coming out, so you must have lost this Mr. Braxton. Why do you hide from him?”

She clasped her hands to still them. “My uncle would have me consider him as a suitor.”

“One you do not wish to consider? Not wealthy enough?” A condemning tone entered his voice.

He must think her shallow and grasping. She was. That her uncle had forced her to such measures did not change who she had become. “He’s very wealthy. Therein lies my difficulty.”

Lord Amesbury fixed a searching gaze upon her face.

She clasped her trembling hands together. “No one is coming outside?”

He looked toward the doors again. “Only a couple.”

She released her nervous tension in a long exhale, still knowing her time in the garden only offered a brief escape from the men she wished to avoid. When had she become such a coward?

“I would be happy to act as your lookout, Miss Palmer, but I think you owe me an explanation.”

She fingered the locket around her neck. “He frightens me. He looks at me as if…as if he has impure thoughts about me.”

“You must be afraid of every man alive,” he replied dryly.

“Don’t tease me, my lord. No honorable men have those thoughts. And no honorable men are interested in me. I’m merely a fortune hunter, remember?”

His expression thoughtful, he took a step closer. “I’m sorry to disillusion you, but even a saint would have impure thoughts about a beautiful woman.”

With the light softly illuminating his handsome face, she again became acutely aware of him on an elemental level. The breadth of his chest and the bulk of his arms stirred images of physical strength and virility. His gaze intensified as he studied her. At that moment, she would have traded anything to have a man such as him consider her beautiful.

“Then, it’s fortunate for me that I am not a beautiful woman,” she whispered breathlessly.

One of his brows lifted and he angled his head as he continued his penetrating gaze. She should step back. For that matter, she should not be out here with him alone. But the thought of risking a meeting with Mr. Braxton frightened her into remaining still. Or perhaps her motives centered around her present companion.

A lady and gentleman, their heads close together, laughed softly as they walked by without giving either Alicia or Lord Amesbury a glance.

That predatory image she’d first seen in him when he entered the ballroom returned. He seemed poised to pounce. Her heartbeat quickened, but not in fear. His hand reached toward her. She drew in a quick breath, alarmed at how alive she became in his presence, and how badly she wanted to step closer to him, instead of safely, properly away. She stepped back—from him, from temptation.

His mouth twitched in amusement, and he seemed to consider. He withdrew his hand and merely indicated the locket she worried with her fingers.

“Forgive me for alarming you. Your locket caught my eye. Someone special, I presume?”

She nodded. 

“May I?”

She nodded again, releasing the locket, and tried to breathe as his dark head neared. She was a respectable young lady; she should not allow him to step so close. But somehow, she lacked the strength to resist his very forward, intimate action. He reached toward her as he had a moment ago. His fingers lightly touched her skin as he picked up the locket. She shivered at the touch, her good sense scattering. He examined the tiny painting of Maman inside.

“My mother,” she explained hoarsely.

“She’s lovely. I see the resemblance.” He released the locket and it fell back into place.

A flash of memory assaulted her. She blinked, astonished at the intensity of emotion that swept over her. Time hadn’t healed those wounds yet.

His hushed voice was almost a whisper. “Is she departed?”

“There was a… carriage accident…” Her voice cracked. Alicia put a hand over her mouth and squeezed her eyes closed. She should have died with them. An image burst into her mind of an overturned carriage, the thrashing legs of horses, and the bodies…

“Miss Palmer?” His voice sounded so concerned that it nearly undid her again.

His gloved hand touched her arm, leaving a spot of warmth. Alicia firmly clamped down on her emotions and opened her eyes. Lord Amesbury stood only a heartbeat away, gentleness in his face.

“I recently lost my mother, too. Her loss is killing my father.” Vulnerability and haunting sorrow shadowed his eyes. 

She ached to step nearer and put her arms around him, comfort him, tell him she understood. Her grief faded and a new, more foreign, more adult desire slipped into its place.

Then he looked away and all expression closed over. “Perhaps his recent trip to Bath will restore him.”

“I hope it does.” She swallowed. “I should return, my lord. Mrs. Hancock will wonder where I have gone. Thank you for your assistance.”

He fixed her with an unreadable stare. “Why do I have the feeling I’m being dismissed?”

Uncertain what to make of his comment, she searched his face for clues but only got lost in its angles and curves. “I only meant that there are probably others with whom you wish to dance.”

“Because you are not eligible for a man like me?” 

If only she were. If only he wanted her. She glanced in the direction of the doors, but a rosebush obscured her view. “Is a man there looking as if he seeks someone?”

Lord Amesbury’s gaze moved to the open doors again. “No. You’re safe for the moment.” He held out his arm. “I’ll see you back.”

Alicia took his offered arm, and they ascended the garden steps toward the ballroom while music wafted through the open doors. She missed her step but hardly had time to cry out before his free arm encircled her waist, steadying her. With his face so near hers, his eyes focused on her lips. Her heart thumped against her ribs so hard she wondered if he could hear it.

Acutely aware of his presence and the danger of behaving unseemly, she put her hand against him and pressed lightly to push him away. His chest felt hard under her hand. She drew in a deep breath but it failed to steady her. Instead, it filled her with the scent of soap, linen, and citrus, a curious combination of raw masculinity and civilized gentleman. Underneath it all, another scent lingered, something uniquely him.

“Thank you.” She laughed nervously but it sounded more like a hysterical giggle. She wanted to clap a hand over her face. “You appear to be making a habit of coming to my rescue. First my lookout, and now this.”

A crooked grin quirked his mouth. “I hope I’m always present when you need rescuing.”

Handsome, wealthy, and kind? This had to be a dream. Alicia had never believed in love at first sight, but she now understood what gave birth to the idea. If only she could transform into someone beautiful and poised, he might be interested in her.

What was she thinking? She came from the impoverished gentry, without a respectable dowry, and her family was quickly losing acceptance in society. A man of Lord Amesbury’s ilk would never wed someone like her.

And yet, his eyes held a gleam suggesting he might be interested in her at some level. That gleam should have frightened her, but instead only quickened her pulse. She pushed harder, and he released her. Slowly.

“We should go in separately,” she said, “so people will not think my behavior unseemly, my lord.”

The curves of his mouth softened and the gleam deepened. “Fear not, my lady, I shall declare my honorable intentions as your protector to your vigilant chaperone.”

“It’s not only Mrs. Hancock that concerns me.” 

“Then I shall call out anyone who dares question your purity.”

Startled, she searched his face for clues to his meaning, but his features revealed nothing of his true thoughts. She hoped he merely jested about calling anyone out. Dueling, while illegal, occurred far too frequently. It had been the cause of her brother’s maiming, which led to his untimely demise.

She missed her twin, Armand, with a pain that eclipsed even the loss of her parents. Some days, she might never have gotten out of bed were it not for her younger sister, Hannah.

Her troubles lay squarely upon the shoulders of that dueling fiend who’d shot Armand. If not for the duelist, her twin brother would still be alive. Her parents might even still live. Then she would not be in this dilemma of needing to marry for money. She had always despised fortune hunters, and to be forced into their class seemed a fate too humiliating to bear.

Aware of his probing stare, she moistened her lips. “I appreciate your willingness to defend me. Still, I must guard my reputation by not returning with you.”

“In this crush, we will not be seen entering together, I assure you.”

She glanced up at him, curious at his insistence. Could he be so chivalrous that he now saw himself as her protector? She smiled to herself. Her silly romantic notions had little to do with real people. Lord Amesbury, however kind he seemed, had no reason to protect a plain, penniless orphan. Still, walking on his arm gave her the absurd urge to preen. He escorted her to Mrs. Hancock, who sat gossiping with the dowagers.

“There you are, my dear,” said Mrs. Hancock. “I nearly sent someone in search of you.” When she noticed Lord Amesbury standing next to Alicia, her eyes narrowed in concern. “My lord?”

“Forgive us for alarming you, Mrs. Hancock,” Lord Amesbury said smoothly. “Miss Palmer felt the need for some air and I insisted upon escorting her to protect her from any unsavory characters that may be about.” The disarming smile he turned upon Mrs. Hancock would have transformed stone to mush.

Mrs. Hancock actually blushed and fumbled for her fan. “Oh, of course. How kind of you, my lord.”

Alicia smothered a smile. Who would have thought this mature, sensible lady would fall for the charms of a gentleman? But as she let her gaze rest upon him, she wondered how long she would retain a hold over her own sensible nature if he actually tempted her to discard it.

A young man with serious dark eyes approached and bowed, preventing further conversation with Lord Amesbury. “Miss Palmer.”

She curtsied instinctively, and then as she recognized him, a smile crept over her face. “Mr. Hawthorne? Is that you?”

He nodded. “It’s Captain Hawthorne, now.”

“Oh, yes, I had heard. You have grown taller. How many years has it been?”

A faint grin curved his mouth. “I left for the peninsula eight years ago. You’ve grown up as well, and become quite lovely. May I have the honor of the next dance?”

Alicia accepted, knowing his flattery as only a polite gesture. She introduced him to Lord Amesbury, and then smiled back up at Mr. Hawthorne. He had grown broader and more handsome, but he’d always had those heavily-lashed, dark eyes. Something about him made her think of her father. Memories of her family, and the longing for them, dimmed her pleasure.

With a will, she pushed them aside and smiled at Captain Hawthorne. “How is your father?”

His face closed over. “Not well, I am afraid.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. He and my father were friends years ago, I believe, although I never knew him well. Please give him my best.”

A strange light entered his dark eyes. “Yes,” he replied slowly. “I shall.”

Elizabeth hurried to her on Mr. Wallace’s arm. “Alicia, Lord Sinclair has offered to take a group of us on a tour of his gallery. Will you come with us? Captain Hawthorne and Lord Amesbury, you of course are invited as well.”

“I’ve seen it, and I’m afraid I don’t have much of an eye for art.” Captain Hawthorne bowed to Alicia. “I shall await your return, Miss Palmer.”

Alicia nodded. “Of course, Captain.” She turned to Lord Amesbury. “Lord Sinclair’s gallery is rather extensive, I hear.”

Lord Amesbury smiled again. Alicia had never met anyone who smiled so easily, or with such warmth. Odd, but moments ago, she’d had the distinct impression he secretly laughed at everyone. Now he seemed genuinely warm. Perhaps her first impression had been wrong.

“Then I would be remiss if I failed to view it,” Lord Amesbury replied graciously.

On his arm again, and trying to smother the unreasonable joy that honor elicited, Alicia followed Elizabeth and Mr. Wallace to a group forming at the edge of the ballroom. She caught sight of Colonel Westin, but fortunately, he did not appear to notice her. She maneuvered herself so that Lord Amesbury shielded her from the Colonel’s view.

She looked up at Lord Amesbury. If only…

She sighed. Such wishing would lead nowhere but disappointment.

“I believe everyone who is interested in seeing the gallery is present,” Lord Sinclair announced. “If you will all follow me.”

Their host led the group into the gallery. A marble floor mirrored expansive ceiling adorned with gilded, carved moldings. Deep red walls showcased the art. Gas lamplight revealed the most breathtaking works of art Alicia had ever seen.

“Oh, Ali, look; isn’t this exquisite?” Elizabeth pointed out the nearest statue and pulled on Alicia’s hand until she was obliged to release her hold on her escort.

As Lord Sinclair informed the crowd about some of the more impressive pieces, Alicia spotted Mr. Braxton near the front of the group. Her heart thudded. Would she spend the entire evening evading undesirable men?

Catherine Sinclair appeared next to them and smiled up at the viscount. “Lord Amesbury, how delightful that you’ve joined us. I understand your brother is something of an artist, so you must have a great eye for art as well. I’d appreciate your opinion on our latest acquisition.” With a seductive smile and a hand on his arm, she tried to urge him forward. “It’s this one, my lord.”

Lord Amesbury hesitated and glance back at her, but she pretended to be engrossed in a nearby painting. It was inevitable. No man would ever look at her for long with beauties such as Elizabeth and Catherine nearby. She linked her arm through Elizabeth’s, hoping to conceal her disappointment.

“I shall return shortly, Miss Palmer,” Lord Amesbury whispered. 

Nodding dismissively without looking at him, she hushed the cry in her heart as Lord Amesbury left with the radiant Catherine.

Mr. Braxton remained out of sight at the moment, but Alicia didn’t dare remain and risk an encounter. She needed to escape. While the crowd trickled past her toward the next display, Alicia remained standing still. Perhaps she could go back out the door they came in. No, it was too far. She could be spotted. Another door on the other side of the nearest marble column might be a better choice. 

She glanced back to the art enthusiasts. Catherine still linked her arm through Lord Amesbury’s. Curse the man, he appeared to be enjoying her company.

As Lord Sinclair continued his steady stream of history and explanation, Alicia looked over her shoulder at the door. Each time the crowd moved forward to admire another piece of art, Alicia held back a bit more until she stood at the far edge of the group. 

When she was certain no one would notice her missing, she stepped toward the column. The door to freedom lay just beyond.

“Miss Palmer, how considerate of you to leave the others.” Mr. Braxton stepped out from behind the column, leering at her.

Alarm rose within her. How had he left the main body and made his way to her without her seeing him?

She spoke curtly. “I find that art no longer holds any appeal. I am returning to my chaperone. Good evening.”

He stepped into her path. “How interesting. Art holds little appeal for me at the moment, as well.”

With a pounding heart, Alicia backed away and peered over Mr. Braxton’s shoulder. The group exited the room through a far door. “Excuse me, Mr. Braxton.”

Abandoning thoughts of fleeing through the nearest exit, she stepped around him to catch up to the others. He caught her arm and pulled her behind the column out of view.

Her heart leaped into her throat. “Let go of me. How dare you!”

He clamped a hand over her mouth and dragged her with him. She struggled against him as he hauled her through the door she had hoped to use as an escape. 

Inside she found a small sitting room, poorly lit, and empty. Terror choked her. As she tried to wrench away, she bit his hand.

Instead of becoming angry, he grinned wickedly, his eyes glittering underneath his bushy eyebrows. “How un-ladylike of you, Miss Palmer.”

He kicked the door closed and pushed her against the wall, pinning her with his body and seizing her wrists. Though more than twice her age, he proved to be anything but weak and feeble.

“Release me at once or I shall scream.” Her voice rose to a hysterical pitch.

“That would be a poor choice. What would people think of you if they caught you in such a compromising position?” He pushed her hands up over her head and held them both in one hand with surprising strength.

Cold terror bathed her in perspiration. Mrs. Hancock thought she was with Elizabeth and Lord Amesbury. Elizabeth only had eyes for the art and Mr. Wallace. Viscount Amesbury had fallen for Catherine’s charm and beauty. No one would miss her. She had no hope for rescue.

Mr. Braxton was right; if anyone saw her now, she’d be regarded as compromised. She would be forced to marry him or face complete ruin.

He leaned against her. “I am considering paying a great deal of money for you. I merely wish to sample the goods first. Your uncle wouldn’t blame me, I am sure.”

“No—!”

His mouth came down hard upon hers, roughly silencing her scream. He tasted of stale cigars and wine. He groped her body and tried to force her mouth open. Horrified and humiliated, she bucked and kicked him in the shin.

His mouth came away. “I expect a meek and submissive wife. But I don’t mind taming you first.”

“I’ll never marry you. Let go of me.” She tried to wrench free but he shackled her wrists so tightly that she cried out.

His free hand fisted in her skirts, and he began to draw up her hem, exposing her legs.

No!

Desperate, she thrashed. In a moment of clear thought, she remembered something her twin brother Armand told her years ago about male anatomy when she had accidentally hurt him during play. Hoping the same were true for all males, she brought her knee upward in a sharp, hard motion.

Mr. Braxton’s hold on her broke. He collapsed, coughing, onto the floor. Alicia wrenched open the door and flew out of the room into the gallery, right into another man.

She let out a cry and staggered back.

A pair of arms came around her. “Miss Palmer?” 

As her rescuer’s features became clear, she sobbed in relief. “Lord Amesbury.” 


Chapter 3

Cole Amesbury put a comforting arm around the distraught girl as she collapsed against him. Her hair smelled faintly of lavender, and her soft body melted against his chest. He looked back into the open door from whence she had fled. A gray-haired man lay curled up and groaning on the floor. Alicia Palmer trembled in his arms wearing a look of wild terror, her lips swollen and showing signs of bruising. Her crushed gown and disheveled hair completed the picture.

It didn’t take a genius to figure out what had happened.

White-hot fury shot through Cole. He had been justly accused of many scandalous things, but assaulting a woman had never been one of them. Though tempted to beat the old man senseless, clear reason broke through the rage; he could not leave Miss Palmer alone. At the moment, she required care. From the looks of him, her attacker would be going nowhere soon. There would be time to confront the man later. And confront him, he would. Tonight.

Struggling against the violent urges racing through his veins, he demanded, “Who is that?” His voice sounded harsh and angry even to his own ears.

“Mr. Braxton,” she choked.

Of course. The man she had been avoiding when she fled to the garden. Still shaking, she visibly tried to control her tears. An uncharacteristic surge of tenderness crept over Cole, nudging aside his anger.

Most women used tears as a form of manipulation. Few wept out of true emotion. He doubted Miss Palmer was even capable of deception. All evening, she’d proved herself genuine, without guile. He wanted to protect her from all the ugliness of the world that would shatter her innocence. 

Cole silently cursed. He had known a man she feared pursued her that night. He should have remained at her side. If he had not released Miss Palmer’s arm when her friend pulled on her, Catherine Sinclair would not have been so bold as to take him away. He had meant only to be polite to the host’s daughter, not to abandon the girl he escorted.

He pulled Miss Palmer closer against his chest and wrapped his arms around her, whispering words of consolation. Tensing, she pushed him away. Reluctantly, he released her. He should have known that the touch of another man would not be welcome at the moment.

She appeared to search for something. “I don’t have a handkerchief. I must have dropped my reticule.” She accepted the handkerchief Cole offered. “Thank you.” She heaved a tremulous breath as she dried her tears. “Forgive me for falling apart.” 

He clenched his fist to avoid touching her cheek. “Think nothing of it.”

“You must think badly of me.” She gasped and worry leapt into her face. “You won’t tell anyone, will you? My reputation will be sullied and then I will never be able—Oh! Uncle Willard will be angry when he hears I rejected Mr. Braxton in such a manner.”

“I should think he’d be angry that the man tried to force himself on his niece,” he replied grimly.

She shook her head and looked as if she would say more, but closed her mouth instead. A moment later, she looked up at him. “Thank you for your assistance, my lord.”

“I will escort you to the withdrawing room where you may splash your face and straighten your hair. Then we’ll find…ah, Mrs. Hancock, was it? Your chaperone for the evening?”

She nodded. “That’s very kind, my lord.”

Again the girl’s large eyes drew him. They were the color of coffee and cream, flecked with gold. Unusually long, dark lashes clung together with the dampness of her tears. They were the loveliest eyes he had ever seen, and they had captured him all evening. She had captured him all evening. What it was about her that had so completely entranced him, he could not say. But he longed to discover the je ne said quais that made this girl so, well, different.

He glanced back into the smaller room, but the groaning body lying on the floor had disappeared. Mr. Braxton must have gone out through another door while Cole’s focus lay upon Miss Palmer. “I shall deal with Mr. Braxton later.”

“Please, I know you must think ill of me now, but I beg you to say nothing of my shame.”

“Your shame?” Incredulous, he stared. “He should be ashamed. And punished. What he did—what he tried to do—is reprehensible.”

“Please. I will be ruined.”

Her frightened, desperate plea tugged at his heart as much as her terror a moment ago. He stilled. His heart? He wasn’t aware that he still possessed one.

“Very well, Miss Palmer, I will say nothing. But I assure you, you are clearly blameless. I’d like nothing better than to shoot that man.” After he’d beaten him with his bare hands.

She gasped as if he’d just said something dreadful. “No dueling, I beg you.”

Cole dredged up a lazy grin despite the righteous anger still coiled within him. “Duel? What makes you think I want to hand him a gun and let him shoot back at me?”

She shuddered. “I don’t wish that either. But please, don’t challenge him to a duel. I couldn’t bear it.”

“Even a man such as he?”

She shook her head. “I do not wish anyone to suffer from a gunshot wound. Even him.”

Her reaction puzzled Cole. A year ago, another woman in a similar situation had been adamant that her honor be satisfied. She had later proven not worth the effort, more’s the pity.

He froze. Alicia Palmer? As in…?

No, surely not. Palmer was too common a name to suggest any relationship to an opponent he’d dueled last year.

Her voice edged into his thoughts. “I beg you, Lord Amesbury, do nothing.”

All night, expressions passed over her face, easily readable, even if he did not fully understand her reasons. How refreshing. “You are remarkably forgiving.”

“Please, my lord. The scandal would ruin me.” She fixed those beautiful, heavily-lashed eyes upon him. 

Only a heartless cad could refuse those eyes. And the social backlash, if others ever suspected she had been caught engaging in any unseemly behavior, would destroy any hope of a good match.

“Very well, Miss Palmer. You may trust me to keep your secret.”

As he looked down into Alicia Palmer’s face, he had no doubt she would be worth any risk. Her sweet, unspoiled temperament touched him in a place he thought long dead.

He held out his hand. “Shall we?”

After she retrieved her reticule, he escorted her through the crowd to the retiring room. Cole waited outside the door, his tension building. He kept a tight rein on his anger, but it mounted like a raging river trapped behind a dam; rising, building, threatening to shatter the barrier. It took all his self-control to remain there instead of seeking out Mr. Braxton and thrashing him. First, he would place Miss Palmer in the care of others; then he would have a nice little tête à tête with Mr. Braxton.

Miss Palmer emerged perfectly composed. She’d smoothed her hair back into place and her freshly washed face showed no trace of tears. Careful scrutiny revealed that her gown still showed signs of being crushed, but a casual glance might not discover it. However, a tiny bruise formed around her full, rosebud lips. Worse, her expressive eyes still revealed her terror.

The volcano of rage threatened to erupt, demanding action. Cole offered her his arm and patted her hand, hoping to give her some measure of comfort. He struggled to keep his touch gentle when a lust for enforcing his own code of justice left him shaking.

They found Mrs. Hancock gossiping in a circle of older ladies. “Back already, dear?”

Miss Palmer looked poised to flee. “Ah, we left a bit early.”

“Captain Hawthorne decided to dance a few sets in your absence but he asked me to tell you he will return shortly to claim his dance.”

Elizabeth joined them, glanced wistfully at Lord Amesbury, but turned a bright smile on Alicia. “Robert is here looking for you.”

Miss Palmer noticeably brightened. “He’s here?”

At that moment, a younger gentleman wearing an insolent grin approached Miss Palmer. “Did you save me a dance, Lissie?” 

Cole frowned at the man’s cheekiness but his disapproval faded to puzzlement. He knew that young man from somewhere. A vague unease arose.

When the newcomer’s gaze moved to Cole next to her, he paled visibly. “You!” 

Miss Palmer gasped. “Robert Palmer, where are your manners?”

Of course. Robert Palmer. From London. Cold dread trickled across his heart as he considered the ramifications.

Maintaining his cool demeanor, Cole inclined his head. “Mr. Palmer.”

“What are you doing here?” Palmer demanded. Cole raised a brow. “Dancing. And you?”

Palmer took Alicia’s arm. “Come, Lissie. We are leaving.”

“Now see here—” Cole began, but Palmer pinned him with a dangerous glare.

“Stay away from my cousin. Haven’t you done enough?”

“Your cousin?” Cole looked from him to the lovely Miss Palmer and understanding dawned. He cursed under his breath. He hadn’t been aware Armand Palmer had a sister. Not that he’d bothered to find out. Letting out a long breath, Cole glanced at Miss Palmer. The ramifications he’d considered a moment ago took a more serious turn.

Palmer shot Cole a venomous glare and took the girl by the arm. Anger rolled off his body as he led her out of the ballroom. Wanting desperately to explain, Cole followed them out into the foyer, away from the others.

After sending Cole a look of apology, Miss Palmer dug in her heels. “Robert, explain yourself.”

Cole remained rooted to the floor and waited for the condemning stare she would surely turn upon him.

Palmer trembled in rage. “That’s Cole Amesbury.”

“Yes, I know.” She looked back at Cole again, her brows furrowed.

Palmer trembled in rage. He spoke quietly, but each word shot through Cole like bullets fired at close range. “He’s the scoundrel who shot your twin.” 

The disbelief and horror that crossed Alicia Palmer’s face seared right through to Cole’s very soul.

She blinked as she struggled with the news. Her eyes locked with Palmer’s. She shook her head. After a weighted moment, she turned her golden-brown eyes upon Cole. Mute and stunned, she stared at him while her face drained of all color.

Cole’s façade slipped and sweat trickled down his back. He could not explain why her opinion mattered to him so much, this girl he’d only met tonight, but watching her estimation of him shift from shy admiration to utter revulsion left him cold.

Without any defense for his actions, he waited. He wished she would fly into a rage and scream at him. Anything would be better than that horrified stare.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he wondered if there were more to this story than he knew. Had Armand’s injury been more serious than he’d been led to believe? Her reaction declared that Cole’s actions had significantly altered her life. The knowledge that he’d hurt this girl for whom he’d grown to care in so short a time twisted in his gut like a knife.

Robert tugged on her arm and threw Cole a murderous glare. “Come, Lissie. I’ll take you home.”

The strength seemed to leave her. Her shoulders slumped in defeat. Without another word, she turned and left with Palmer, almost leaning on his arm.

Cole had the sinking sensation that he had just lost something irreplaceable.

He remained standing in the empty foyer like a lost child until the clattering of carriage wheels outside announced the Palmers’ departure. Drawing himself up, Cole collected his wits and retreated to the library where three groups of gentlemen played cards. 

Ignoring the others, he downed two glasses of cherry brandy before his courage returned. He cursed his weakness for letting Aunt Livy bully him into coming to this ball. He had come expecting to be perfectly bored, just the same as every other ball and soiree he’d attended since his return to civilization two years ago. What he found had been far more horrifying—himself at his worst.
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