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Chapter 1




Hampstead Heath, England
May, 1812

It was a hell of a night for an elopement. After three miserable hours, the rain had finally ceased. A ghostly blanket of fog crept along the edges of the narrow one-lane road, glowing eerily in the scattered moonlight.

Alec MacLean, fifth Viscount Hunterston, pulled the coach to a thundering halt in the yard of the Black Anvil Inn. Mud splattered the inn door and sent wispy spirals of mist scuttering across black puddles.

His groom, Johnston, stepped from the dripping eaves. “There ye be, m’lord. Mite late, ain’t ye?”

“Her ladyship apparently cannot tell time,” Alec said with a shrug.

“A woman who’d keep ye waitin’ at the altar will stop at nothin’ to annoy the spit out of ye,” the old groom prophesied glumly.

Alec ignored him and climbed down from the perch. Johnston was a family heirloom of sorts, with a Welshman’s habitual sullen disposition. Though normally Alec argued against such a dour outlook, on this occasion he feared the groom was right.


The coach door creaked as his passenger tried to open it from within. Johnston grunted. “Door’s stuck agin.”

“A pity, but we’ve no time to linger.” Alec consulted his watch. It was barely ten. Considering the condition of the road from London, he had made remarkable time.

The noise from the coach increased to a firm knocking that lasted an annoying length of time. Johnston eyed the equipage with an interested gaze. “Her ladyship seems a mite determined. Do ye think she’s changed her mind ’bout marryin’ ye?”

“With the amount of money I stand to inherit? Highly unlikely.” Spoiled and vain, Therese had made her objectives plain from the beginning. She wanted money, power, and position.

The thought turned his stomach. He had eschewed polite society his entire life, hating its hypocrisy and vapid politeness, only to end up here, dragging his heels all the way to the altar with the catch of the season.

The coach swayed more furiously as the steady knocking was replaced by loud, determined thumping, along with a muffled demand for release. Alec sighed and replaced his watch in an inner pocket. “I suppose we can spare ten minutes, but no more. Have the horses changed, Johnston. They’ve had to fight this damnable mud the entire way.”

The old groom shook his head. “Ye shouldn’t have waited so long to plan yer nuptials. Pushin’ yer luck a mite far, if ye ask me.”

“It was Grandfather’s wish I marry—not mine,” Alec replied curtly, peeling off his gloves.

“As crusty as the old lord, ain’t ye? There weren’t nary a thing ye could do with him neither, once he set his mind on somethin’.” The groom eyed the wildly rocking coach. “Though ye may have met yer match.”

“I can handle Therese Frant,” Alec said shortly.

Johnston snorted his disbelief. “I’ll order ye a nice stiff drink whilst the horses are bein’ changed. Ye’ll be needin’ it.”

Alec nodded and the old groom shuffled into the inn, wisps of night fog swirling about his boots. Steeling himself, Alec turned toward the coach. Better to get it over with, and quickly. Fortunately, he knew exactly how to deal with his bride-to-be.

Therese Frant was far from the demure innocent she presented to society. Too many times since she’d discovered the extent of his inheritance, the chit had attempted to drag him into a secluded alcove and plaster herself against him.

Therese’s mother, a notoriously lax chaperone, did little to stifle her daughter’s high spirits. Instead, the duty of keeping a watchful eye on the sensual Therese fell to a cousin of some sort, a plain dab of a female who took her duties so seriously that members of the ton had dubbed her the “Frant Dragon.” Peering through her thick spectacles, the Dragon did what she could to quell Therese’s propensity toward ruin.

A pity, Alec thought tiredly. Had Therese been involved in a scandal, he could have convinced the dry, dusty executors of his grandfather’s will to overturn the requirements. But it was too late now. He would have to marry the tiresome girl.

He yanked open the carriage door and grabbed Therese by the wrist, pulling her into his arms. She tumbled from the coach, her bonnet sliding forward across her eyes. It was too dark to fathom her expression beneath the wide brim, but he knew what he would see—china-blue eyes glittering with petulant anger, a rosebud mouth twisted in rage.

To halt her angry tirade before it began, he pushed back the bonnet and covered her mouth with his. To his surprise, a trill of raw, sensual excitement jolted through him.

Therese must have felt something different, too, for she stood as rigidly as a soldier braving a firing squad. Usually she moaned with pleasure at his embraces and clung with the stranglehold of a limpet. Maybe she is nervous about the wedding.

“Kiss me,” Alec murmured against the silk of her cheek. She wore a new fragrance. Light and bewitching, it mingled appealingly with the rain-fresh air and swirled along his senses. His body tightened. Perhaps there would be some benefits from this arrangement, after all. “You smell like heaven. Kiss me, sweet Therese.”

She kicked him. Hard.

“Owww!” Alec yelled, instantly releasing her. He bent to rub his shin.

And froze.

One of the many things his vain bride-to-be prided herself on was her dainty feet. The shoes that met his eyes were not dainty. Large and tightly laced, the heavy black boots reminded him of his old governess.

The implication hit him like a cannon shot.

This wasn’t Therese.

He had eloped with the wrong woman.

He straightened abruptly, the pain in his shin forgotten. “Who in the hell are you?”

“I might ask you the same question,” his prim attacker stated flatly.

Alec grabbed the impostor by the arm and pulled her toward the inn, where light flooded the yard. Her mouth thinned with annoyance, but she made no protest, merely stared back at him with a stern frown.

If Lady Therese Frant ever had an exact opposite, this woman would have been it. Instead of artfully arranged golden curls, the impostor’s hair was light brown. The remains of a severe hairstyle fell in tortured loops about a narrow, angular face. Slim and flat, her figure offered a stark contrast to the lush, rounded curves Therese so delighted in flaunting.

All in all, the impostor was thin, brown, and plain. The only good features she possessed were an appealing wide mouth and a pair of thickly lashed green eyes.

She squinted. “I had to take my glasses off.” Her flat accent rubbed Alec’s frayed nerves. “The coach ride was too bouncy by half.”

“You’re a damned colonial.”

“I am not a colonial. I am an American.”

There was something disturbingly familiar about that scowl. Alec frowned. If he imagined her with the missing spectacles, her mousy brown hair pulled into tight braids about her head, he could almost….

He groaned. “Damnation! You’re the Frant Dragon!”

An unbecoming red blossomed in her thin cheeks.

“Did she put you up to this?” he demanded furiously.

“Who? Put me up to what?” She leaned forward and squinted. “Are you bosky?”

“Am I what?”

“Disguised. Inebriated. Drunk.” She regarded him speculatively. “Drunk or a bedlamite. You must be one or the other.”

“I am neither drunk nor crazed,” he said in a stiff tone, glaring at her.

“You must be,” she insisted, “unless you normally kidnap women, then yell at them in posting yards.”

To her dismay, Julia Frant suddenly knew why certain members of the ton called the viscount “Devil” Hunterston. His handsome face could harden into white fury on a moment’s notice, his gray eyes glinting like liquid silver.

“You have just botched an elopement, not a kidnapping,” he said in a chipped-ice voice. “Therese was supposed to be in that carriage.”

Julia swallowed a surge of disappointment. Of course he had thought she was Therese. No one would ever bother to kidnap, then kiss, plain, simple Julia Frant. “I thought you were a hackney,” she said apologetically.


“A hackney? Look at that carriage! Does it look like a hackney?”

She squinted at the blurry blob. “It did in the rain,” she said finally.

He made a strangling noise. “Where is Therese?”

“At the Hadmores’ musicale. She went with Lady Satterley.”

“That damned little cat!”

“Perhaps she forgot,” Julia offered.

“Not bloody likely. When I find her—” He stopped, clenching his hands.

A stab of pity clutched her. No doubt both his pride and heart were crushed. Her cousin enjoyed that sort of thing, making men suffer. Therese was probably at the musicale now, laughing behind her fan.

Julia peered up at him and stifled a sigh. Therese was a fool. Viscount Hunterston was beyond handsome. His was an unforgettable face, strong and aristocratic, with an arrogant slash of brows that gave him a darkly saturnine look.

Known as a reprobate, a scoundrel and a rake, he rarely followed the dictates of polite society. He freely discoursed with the most ragged edges of the demimonde, frequented gaming hells, drank to excess, and engaged in a wide variety of sinful pastimes, all with a flagrant disregard for common decency. In fact, it was a shock to see him so obviously sober.

No man had ever needed reforming more than Devil Hunterston.

Julia cleared her throat, wondering what she should say to ease the moment. After a brief struggle, she blurted out, “It’s a fine night, isn’t it?”

His brow lowered. “Of course. It’s rained for the last three hours nonstop, the roads are atrocious, and I’ve just lost the greatest fortune ever bequeathed on English soil. Other than that, I think the night is particularly fine.”


Julia planted her hands on her hips. “Perhaps I should remind you that it has been a difficult evening for me, too. I’ve been kidnapped, tossed about in a poorly sprung carriage, rudely handled, and yelled at. It’s enough to cause heart palpitations.”

After an astonished moment, a reluctant smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Her heart gave a strange leap at the sight.

“Forgive me,” he said. “I am behaving abominably.” He cast a swift glance around the yard. “Perhaps we should finish this conversation indoors.”

“I really should—”

“I’m having fresh horses put to,” he interjected smoothly, taking her elbow and propelling her toward the door.

“But I—”

“Lord Hunterston!” said the innkeeper, pouncing on them as soon as they crossed the threshold. “Yer man just announced yer arrival.”

The viscount herded Julia into the front parlor. The innkeeper followed, reeking of garlic, his damp face ablaze with welcome. “Tom Bramble, at yer service. I’ve mixed up some hot rum punch. Now ye and her ladyship can rest yer pegs by the fire.” He grinned with the air of one preparing to confer a long promised treat. “Would ye like some supper? We’ve rack of lamb, goose tarts, jellied calf tongue—”

“Goose tarts are her ladyship’s favorite,” the viscount interrupted. “She could speak of nothing else the entire way here.”

“I did n—” Julia began only to be cut off by Alec’s dark glance. “Oh,” she said lamely, loosening her bonnet ribbons. “Indeed. Goose tarts. I just love them.”

“Do ye, now?” said the landlord, eyeing Julia with an interested gaze. “Who’d have thought the gentry would be so fond of goose tarts?”

Alec held the door open and waved Bramble into the hall. “Amazing, the things you discover. Pray inform us when supper is ready.” Before the man could open his mouth again, the viscount firmly closed the door.

“Why did you tell him that?” Julia demanded, laying her bonnet on a nearby table. “I hate goose tarts.” She glanced around the room, wondering what sort of romantic tryst the handsome viscount had planned for her beautiful cousin. Sparsely furnished, the parlor had the look of a hastily converted taproom. Julia didn’t know whether she was relieved or disappointed.

The viscount strode to the table and poured himself a drink from the steaming bowl of punch. “If I hadn’t told that fool you preferred goose tarts, he would have bored us all evening with a list of the indigestible fare offered at this posting house.”

“Of course,” Julia agreed, though her mouth watered at the thought of a tasty rack of lamb, with perhaps just a sprig of mint. She hadn’t had time to eat, as she had already been running late before she’d even climbed into the viscount’s carriage. At the thought of her missed meeting, she almost groaned aloud. The Society had met without her.

Stifling her impatience, she said, “I must return to London as soon as possible.”

“Will they have missed you yet?”

The Society for Wayward Women would miss her badly. She was newly in charge of the Funds Committee, a position she had fought long and hard to earn. But the viscount had no way of knowing that.

He was really asking about her aunt and cousin. That was a simpler answer, though hardly to her credit. Neither would notice her absence unless a pressing need arose for a new packet of embroidery thread or a flounce came loose from a frock. But she wasn’t about to admit such a lowering fact. “Of course they’ll be looking for me,” she lied.


A shadowed smile crossed his face. “I beg your pardon, Miss…er…Frant.”

Julia pulled her spectacles from her reticule and set them firmly on her nose. She wasn’t surprised he didn’t remember her name. Few people did. “You may call me Julia.”

He looked surprised, but quickly covered it with a rakish grin that sent a wave of weakness straight to her knees. “I forget you are an American. Allow me to introduce myself. I am—”

“Viscount Hunterston,” she interrupted. “I met you before. At the Seftons’ ball.” He frowned as if puzzled and she added helpfully, “And the Montcastles’ fête, the Markhams’ breakfast, the Jollets’ musicale, and…” She felt the heat rise in her cheeks at his amazed expression.

His soft laugh was the most beautiful sound she had ever heard.

“I am beyond reclaim,” he said with a rueful shake of his head.

“No one is beyond reclaim.”

His disturbing smoke gray gaze slid across her, lingering on her mouth and bosom. Julia felt the heat of his glance as surely as if he’d touched her. Her skin tingled at the thought of his hands sliding where his gaze had rested; up her arms, across her shoulders, and down her—

“May I get you a drink, Miss Frant?” he asked abruptly. “Perhaps I could take your pelisse?”

Julia clutched the buttoned front even closer and shook her head. “No, no. It is quite cold in here.” Or it would have been, if she hadn’t indulged her reckless imagination in the most wanton manner.

The viscount regarded her for a moment through half-closed eyes. His gaze darkened. “You may be chilled,” he murmured, “but I find I am quite the opposite.”

A delicious shiver traveled up her spine. Surely he wasn’t flirting with her. No one ever flirted with her. “You still have your coat on,” she pointed out. “It’s much thicker than mine.”

After a surprised moment, he chuckled. “No doubt that is why.” Setting his mug on the mantel, he shrugged out of his voluminous greatcoat and tossed it onto a chair.

Julia was immediately aware of her own frumpy appearance. Devil Hunterston might be a scoundrel, but he dressed with a quiet elegance that belied his immoral nature. An intricately tied cravat sported a single ruby that flashed wickedly in the careful folds. His coat of blue superfine stretched across his broad shoulders, while the excellent fit of his pale yellow breeches made Julia blush.

Though no supporter of male excesses in attire, she had to admit he looked handsome. Handsome and dangerous. “I should leave,” she said, suddenly breathless.

The viscount recovered his tumbler. “Pray have a seat, Miss Frant. We’ll leave as soon as I find a way to deal with this mess.”

She thought about asking the landlord if she could hire a hack, but hesitated. Behind the viscount’s rakish façade, she sensed a hint of desperation. Whether he knew it or not, he needed her. Besides, she told herself firmly, there was no sense in making a scene. She was seven-and-twenty years old, far too advanced in age to worry about sitting in a parlor for a pleasant half-hour with a known rake. Julia perched on the edge of the chair closest to the sputtering blaze.

The mantel clock chimed the quarter hour and the viscount stared at it as if transfixed. “Damn, damn, damn.” Scowling, he downed his drink in one swift motion.

She lifted her brows in disapproval. “Whatever is bothering you, imbibing that lethal concoction won’t help.”

“Nothing can help now,” he said with a faint sneer. “Thanks to your minx of a cousin.”


Julia sniffed and he laughed, pouring another tumbler of punch. He crossed the room and held it toward her. The faint aroma of nutmeg and cinnamon made her stomach grumble eagerly, but she shook her head.

Amusement curved his mouth. “A prude, Miss Frant?”

“No. I can’t hold my drink. It’s a curse of the family, you know.”

“An excellent reason, then, to drink more.”

Without giving her time to remonstrate, he pushed the tumbler into her hand. Her fingers slid around the warmed metal and she welcomed the curls of steam that rose to tickle her nose. She would just hold it until it cooled and then set it on the table. Surely there was no harm in that.

The viscount sank into the chair opposite hers and stretched his legs toward the weak embers. A blackness hung about him that Julia had never witnessed. And she’d had many opportunities to observe the dashing and dissolute viscount. More than he would ever know.

“I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s happened,” she stated firmly.

His gaze dropped to his tumbler and he stared into it as if seeking answers. “There’s not much to tell.”

Her heart ached at the darkness she saw reflected in his face. “I might be able to help. Two heads are better than one.”

He regarded her thoughtfully, then shrugged. “Why not? I have all the time in world now.” He leaned his head against the high back of his chair and sighed. “My grandfather was determined to prove the error of my ways.”

Apparently the viscount’s grandfather was a man of some intelligence, Julia thought approvingly.

As if reading her thoughts, the viscount’s silver eyes glinted. “You may not know this, but some call me wicked.”

“Among other things.” At his astonished expression, she hurried to add, “Of course, it’s probably all untrue.”

The viscount chuckled. “Unfortunately, it’s probably much too true.” His amusement faded. “All of us, children and grandchildren, were a disappointment to my grandfather.”

“Surely you are being overly harsh.”

“Am I? Grandfather turned my uncle out without a penny for marrying a woman who had…” His gaze flickered over her. “Shall we just say she had unusual appetites?”

“Oh,” said Julia, wondering what that meant. She caught the dark gleam in his eye and hastily asked, “And your mother?”

“My mother fancied herself in love with an impecunious Scotsman who possessed no land, no money; nothing more than a tenuous claim to a dubious title. She eloped.”

“She must have been deeply in love.”

He scowled. “She was seventeen and wild to a fault. When she disappeared, Grandfather was devastated. He searched everywhere. He finally found them, living in a state of poverty that defies description.” His gaze dropped to the sputtering fire. “My parents died shortly afterward.”

“So your grandfather raised you.”

“Yes. Six months ago he died and left me his fortune. My cousin Nick inherited the title and the estate, though it is heavily tied up.” Alec’s mouth thinned. “Grandfather knew my cousin too well to leave it unprotected.”

Julia wrapped her hands more securely about her mug. “What does all of this have to do with Therese?”

“In order to inherit the fortune, I have to marry before my next birthday and live in society for a year completely without scandal.” His mouth curved in a self-derisive smile. “Grandfather feared I was too wild and restless.”

“He probably heard about all your lightskirts,” Julia said, breathing in the spicy steam from her own cup.

“Lightskirts?” he choked.

“Or the gambling,” she said with a helpful nod.

A crooked grin tugged at his mouth. “You seem to be up on all of the gossip, Miss Frant.”

“There’s little else to do, sitting with the other chaperones. How much time do you have left?”

The viscount glanced at the clock. “Less than two hours.”

She blinked at him. “Two hours? And just how long have you known of the conditions of your grandfather’s will?”

“Since the day he died.”

“But that was six months ago!”

“I kept hoping that something would happen to stave off this nightmare.” He ran a hand through his black hair, one lock dropping back across his forehead. “But nothing did.”

Julia curled her hands tightly about the mug to keep from reaching over and smoothing his hair back into place. “May I ask why you chose Therese?”

“The will is very specific. I am to marry the daughter of the late Earl of Covington if I wish to gain the fortune.” His mouth curved into a faint smile. “Grandfather was certain marriage would settle my unfortunate tendencies.”

“He must not have known my cousin,” remarked Julia.

His eyes gleamed with amusement as he chuckled. “He didn’t. The Covington lands march ours, and the earl had a marriageable daughter. For Grandfather, it was more than enough.”

Julia tried to suppress the relief she felt at the news that the handsome viscount had not been head over heels in love with Therese. “Who inherits the money, if you don’t?”

“My cousin, Nick Montrose.”

“The new Earl of Bridgeton? He’s been whispering to Therese a lot lately.” She frowned, catching herself just before she took a sip of the punch. “It wouldn’t surprise me if they were in it together. Forgive me for saying this, but Therese has always wanted to be a countess, and your title, while very nice, cannot compare to an earl’s.”

Alec slammed his fist onto the arm of his chair with such force, Julia started. “Damn them!” he snarled. “May they rot in hell for playing such a trick!” He cursed again and tossed back the remainder of his drink as if it were water.

Julia winced. If he became drunk, no mere kick in the shins would recall him to a sense of propriety. And empty the bowl he would, unless she did something. She lifted the mug and took a deep breath, the scent of cinnamon and cloves making her stomach rumble anew. The warm, spicy wisps of steam beckoned.

She would just drink this one cup. If nothing else, it would be one less cup he would devour. That decided, Julia took a large gulp. The rum spiraled through her and warmed her from head to toe in one delicious swirl. “My, my.”

The viscount roused himself long enough to watch her take another sip. “Careful. It’s stronger than it seems.”

“I am no sheltered child, Lord Hunterston. I am very aware of the indelicacies of life.”

“I’m sure you are,” he said with a faint sneer. “You probably know every soiled dove in London.”

She pointedly ignored his sarcastic tone and took a defiant sip. “I know a few. The Society for Wayward Women has—”

“Good God!” he said, revolted. “You’re a reformer!”

“Call it what you like. I work to better the position of those who are afflicted by the cruel hand of poverty.”

“And what, Miss Frant, do you know of poverty?”

She gripped the mug with both hands. In the dark days following the deaths of her parents, Julia had come face to face with the realities of being a woman alone with no way to earn a living. The memory still twisted her stomach into a thousand knots, yet she managed to answer evenly, “I know enough to wish to see it ended.”

He laughed, the sound jarring in the small room. “We make a lovely pair, don’t we, Miss Frant? You, trying to help others, but without the money to make a real difference, and me, trying to help myself, yet with no more success.”

She hid her hurt behind a shrug. “I do what I can.” She looked down at her mug and wondered what had become of the rest of her punch. There was barely a mouthful left. She peered at the bottom to see if it had a leak, but could detect nothing. Reluctantly, she turned her attention back to the viscount. “Have you seen a solicitor?”

“Dozens of them, the damned leeches.” With a bitter smile, he rose and refilled both their tumblers. “It is over. I played the game and lost.”

His fingers brushed hers when he handed her the mug. Julia could feel the warmth of his hand through her thin gloves, the touch leaving her yearning for more.

To steady her erratic heart, she took a deep drink. Immensely fortified, she felt as if she could solve every problem. No wonder her father had been so adamant about the medicinal properties of rum. She wondered if anyone had ever thought to bottle it.

“There must be a way ’round this,” she announced loudly.

This time his laugh had a touch of genuine humor. “Do all Americans believe they can work miracles, Miss Frant?”


“I was raised to value candor and hard work, Lord Hunterston.”

“You are a complete contrast to Therese, aren’t you?” He leaned a broad shoulder against the mantel, his eyes twinkling a silvery gray.

Julia looked down at her overly large feet with a twinge of regret. There were few things she envied her beautiful cousin, and the questionable attentions of the most notorious rake in London should not have been one of them. But there had always been something, a certain glimmer in his reckless smile, a certain wistfulness in his glance, that made her yearn to know more about him.

As if aware of her thoughts, he sighed restlessly. “We should return to London.”

His words brought a moment of panic. Once they left the enchanted confines of the parlor, things would return to normal. He would become the unapproachable, faintly dangerous Devil Hunterston, while she once again faded to obscurity as a lowly chaperone.

Hastily, she downed the few sips left in her mug. “I need more punch.”

The viscount raised his brows but agreed. “After today, I may not be able to afford such luxury.” He walked to the table, pulled out a bench, and offered a graceful bow. “Will you join me, Miss Frant?”

She stood, noting that the room had taken on a swirling quality that made it difficult to navigate. Fortunately, she managed to make it without tripping over any of the wavering furniture. She sat beside him and held out her mug.

He refilled both tumblers. “We’ll have to get more punch.” He pushed her mug across the table and reached toward the empty bowl.

A rustling noise halted him and he frowned, removing a crumpled paper from his coat and tossing it on the table. “I won’t need this now.”

Julia rested her chin on the edge of her mug and breathed in the spicy sweetness. A warm glow settled around her and the small parlor became cozier and more intimate. She squinted unabashedly at the viscount’s profile, noting the length of his lashes and the proud curve of his mouth.

He looked up and caught her gaze. For a split second, she couldn’t breathe. Then she found herself adjusting her spectacles and blindly reaching for the paper. “It’s a Special License,” she said stupidly.

Alec nodded, returning his preoccupied gaze to his mug.

The license was dog-eared and crumpled, with his name scrawled elegantly across the bottom. “Alec Charles MacLean, Viscount Hunterston,” Julia mouthed silently.

She sipped her drink. It was, she decided, even sweeter when taken from the bottom of the bowl. The innkeeper must have forgotten to stir it. She swished the punch about her mouth, her idle gaze falling back on the paper. “You didn’t write Therese’s name out.”

“I didn’t have time to stop and ask her entire Christian name, so I just wrote ‘Miss Frant.’” The viscount shrugged. “It served; the Archbishop did not question it.”

Julia waited for him to say more, but he returned to his own dark reflections, his attention sliding away from Julia all too easily. She sighed and pulled her mug across the crumpled license. Maybe the heat from the warmed metal would iron it out.

Her father had always taught her the importance of neatness. She smiled wistfully. Though he had died over five years ago, she thought of him daily. She especially missed his ability to see right to the center of the most difficult situation and point out the one logical answer. It always angered Julia when Therese sneered at her father. It was true he had left England and ignored the position his own father had wished for him, but he had acted with the purest, most noble of intentions. He had acted for love.

Love. An idea slipped into her head with an almost audible thunk.

“I know how to help you,” she said wonderingly.

Alec lifted his brows, his eyes the color of frosted glass. “How?”

“Simple. Marry me.”









Chapter 2




Alec blinked.

“No need to look so astonished,” Julia said gruffly. “It makes perfect sense.”

He took her mug. “I’ll have that fool of a landlord bring coffee.”

“I’m not drunk.” She lifted her chin with sudden dignity. “Just dizzy.”

“Dizzy, eh?” Alec swung his leg astride the bench to face her. Her hair hung to her shoulders in wild disarray and her spectacles sat slightly askew on her nose. He chuckled. “You were right. You can’t handle your liquor.”

Absurdly pleased, she nodded, her spectacles sliding even further. “I told you so. Told you it was a family weakness, too.” Her smile melted into a scowl. “You shouldn’t have made me drink.”

“I did no such thing.”

“You did, too. You kept drinking it yourself. I had to stop you.” She blinked like a befuddled owl.

He grinned. “Your concern is misplaced. I’ve had stronger libations with breakfast.”

“Liquor for breakfast and rum for dinner. Bad thing to do. But that doesn’t help you.” She leaned forward, her cinnamon-flavored breath brushing across his mouth. “You have to marry, and it might as well be me.”

“Miss Frant—”

“Your grandfather’s will says you have to marry the daughter of the late Earl of Covington, right?”

“Yes, but—”

“Does it expressly state it must be Therese?”

An idea glimmered. “The will doesn’t mention her by name.”

“I didn’t think it had, or you’d have filled in the special license correctly.”

Alec gripped Julia’s arms. Her eyes widened, the green almost mesmerizing. “Julia, listen to me. Was your father once the Earl of Covington?”

Her generous mouth parted in a happy grin. “Yes. For two days.” She held up two fingers and stuck them in his face. “Two. Count ’em.”

Alec smothered his irritation and captured her slim hand. He’d never seen anyone succumb so thoroughly to alcohol. Under any other circumstances, he would have found it highly amusing. “Why only two days?”

Her mouth quivered, her happiness evaporating into a mist of misery. “He died.” She swiped at her eyes with her free hand. “He never wanted the title anyway.”

“Why not?”

“Grandfather said some very unkind things about Mama. Called her all sorts of names.”

Alec absently stroked the hand that rested so trustingly in his. “He thought of her as an adventuress, did he?”

“Oh, no. As far as Grandfather was concerned, she was worse than an adventuress. She was a Methodist. He swore he’d never allow any in the family and threatened to disinherit us all. Papa refused to budge an inch, wouldn’t even visit him, though Mama wished him to.” Julia chuckled. “Mama used to say the only person more bone-headed than my grandfather was Papa.” She lifted her face to Alec to share her amusement, her eyes brimming with merriment, her cheeks flushed a delectable pink.

It was a look Alec had never thought to see on the Frant Dragon. He cleared his throat, wondering how she had so thoroughly escaped his notice. “Are you certain your grandfather didn’t disinherit your father?”

“Grandfather died before he could change the will, and Papa inherited it all. But he didn’t want it.” A shadow passed over her face. Behind her spectacles, her eyes slowly filled with tears, the green shimmering like a mossy stone beneath a crystal clear stream. “After Mama died, Papa didn’t want anything.”

The tears forcibly reminded Alec why he steered clear of virtuous women. He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her.

“Thank you.” She tried to wipe her eyes without removing her spectacles and only succeeded in knocking them further askew.

“It’s the rum,” he said, slipping her spectacles from their precarious perch on the tip of her nose. Folding them neatly, he tucked them into his pocket. “Even sailors cry when they’ve had too much.”

She gave him a watery smile and he realized how much her spectacles hid. Perhaps that was how she had remained invisible. When one looked at the Frant Dragon, one saw what one expected—plain clothing, an unremarkable face and figure, and little else. Her disguise effectively removed any further desire to discover the color and shape of her eyes, the smoothness of her skin, the firm chin. Truthfully, she wasn’t a raving beauty like Therese, but there was a quality about her that was attractive…damnably attractive.

As if to belie his thoughts, she blew her nose into his handkerchief. “Papa was never the same after Mama died. He just sat in the dark for hours and hours and barely spoke.”

An unfamiliar stirring of sympathy made Alec say, “Your father must have loved her very much.”

He was instantly rewarded with a tremulous smile. The wide mouth parted to reveal straight white teeth. He brushed her cheek and caught a single tear as it slid down the silken skin. Loosened tendrils of golden-brown hair gleamed in the soft light, framing her gamine face.

Of its own accord, his hand wandered down her cheek and hovered near the generous mouth. Just before he grazed the softness of her lower lip with his thumb, he caught her bemused expression. Her gaze glimmered, so innocent and soulful that he felt as if a noose had tightened around his throat. Though he knew the love he saw reflected there was for her parents and not for him, it was still unnerving to face such naked emotion. He dropped his hand.

Damn it, this was no brass-eyed paphian. Julia Frant was a straitlaced reformer who’d attracted his notice merely because she offered a way to fulfill the vow he had made his grandfather. If he so much as kissed her, an innocent gesture he had performed thousands of times with countless women, he had little doubt she would either swoon or indulge in a fit of hysterics.

As if she had read his thoughts, Julia blushed. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to turn into a gudgeon.”

“No need to apologize,” he replied lightly, sliding away from her and standing. “If I’d had as much of that punch as you, I’d be muddled, too. I’ll call Bramble and have him bring coffee.” He went to the door and opened it.

A man stumbled into the room and sprawled headlong onto the floor, a tangle of muddied boots and livery.

Alec stared down with a stern frown. “Johnston! What were you doing with your ear against the keyhole?”

The groom stood and brushed himself off. “What did ye think I was doin’ with my ear agin the keyhole? I was listenin’ to ye gettin’ caught in the parson’s trap like a green ’un.” He glanced at Julia from under lowered brows and shook his head. “It’s a wild thing ye’re about to do, yer lordship. Ye’ll end up hobbernoled and not a whit closer to the money.”

“When I want your opinion, I’ll ask for it. Now, go and bring some coffee. We’ve only a little more than an hour left, and I don’t want to begin this marriage with rumors the bride was too tipsy to stand on her own.”

“I hope ye know what ye’re doin’. I’d not bet on this scheme if ye franked me the whole amount.” Johnston gave Alec a last warning glare and shambled out the door.

Alec knew the groom was right. There was no guarantee that this wild scheme would work, but he had run out of options. It was Julia Frant or no one.

“Who was that?” Julia asked, still staring at the door.

“My groom,” Alec said shortly.

She peered at him suspiciously. “He didn’t sound like a groom.”

“Well, he is one, though he doesn’t remember it as often as he should.” He hoped Johnston would hurry with the coffee. He knew how to handle most women, but a slightly dizzy Julia Frant, her mouth folded in a prim line and her eyes still wet with tears, was a totally different matter.

“Are you going to marry me?” she asked.

He detected the slightest quiver of her bottom lip. “If we don’t, Nick will inherit the entire fortune. I cannot allow that to happen.”

For some reason, she appeared disappointed. “I see.”

Alec frowned. “Nick is depraved, Julia. He would do irreparable harm with such a fortune.” He dropped to the bench beside her and placed his hands on her shoulders. “I stand to inherit seventy thousand pounds a year, Julia. Just think of it.”

“S-s-s…” She swallowed, looking more sober. “Pardon me. Did you say seventy thousand pounds?”


“It will be ours, Julia, if we make it to the vicarage before midnight.”

A frown marred Julia’s smooth brow. “But…the executors have to agree to the claim, don’t they?”

“If your father was the Earl of Covington for so much as a second, they will have to agree.”

She pinned him with a serious green gaze. “And if they don’t?”

Alec shrugged, unwilling to say more.

She stared at him for a long, searching moment. “I suppose we could get the marriage annulled if it didn’t work out,” she offered.

“Of course,” he agreed smoothly.

Her brows lifted into a perfect arch that would have matched the curve of her spectacles. She looked like an especially virtuous schoolgirl, unsullied by the greed and corruption of the world. An uncomfortable flicker of remorse rose in his chest. She appeared so virtuous, so…drunk.

Alec pushed away the unworthy thoughts. He would honor the pledge he’d made to his grandfather, and to hell with everything else. Besides, it wasn’t as if he were forcing the chit into a life of drudgery. If anything, he was rescuing her. Hell, he would even allow her to use some of the funds for her charity work. In a way, that would almost make him as much of a philanthropist as her. He chuckled aloud at the thought of becoming a reformer. Not bloody likely.

At his laughter, Julia’s color deepened. She stood and faced him, her chin squared in defiance. “This is absurd. It would never work.”

The ticking of the mantel clock swiftly marked the time. There would be no soft seduction. Whether she knew it or not, Julia Frant’s fate was already decided. “You will marry me, love. One way or another.”

She frowned. “One way or another?”

“I could compromise you,” he said softly, staring at her tantalizing mouth. It was amazingly sensual, for all that she tried to press it into a straight, unexceptional line.

“You can’t compromise me.”

“Why not?” he asked, intrigued at her certainty.

“You don’t have time.”

He glanced toward the closed door. Somewhere down the hall came the firm tread of a heavy man. Alec pulled Julia toward him until her prudently buttoned pelisse fit smoothly against his waistcoat.

“What are you doing?” she asked in a breathless voice.

He knew what she wanted: soft words, a public declaration, all the noxious dance and parry that society demanded. It was laughable, really, when one considered how few members of the ton actually wed for love. Most were on the lookout for a title or fortune, and the practiced words and grandiose gestures were but a mockery.

Without warning, Alec sank his hand into Julia’s tousled hair. It gleamed the color of the clover honey his grandfather had so loved, and smelled just as wondrous. Ruthlessly pushing such thoughts aside, he covered her mouth with his.

He expected her to fight, to push him away and then scream. Instead, she moaned and threw herself against him, almost knocking him off his feet. It took a stunned moment to realize she was not going to call for help. She was kissing him back just as wildly, just as passionately, as he could have wished.

Astonished, he almost stopped the kiss right then and there. But she arched against him, her hands pulling him closer and yet closer. A delicious tremor raced to his groin and he felt himself swell and harden. Pure, hot lust slammed into him, causing him to ache with need and desire.

Alec gave himself over to the kiss, running his hands over her back and cupping her intimately against him. Heat melded them together as he captured and recaptured her sensual mouth. God, she was incredible. So hot. So sweet. So very—

The door thrust open. “Here ye are, m’lord,” said Bramble in a cheery voice. “Martha’ll have the goose tarts and a nice side of—” The landlord made a choking noise.

Julia’s eyes flew open and she struggled to free herself, but Alec held her fast, his senses returning as a look of shocked dismay settled on her face.

The landlord’s mouth opened and shut before he stuttered, “P-pardon me, m’lord, I’ll just—” The door thudded closed and Alec released his captive, striving to still his harsh breathing.

With a muffled cry, Julia wrenched herself away. Gone were all traces of the rum punch. She shook with fury, her eyes flashing green fire. Putting a hand to her trembling mouth, she said accusingly, “You planned that.”

Alec shrugged, running a hand across his own mouth, wondering at how quickly he’d responded to her. He’d just about devoured her where she stood, inheritance be damned. There was just a hint of the wild Frant blood hidden beneath her prim exterior and it was, frankly, exciting as hell.

She glowered, her earlier trust gone. “That proved nothing, except that you are a beast.”

He adjusted his cravat with a deft touch, hating the glimmer of hurt in her eyes, hating these circumstances, hating himself. But he owed this to Grandfather, to keep the fortune from falling into Nick’s vile pocket. Alec had almost ruined everything by allowing his pride to get in the way. He couldn’t let this chance to redeem himself escape.

He met Julia’s brittle gaze with a self-derisive laugh. “I’ve never claimed to be a gentleman, love. You know my reputation. You knew it when you agreed to stay alone with me in this room.”

“You are a cad and a reprobate and a bounder,” she said furiously.

He approached the fire, careful to keep a distance between them. “Whatever I am does not change matters. Think, Julia, of what you stand to gain.”

Alec understood greed as he understood all the vices. They had been his closest companions for more years than he could count. “Think of how your life will change for the better.”

“What do you know of my life?” Her voice held a hint of a child’s wail that pierced him as thoroughly as any dagger.

He ignored it. While he didn’t know her exact circumstances, it took no imagination to guess. “Your life is one of unappreciated servitude. Your cousin and aunt expect you to wait on their every whim, to give up what you have left of your youth. They spare no thought of you or your comfort. And for what? An attic room with no fire and a few cast-off gowns?”

“I don’t have an attic room,” she said stiffly, though her hand made a telltale motion toward her worn dress. “Aunt Lydia has been nothing but kind to me since I—”

“Kind? Being asked to sit among the chaperones, as if you were a little countrified nobody? A spinster on the shelf? How old are you, Julia?”

“Seven-and-twenty,” Julia replied reluctantly, wishing he would stop. Her life was no fairy tale, but it was productive and useful. And with her new position in the Society, she could make even more of a difference.

He advanced on her, a heady combination of masculine beauty and bold determination. “You are young yet, Julia. Only think what it could be like. Gowns and jewels. Your own coach. Servants to wait on your every whim.” His voice dropped to a seductive murmur. “Think of all the projects you could fund if you had the money.”

The man had a dangerous knack for finding one’s weaknesses and exploiting them to the fullest. After a stilted moment, she asked, “How much will I get?”

A faint smile curved his mouth. “Ten thousand a year, to do with as you wish.”

“No,” she heard herself answer calmly. “I want half.”

Alec’s smile slipped. “What?”

“You heard me. Half.” And she would spend every last penny on the Society. Her own pain lessened as she thought of all the good she could accomplish with such a sum.

Alec looked stunned. “But we will have a household to maintain, and a—”

“We can do nicely on fifteen thousand a year. More than nicely—lavishly, in fact.”

“That leaves me only twenty thousand pounds!”

“And what do you need with that much?”

His face hardened, the lines about his mouth deepening. “You greedy little witch,” he said softly. “You are not so different from Therese, after all.”

The words flicked across her like live coals, but Julia held her ground. “Therese attempted to trick you from getting the fortune. I am helping you.”

His mouth went white with rage. “Helping me? By taking half? This is ludicrous! I have expenses you know nothing about.”

“I know enough.” She regarded him through her lashes, suddenly struck by the enormous opportunity that dangled within reach. There were more lost souls in the world than those assisted by the Society. Julia had thought for many months now that perhaps, just perhaps, Alec needed rescuing as well. But just like many of the women from the Society, he didn’t realize it.

Julia lifted her chin and prepared to do battle. “According to what you’ve told me of this will, you have to join the strict confines of the ton and live without scandal.” Her heart pounded like a drum against her chest. “For an entire year.”

His stare hardened. “So?”

“So you won’t need money for gambling or any other disreputable activities.”

“What disreputable activities?” he demanded.

“Opera dancers,” she answered succinctly.

He looked as if his cravat had suddenly become too tight. “I cannot believe you listen to such vile gossip.”

“Or actresses,” she continued undaunted, “or mistresses of any kind.”

“Who told you—what—” he sputtered, anger sparkling in his eyes.

“It doesn’t matter. I heard it.”

He leveled a glare that should have singed the edges of her pelisse. “For your information, I happen to be between mistresses at the moment.”

“How convenient. In a year, you may have as many as you please.” It was harder to say that one sentence than she would have thought possible, but somehow she managed to make it sound natural.

“Damn you,” he swore, his eyes a stormy gray, as bottomless as the roiling ocean.

She could see he wanted to argue, but couldn’t. And Julia realized that for once in her life, she was in control. Completely and utterly in control. It was a heady experience.

Still, she mustn’t forget the real reason why she was agreeing to this wild scheme—to help the women of the Society and to save Alec. She would be in the perfect position to show him the error of his wicked ways. He was a man who eschewed honorable endeavors, a rake ruled by his base passions, while she…. Heat flooded her cheeks anew at the sudden memory of her reaction to his kiss.

Perhaps she wasn’t much better. She fervently hoped he blamed her wanton behavior on the rum punch. She certainly intended to.

But the memory served as a forcible reminder that she had to protect herself from his practiced blandishments.

Catching his cold gaze, she forced herself to say in an even tone, “I have one more term for this arrangement: it is to be a marriage of convenience only.”

The viscount stood before her, dark and smoldering, angry enough, she was sure, to have happily shot her. “If I come to your bed, it will be at your invitation,” he said icily. “And maybe not even then.”

Hurt suffused her, but she managed to nod. “Of course. Do we have an agreement?”

“I don’t know,” he replied acidly. “Should I forgo whist? Perhaps confine myself only to country dances in case the waltz proves too lively for your tastes?”

“No, I don’t think that will be necessary. I’ve spelled out my conditions.”

“And what about my conditions?”

That gave her pause, but she managed to say in a credibly calm voice, “I can’t imagine you’d have any. I’m not likely to cause a scandal, after all.”

“I’m pleased to hear it,” he snapped.

Julia glanced at the clock. “We’d better go, or we’ll be too late. There’s less than an hour left.”

After a glowering moment, he swore and stalked across the room to gather his coat. Fury lent his graceful movements a lethal quality. He opened the door and bowed. “After you, my lady.”

Clasping her shaking hands and wondering what imp of madness had possessed her, Julia marched out the door.









Chapter 3




The sofa was damned uncomfortable. Alec sat up and rubbed his neck, glad to see the sun streaming across the familiar carpet of his own room. Tired beyond belief, he eyed his bed with a ruminative gaze. The sight of Julia asleep, curled on her side with one hand tucked under her cheek, caused his anger to return in full force.

He wondered for the hundredth time what quixotic notion had made him hesitate to sleep in his own bed. The staff hadn’t known to prepare the extra chamber, so his room had been the only one fit to inhabit.

At first, the thought of forcing his wife to sleep in the cold, empty bedchamber had held some measure of charm. But Julia had the benefit of being soundly asleep, not even waking when he’d lifted her from the carriage and carried her into the house. Holding her in his arms, he’d pushed open the door to a guest room and faced the black cold. Then he’d had the misfortune to glance down. Honey-colored hair wisped about her small, white face, her mouth parted in deep slumber. She slept as innocently as a babe, her wide, smooth brow untroubled. Only the deep shadows beneath her eyes belied her tranquil sleep for the exhaustion it plainly was. Without another thought, Alec had gathered her close and turned to his own chamber.


So here he sat, the devil of a crick in his neck from trying to fit his six-foot frame on a small sofa, while his wife slept in chaste luxury under his goosedown counterpane.

His wife. He said the words silently, as if tasting them. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, his life had changed drastically. Or at least, he amended, for the space of one year. Of course, with Julia’s intolerable demands, that year would seem like a lifetime. Irritation tightened his jaw. Chaste and innocent Julia might be, but she bargained like a fishwife. Alec stood abruptly and jammed his hands into his pockets, disliking the feeling that he had somehow been tricked.

Of course, Julia’s perfidy did not stretch to the length of Therese’s. Therese had purposefully set out to ruin him, while Julia’s only fault had been in taking advantage of a plum opportunity that was too good to resist.

Considering Julia’s unfortunate situation, Alec wondered if he could fault her for wishing to better her circumstances, even if it was at his own expense. And despite his ire, Julia had been right in one thing: without her assistance, he would have been left with nothing.

She stirred and turned onto her back, nestling into the pillow. The edge of her skirt slipped from beneath the covers to drape to the floor. The threadbare muslin was a stark contrast to the elaborate material of the counterpane. A twist of disgust rose in him, dispelling his anger further. She was dressed like a commonplace chambermaid. Damn Therese and her selfishness.

Of course, he realized with a sardonic grimace, the same could be said for him. He, too, was using Julia for his own purposes. Though he had blithely promised her an annulment, he knew such a move would be disastrous; her reputation would be in tatters. Society would snicker behind feathered fans and enjoy her discomfort.

He crossed to the bed and looked at her sleeping face. Sighing in her sleep, she smiled, the shadow of a dimple racing across one cheek. Her hair rippled like golden brown satin across the pillows. Against his will, he touched a strand and marveled at the softness.

Her lashes rested on the cream of her cheeks, and her nose, clearly visible without her infernal spectacles, was narrow and patrician. Except for the undeniable sensuality of her mouth, Julia looked as fresh and unspoiled as a country maid.

But there was fire behind that prim exterior. Fire and passion, if her unexpected response to his kiss proved anything.

He rubbed his bottom lip thoughtfully. It was a good thing they were married in name only. A man could get burned by heat like that.

As if she heard his thoughts, she opened her eyes, blinking sleepily.

She had beautiful eyes, he thought idly. Startlingly so.

“Where am I?” she asked in a husky voice.

A smile almost slipped from him. Trust Julia to get straight to the matter of things. “My townhouse. You fell asleep as soon as we left the vicar’s. I decided not to wake you.”

She struggled to rise, only getting as far as one elbow before pressing a hand to her head, her delicate brows lowering. “Oww.”

“I warned you about that punch.” Her only answer was to cover her eyes and ease back onto the pillow as if her head was made of the finest crystal.

Alec crossed to the bellpull. He had barely tugged the embroidered rope when the door opened and his valet entered. Alec scowled. He hated it when the servants hovered, and Chilton was the worst of the lot.

The valet was aquiver with curiosity. “Good morning, milord. I took the liberty to request breakfast be served within the half hour.” Though he addressed Alec, his bright gaze rested on Julia’s prostrate form.

Alec moved in front of Julia. “Bring a bottle of rum.”


Chilton hesitated. “I beg your pardon, milord, but…did you request rum?”

“A bottle of rum and two glasses.”

The valet gaped. “Before breakfast? But the mistress…I mean, it is quite early and…you were just wed…surely you don’t mean to—”

“Rum,” Alec repeated. He opened the door. “And be quick about it.”

Chilton’s thin mouth pinched with disapproval. “Very well, milord.” Outrage evident in every bone in his thin body, the valet marched out.

Alec sighed. What had he been thinking, to offer a place to Grandfather’s old retainers?

Julia noted the crease between Alec’s eyes, and an overwhelming urge to lay her head on her pillow and cry tightened her throat. It was silly and she knew it. But she was totally, utterly miserable. Her stomach roiled, her mouth was as dry as cotton, and it felt as if shards of glass had imbedded themselves behind her eyelids. She feared if she even moved, she would lose what little control she had. Still, circumstances demanded that she say something. Anything.

“The sun’s too bright,” she managed to croak, sounding so much like a frog that she wished the earth would rise up and swallow her whole, before she made more of a fool of herself than she already had.

Alec raised his brows and Julia placed her hands back over her hot, dry eyes and took deep, cleansing gulps of air. It was ludicrous. Here she was, her first morning as a wife, and all she could think about was how desperately she wanted to retch. “I’ll never drink rum again.”

Alec crossed to the window and closed the heavy curtains. “Yes, you will. It will settle your stomach enough to eat. I’ll have some toast brought later.”

Julia shuddered. “No. I don’t want toast. Or rum. Especially not rum.”

“Trust me. You’ll feel better for it.”


She didn’t even bother to answer, just squenched her eyes closed and prayed for a swift end to her misery. But it was not to be. The longer she lay, the more the room swirled and danced. Nausea hit her in waves. Forcing herself to sit up, she opened her eyes and tried to focus on her surroundings instead of Alec’s disturbing presence.

A welcome fire burned in the grate of the elegant room. A small sofa and chair flanked the hearth, a neat table between them. Julia noted Alec’s jacket on the back of the sofa, the creased pillows pressed into one corner. It dawned on her that he had slept in the room with her. She looked down at her dress and noted that except for her boots, her clothing was completely intact.

Of course it was. Devil Hunterston had his pick of London’s finest. Why would he bother with someone like her? She cleared her throat. “How did I get here?”

“I carried you.”

Julia risked a glance at him and then wished she hadn’t. His untucked shirt was startlingly white against his golden skin. His hair was in disarray, one inky lock falling across his forehead, while a day’s growth of whiskers darkened the strong line of his jaw.

He had never looked so handsome. She wanted to trail her fingers along his jaw and kiss him like….

Oh, God. Like she had before.

The memory of the kiss at the inn flooded back in glaring detail. He had swept her into his arms, determined to ruin her reputation, and she had responded like a seasoned courtesan, clutching him tighter and even opening her mouth beneath his. Her head throbbed anew. Julia groaned and covered her heated face with her hands.

“Do you need a basin?” Alec’s voice came from beside her.

No matter how ill she felt, she would not admit to such a paragon of manly beauty that she was in dire danger of being violently ill all over his beautiful blue and gold carpet. She shook her head miserably.

A warm hand came to rest on her shoulder. “Take a deep breath, love. It will pass.” Smooth and firm, his voice was as comforting as his touch.

An unfamiliar wave of heat rose through her, blood thrumming a painful tattoo behind her bleary eyes. She wasn’t sure what hurt more, her head or her heart, but one of them was dying a slow and agonizing death.

“Damn it! Where is Chilton with that rum?”

Despite the irritation in Alec’s voice, his concern was palpable. She wished he would do something evil or debauched so she would have a weapon to fight off her unrestrained reactions.

Instead, the hand on her shoulder slid up to rest on her head, sliding softly through her tousled hair. “Perhaps I should call someone?”

“No,” she answered miserably. “Except for you, there is no one.”

There was a moment of silence before he replied, “I meant a maid.”

“Oh.” Her cheeks heated even more and she wondered if a person could expire from sheer embarrassment. Darn the man for making her so ill at ease. Taking a deep breath, she lifted her head. If she were going to expire, she did not want to do it cowering beneath the covers like a ninny. Using every bit of composure she could find, she managed a shaky smile. “I believe I am feeling better.”

Alec’s silver gaze roamed across her, one brow lifting in polite disbelief. “We should send a message to your aunt. She’ll be worried by now.”

Julia doubted if either Therese or Aunt Lydia would do more than complain about the inconvenience of her absence, but she wasn’t up to explaining such a thing to Alec. He would offer his sympathy and her tattered emotions would dissolve completely.


“I’ll write a letter to your aunt,” he said abruptly. “I realize this is awkward, Julia. I don’t wish you to be uneasy.”

The concern in his voice made her want him all the more. Tears welled and she pulled the covers to her face.

“Damn!” he swore. “Where is Chilton?” Alec moved away from the bed.

Julia waited with bated breath for the sound of his footsteps out the door. Instead, he startled her by returning to sit beside her. He thrust a bowl into her lap. “Here.”

She dropped the covers to clutch at the porcelain basin and she found herself staring straight into Alec’s amazing silver-gray eyes. He was so handsome, smiling down at her, that lock of black hair falling over his forehead. All thought
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