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One




FROM THE LONDON TIMES SOCIETY PAGE:

Lord and Lady Malloran’s annual soiree promises to be more exciting this year than ever as the entertaining services of the mysterious, much-sought-after fortune-teller Madame Larchmont have been secured. As Madame’s provocative predictions are uncannily accurate, her presence at any party guarantees its success. Also attending will be the very eligible Viscount Sutton, who recently returned to London after an extended stay at his Cornwall estate and is rumored to be looking for a wife. Wouldn’t it be delicious if Madame Larchmont told him whom it is in the cards for him to marry?



Alexandra Larchmont pinned Lady Miranda with the intense stare she knew lent her predictions extra credence. As Lady Miranda was a distant cousin to Alex’s hostess, Lady Malloran, she wanted to make certain the young woman was pleased with her card reading.


“While I divine from your card reading and aura that you suffered pain in your past, your present is filled with bright promise—parties, jewels, fabulous gowns.”

Lady Miranda’s eyes glittered with delight. “Excellent.” She leaned closer to Alex. “What about my future?” she whispered.

She was about to look down to consult the cards when the crowd of milling party guests separated a bit and her attention was caught by the sight of a tall, dark-haired man.

Panic rippled along her nerve endings, and her muscles tensed, for in spite of the fact that four years had passed since she’d last seen him, she recognized him instantly. Under the best of circumstances, he wouldn’t be a man easily forgotten—and the circumstances of their last encounter could never be described as “best.” While she didn’t know his name, his image was permanently etched in her memory.

She dearly wished that’s where he’d remained—not standing a mere dozen feet away. Dear God, if he recognized her, everything she’d worked so long and hard for would be destroyed.

Her every instinct screamed at her to flee, but she remained frozen in place. As if trapped in a horrible, slow-moving nightmare, her gaze wandered down his form. Impeccably dressed in formal black attire, his dark hair gleamed under the glow of the dozens of candles flickering in the overhead chandelier. He held a crystal champagne glass, and she involuntarily shivered, rubbing her damp palms over her upper arms, recalling in vivid detail the strength in those large hands as they’d gripped her, preventing her escape. Out of necessity, she’d learned at a young age how to master her fears, but this man had alarmed and unnerved her as no one else ever had, before or since their single encounter.

The cards had repeatedly warned her about him—the dark-haired stranger with the vivid green eyes who would wreak havoc with her existence—years before she’d ever seen him that first time. The cards had also predicted she’d someday see him again. Unfortunately, the cards hadn’t prepared her for someday being now.

Looking up, she noted with a sickening sense of alarm that his gaze moved slowly over the crowd. In a matter of seconds that gaze would fall upon her.

“Are you all right, Madame Larchmont? You’ve gone completely pale.”

Lady Miranda’s voice jerked Alex’s attention away from the man, and she found herself the subject of the young woman’s narrow-eyed scrutiny.

Digging deep to locate the well-practiced inscrutable mien that had always served her well, Alex said, “I’m a bit overheated, which sadly disrupts my psychic energies.” The well-modulated, even-toned voice she’d perfected long ago gave no indication of her inner turmoil. “A bit of air will set me to rights and allow me once again to commune with the spirits. If you’ll excuse me…”

Her gaze flicked back to the man. A stunning young woman she recognized as Lord Ralstrom’s daughter Lady Margaret approached him, smiling in unmistakable greeting. Surely a beauty like that would keep his interest engaged long enough for her to escape.

She quickly wrapped up her cards in a square of bronze silk, slipped the deck into the deep pocket of her gown, and hastily rose. Apprehension shivered down her spine, and she felt the weight of someone’s stare upon her. Her gaze snapped up, and her breath stalled.

Vivid green eyes assessed her with a piercing intensity that simultaneously chilled and heated her. And rendered her as immobile as his hands had four years ago. Her heart seemed to stutter and it flashed through her mind that there were undoubtedly dozens of women who would go to great lengths to be on the receiving end of this man’s attention. She, however, was not one of them.

Did he recognize her? She couldn’t tell, as his expression gave nothing away. But she did not intend to wait to find out. “The spirits are calling, I must go,” she said to Lady Miranda, then executed a quick turn and melted into the crowd with an expertise born of years of practice.

Unfortunately, she didn’t know where she was going, her entire being consumed with only one thought: escape. The very same thought the stranger had implanted in her the last time they’d met.

After navigating her way to the edge of the room, she halted, and frustrated dismay filled her. Damnation, in her panic, she’d fled the wrong way. Her fortune-telling table had been set up near the French windows leading outside and was, therefore, now on the opposite side of the large, crowded room. And dozens of party guests stood between her and the corridor leading to the front door—a situation made all the more vexing, as succumbing to panic was simply not like her. Yet she couldn’t deny the agitation gripping her.

She quickly scanned the crowd. Her heart stuttered when her gaze settled on the green-eyed man. His features were set in a dark scowl as he, too, scanned the crowd. Looking for her?

Spurred by the desperation she couldn’t control, she slipped into the nearest corridor. Heart pounding, she forced herself not to run, not to show any outward signs of alarm in case she met someone. An open door on the left offered the hope of sanctuary, but as she drew closer, she heard masculine voices coming from within and moved on. She passed other doorways, but didn’t pause, determined to put as much distance between herself and the man as possible. Surely he wouldn’t search the house for her, if indeed he looked for her at all.

Her mind raced. All she needed to do was find a room…preferably one at the back of the house. She’d slip out the window into the garden, then disappear into the mews. Lady Malloran would most assuredly be annoyed, and Alex would no doubt lose the entire evening’s wages, a troubling prospect as she badly needed the money. She’d have to plead her case, claiming a loss of the spirits or deep psychic fatigue or some such so her reputation wasn’t damaged. Of course, her efforts might well be for naught, thanks to the stranger. The ramifications of what running into her past might mean for her future—

She sliced off the disturbing thought. The future she needed to worry about right now encompassed the next few minutes. Once she escaped here, she’d worry about tomorrow.

The corridor made a series of turns, and the light dimmed to near darkness. The sounds of the party—laughter, chatter, the tinkling of crystal—faded to a dim, indistinguishable murmur. After rounding another corner, she noted a closed door. Excellent. Based on what she knew of Mayfair town houses, the room was most likely a library or study, and clearly wasn’t being used for the party. Moving swiftly, she pressed her ear against the wood door panel, then dropped to her knees and peered through the keyhole. Satisfied the room was empty, she turned the brass knob, eased the door open just enough to slip through, then closed the door behind her.

Leaning back against the polished oak panel, she sucked in a deep, calming breath and conducted a quick survey of the room, which was, as she’d suspected, a study. Based on the dark, wood paneling, and masculine maroon leather sofa and chairs, clearly Lord Malloran’s domain. Her gaze riveted on the window on the opposite side of the room through which silvery moonlight glowed—the room’s only illumination, and she allowed herself to relish an instant of relief. Escape beckoned, no more than twenty feet away.

Just as she was about to push off from the door, however, a noise stilled her. Relief vanished, and tension gripped her anew, and she pressed her ear to the crack between the door and the jamb.

“The study is just ahead,” came a low, deep voice. “We can talk there without interruption.”

Dear God, could her luck this night get any worse? Spurred to action, Alex raced across the room. With no time to escape out the window, she dashed behind the heavy velvet drapes, simultaneously blessing the darkness of the room and cursing her foolishness for hesitating even a second to catch her breath. She pressed her back against the cool glass windowpanes. Her escape hatch.

For all the good it did her.

The soft swish of the door opening was followed seconds later by a click as it closed. Then a louder click, indicating the door was now locked. She went perfectly still and reminded herself that over the years she’d successfully escaped tougher spots than this. More times than she cared to recall. Just remain calm, quiet, and patient.

“The date and place are set.” She instantly recognized the rough, masculine voice as the same one she’d heard seconds ago through the door crack.

“When?” came another voice, this one a barely audible raspy whisper.

“Wexhall’s party. On the twentieth.”

“All the arrangements are in place?”

“Yes. No one will suspect it were more than a tragic accident.”


“Make certain of that,” came the soft, raspy whisper. The person’s real voice—or an attempt at a disguise? Most likely a disguise, she decided. One never knew when one might be inadvertently overheard in a house swarming with guests and servants. Or fortune-tellers hiding behind draperies. “No mistakes. His death will assuredly give rise to inquiries.”

“No need fer worry. Ye’ve hired the best.”

“You’ll be compensated as such. Provided all goes as planned.”

“It will. And speakin’ of compensation…I’ll be havin’ another bit of blunt now that the arrangements are made. As we agreed.”

“I’ll see that it’s delivered tomorrow. There’s to be no further contact between us after this.”

“Understood. Now I’ve got to get back to servin’ the fancy folks drinks ’fore I’m missed.”

“With the money I’m paying you, soon you’ll be the one throwing the fancy parties.”

A sound of disgust filled the air. “Bah, I won’t be wastin’ no blunt on parties. Soon as this is over, you’ll never see me in London again.”

“That is, undoubtedly, for the best,” came the silky, whispered reply.

“Gonna get my own place. By the sea. Hire myself a servant. Be the one gettin’ waited on fer once in my life.”

No reply other than the sound of muffled footfalls came, and Alex, scarcely daring to breathe, visualized the pair crossing the room. Seconds later the click of the door being unlocked sounded. Even while her strong sense of self-preservation screamed at her not to move, she peeked around the edge of the curtain and for an instant caught sight of the back of a tall, dark-haired man who was dressed in the unmistakable elaborately gold-trimmed Malloran livery. Obviously the rougher, less-educated speaker. To whom had he been talking? She craned her neck, but the door shut, ensconcing her in tomblike silence.

She remained behind the curtain, pulling in slow, careful breaths in an effort to quell the sick dread snaking through her. Someone was going to be killed…on the twentieth. But who?

It’s not your problem, the inner voice that had successfully helped her survive the mean streets of London warned. You have your own problems to worry about.

Yes, she did. And she well knew what happened to people who stuck their noses where they didn’t belong—they tended to lose their noses. Or worse.

She squeezed her eyes shut and cursed herself for wondering if this evening could get any worse, for clearly it could. Everything inside her screamed at her to forget what she’d overheard. Ignore it. Flee. Now. While she had the chance. Before the Malloran servant or the person who’d clearly hired him to kill discovered her absence from the party and wondered to where the entertainment had disappeared. Then looked for and found her. Hiding in this room. Where they’d just discussed their murderous plot.

But she knew that no matter how hard she tried, she’d never be able to forget what she’d heard. Her conscience, that inconvenient inner voice that plagued her when she most wished it not to, would eat at her.

Yet what to do with this information? Clearly the intended target was someone important. His death will assuredly give rise to inquiries. Someone had to be told. Someone who could stop this crime before it took place. Someone who wasn’t her.

But who? A magistrate? She swallowed the bitter sound that rose in her throat. She’d spent her life avoiding magistrates and Runners and anyone of that ilk, and given her past, she definitely preferred to keep it that way. Besides, who would believe her? A woman who barely scraped together a living telling fortunes? The instant the murder of this important person was committed, they’d believe her guilty—of something. Didn’t matter what. They’d hunt her down like a fox. Toss her in a cell. Her stomach turned over. Never again.

Yet she’d be forced into her own private prison if she didn’t at least try to warn whoever was in danger. With a wistful glance at the window that beckoned with the sweet temptation of freedom, she moved from behind the curtain and walked swiftly to the elegant polished wood desk. Quickly extracting a piece of vellum, she dipped the quill into the inkpot and penned a swift note, then folded the vellum in quarters and wrote “Lord Malloran—urgent and private” on the outside. She set it on the desk, securing it by placing an egg-shaped crystal paperweight on the corner, then blew out a long breath and told her conscience to cease grumbling.

She’d done what she could to save the intended victim. Now she needed to save herself.

Moving to the window, she looked through the glass at the small garden, which was thankfully empty, no doubt because of the unseasonably chilly weather. Finally, something was going right. Noting the fifteen-foot drop to the ground, she grimaced. Last time she’d made such a jump, she’d slipped and strained her ankle. She briefly considered retracing her steps and exiting through the front door, but a sore ankle held infinitely more appeal than running into either the green-eyed man or the murderous duo roaming the party. No, the window offered the only way out of this mess.

After one last look to ensure the garden below remained free of partygoers, Alex opened the window and nimbly swung her legs over the sash. Bracing her palms on the ledge, she gave her body a deft twist, then carefully lowered herself until she held on, her fingers curled over the sill, facing the rough stone exterior. Drawing a deep breath, she pressed the toes of her soft leather boots against the stone wall, kicked off, and let go.

Her stomach rushed upward. For the space of a heartbeat she felt as if she were flying, then she landed lightly, bending her knees and touching her palms to the cool, moist earth. When she stood, she nearly laughed from the sheer exhilaration of her feat as she brushed off her hands. She was free. All she had to do was melt into the shadows. She turned, intending to head toward the mews.

And found herself staring at a snowy white cravat.

A snowy white cravat that was mere inches from her nose. She sucked in a startled breath and caught the scent of freshly starched linen mixed with a whiff of sandalwood. She took a hasty step back but halted when her shoulders hit the rough stone of the town house. Strong hands gripped her upper arms.

“Steady,” came a deep, masculine voice.

Dear God, when had her luck turned so horrendously…unlucky? This night just went from bad to worse.

Fingers flexed against her skin left bare by her gown’s short, puffed sleeves, and she noted he wasn’t wearing gloves. A heated tingle that was surely nothing more than annoyance skidded through her. Determined to talk her way out of this irritating further cog in her escape plans quickly, Alex lifted her chin.

And looked into the hauntingly familiar eyes of the stranger.







Two



Alex’s annoyance evaporated and alarm roared through her with such force she actually felt light-headed. A tiny inner voice commanded that she step away from him, but she couldn’t move. Could only stare into those fathomless eyes, which regarded her with an unreadable expression. Every muscle tensed, gripping her with the strangling fear she thought she’d long ago conquered.

Tense silence that seemed to last an eternity swelled between them while Alex fought to master her dread and appear outwardly calm.

Something flickered in his gaze…something that disappeared before she could decipher it. Something she prayed wasn’t recognition. Yet what else could it be? Surely it was no coincidence that this particular man appeared just below this particular window at this particular time.

The years she’d spent running from her past had finally caught up with her. In the form of this stranger who continued to hold her in a firm grip. Drawing on all her reserves, she bludgeoned aside her apprehension, and grasped her aplomb. She knew how to bluff her way out of difficult spots—although nothing about his demeanor labeled him an easy mark, an observation she’d foolishly chosen to ignore four years ago.

“Are you all right, Madame Larchmont?”

Any tiny flicker of hope that he didn’t know her identity vanished with his question. Straightening her spine, she lifted her chin. “You know who I am.”

One dark brow jutted upward. “Did you think I wouldn’t?”

A girl can dream…“I wondered since you’ve obviously forgotten yourself.” She flicked a pointed glance down at his hands, which still held her in place. “You may release me, sir.”

His grip instantly loosened, and he stepped back. Alex fancied that his fingers trailed for a fraction of a heartbeat over her bare skin before he released her. A tremor ran through her, surely the result of the brisk night air brushing over the spot his palms had warmed.

“Did you hurt yourself when you stumbled?” he asked, his voice laced with unmistakable concern as his gaze ran down her form.

“Stumbled?”

“Yes. I was walking in the garden and heard a sound. When I turned the corner, I saw you rising and brushing off your hands. You are not injured, I hope.”

“N…no, thank you. I’m fine.” Alex’s mind whirled, and she studied him carefully. She prided herself on her ability to read people, and his expression, easily visible in the full moon’s glow, revealed nothing more than polite concern, with perhaps a touch of curiosity. It seemed he didn’t know she’d jumped from the window.

She looked at him again. Not the slightest flicker of recognition flared in his eyes. Was it possible he didn’t remember their previous encounter? That he only knew her from tonight? Relief rushed through her, only to halt. The intensity with which he’d stared at her in the drawing room had to mean something. If he didn’t remember her, then what?

He moved, and her muscles tensed, but he only pulled a handkerchief from inside his waistcoat. Presenting the white linen square to her with a flourish, he said, “To wipe your hands.”

With her composure now fully collected, she concealed her wary suspicions of his motives with the skill of a seasoned actress and shook her head. “Thank you, but my gloves protected my hands. I’m quite all right.” She then favored him with her most imperious look. “What are you doing in the garden?”

He smiled, and she fought the urge to blink. Under other circumstances, she might well have been dazzled by that devastatingly attractive flash of even, white teeth, as she imagined most females were. Luckily, she was immune to this man’s allure.

“Like you, just getting a much-needed bit of air,” he said. “Along with a desire to get away from the crowds for a moment…although coming upon Madame Larchmont is an unexpected pleasure.”

Still suspicious, but willing to play out the game, she inclined her head in silent acknowledgment of his compliment. “You have the advantage over me, sir, in that I do not know your name.”

A sheepish look too genuine to be feigned passed over his handsome features and he tucked away his handkerchief. “Forgive me. I am Colin Oliver, Viscount Sutton.” He made her a formal bow. “At your service.”

Alex swallowed the lump of dread in her throat. Of course she recognized the name. Lord Sutton was one of the Season’s most eligible bachelors, made even more so by the news that he was actually looking for a wife and wouldn’t have to be dragged to the altar. A well-respected peer with power to wield. If he were to remember her from before…a shudder ran through her. He could ruin everything she’d worked and fought so hard to achieve.

He flashed her another grin. “It appears by your expression that my name is not unfamiliar to you. Perhaps you read the snippet in today’s Times?”

Her relief at not being instantly recognized was tempered by an unreasonable prickle of pique that he didn’t recall her—especially since she recalled him in such vivid detail. Was she so unmemorable?

She shoved the ridiculous question aside. Good God, she should be kicking up her heels at his faulty memory. And really, why would he remember her? Their encounter had been so brief. A lofty member of the peerage would hardly focus on the face of a dirty street urchin.

The cloud of disaster that loomed over her livelihood, all her plans for her future, receded…slightly. She couldn’t dispel the odd feeling that, contrary to all appearances, he was somehow toying with her. She needed to stay on her guard, and to do so, she needed information. The cards had predicted this stranger’s reappearance in her life—and that he’d somehow figure prominently. But what she didn’t know, and needed to know, was why.

Offering him her best mysterious Madame Larchmont smile, she said, “I did indeed read the snippet in the Times. I believe half of London hopes I’ll be able to predict whom you will marry.”

He chuckled, a deep, rich sound. “I’m hoping so myself. It would certainly save me a great deal of time.” He extended his elbow. “May I escort you back inside? I’m looking forward to my turn at your fortune-telling table.”

Alex paused. She had no desire to return to the house where the murderous Malloran servant and his unseen cohort she’d overheard moved amongst the guests.

“Thank you, but I was on my way home.”


“So early?”

She spread her hands. “When the spirits call me home, I must obey.”

“Has your carriage been called?”

She hid her grimace of distaste. Typical spoiled aristocrat, assuming everyone had a carriage at their disposal. She lifted her chin a notch. “I intended to hire a hack.”

He waved her intention aside with a dismissive gesture. “Nonsense. It’s far too late for a lady to be traveling alone. I’ll have my carriage brought ’round immediately and escort you home.”

“I appreciate the offer, Lord Sutton, however, I’m well accustomed to seeing myself home from these soirees.”

“Perhaps. But it is not necessary for you to do so this evening.”

“I wouldn’t dream of dragging you away from the party where you might well meet your future wife.”

“I’ve already seen this evening’s offerings, and I’m quite certain the woman of my dreams is not in Lady Malloran’s drawing room. Indeed, by far the most interesting woman I’ve met tonight is standing in front of me.” His smile was warm, friendly, and tinged with a hint of flirtatious mischief. “Believe me, you’d be doing me a great favor by allowing me to escort you home.”

Was he playing games with her? Perhaps. But if so, she needed to know. Since she found herself inexorably curious about this man who, she was convinced, was the one who’d figured so prominently in her card readings for years and because she couldn’t think up any reason to refuse his offer that wouldn’t sound churlish, she nodded. “Very well.”

He extended his arm at the perfectly proper angle. “Careful where you step. I wouldn’t want you to stumble again.”


Was that a glint of dry humor in his voice? She studied him, but his expression didn’t waver. “No, I wouldn’t wish to stumble again,” she agreed. She wrapped her gloved fingers around the crook of his elbow, and they made their way over the narrow strip of grass running along the side of the house toward the front. The hard muscles of his forearm flexed beneath her fingers, indicating a likely love of riding. She noted with surprise that he walked with a slight limp, favoring his left leg. He hadn’t suffered from any such affliction four years ago. In fact, he’d been extraordinarily fleet of foot. Frighteningly so.

When they reached the front steps, a footman appeared, and Alex stiffened, fearing the tall, dark-haired servant was the person she’d heard in the study.

“Your carriage, Lord Sutton?”

She let out a long breath and forced her muscles to relax. Not his voice. Not the same man.

“Please,” Lord Sutton replied. He then turned to her. “Do you have a wrap or any belongings that require fetching?”

Heavens, in all the confusion, she forgotten about that. “Yes. My bonnet and green velvet cloak.” She eyed the wide double doors leading into the foyer. She supposed she should go back inside and say good night to Lady Malloran, but the mere thought of doing so edged unease down her spine.

“Why don’t you wait here while I see to our belongings and bid our hostess good evening?”

She hoped her relief didn’t show. “Thank you,” she said in her most regal tone.

He entered the house, and she drew her first easy breath since she’d first seen him in the drawing room. Perhaps he wasn’t the man who the cards repeatedly predicted would reenter her life, but her instincts, which had always served her well, told her he was. If she were able to read his cards, she might be able to discern more. Yet in order to do that, she’d need to spend more time in his company. If she did, would she run the risk of his remembering her?

Now that she could think clearly, she realized she could simply deny any previous encounter. Claim she must just resemble someone he’d once briefly met. Obviously his memory didn’t ring with the crystal-clear vividness of her recollection of him. He’d rendered himself unforgettable in the course of several frantic heartbeats.

Clearly she was not made of such memorable stuff—something for which she again inexplicably found herself miffed. She looked skyward. Miffed? She was a candidate for Bedlam. The fact that he didn’t remember her could only be described as a miraculous blessing.

Her thoughts were interrupted when an elegant black lacquer carriage, a coat of arms decorating the door, pulled by a handsome pair of matching grays halted in front of the town house.

“Perfect timing,” came Lord Sutton’s deep voice from behind her. Before she could turn around, he settled her cloak around her shoulders. When she reached up to grab the ties, her fingers brushed against his. She felt him go perfectly still, and realized that he stood very close to her. Scandalously close. So close the warmth of his breath caressed her nape. The heat of his hands penetrated her thin lace gloves, and her skin tingled at the contact. Before she could react in any way other than simply to stand there and absorb this unsettling reaction to him, he stepped back.

Irritated at herself, she jerked on the ribbons at her collar, but to her further annoyance, her fingers weren’t quite steady as she tied the long strings, resulting in a sloppy mess of a bow.

Lord Sutton moved to her side. Appearing completely composed and unruffled, he handed her her bonnet, which, given her current poor ribbon-tying abilities, she opted not to don.

“Lady Malloran is bereft at your departure,” he said, “so I took the liberty of explaining that when the spirits speak to you, you have no choice but to heed, and they’d expressly told you it was time to go home. I hope that meets with your approval?”

She searched his countenance for any indication he was mocking her, but his voice and expression were perfectly serious. Light spilled from the town house’s tall windows, highlighting his handsome features, and she instantly recalled how she’d been unable to tear her gaze from him when she’d first spied him in the crowd at Vauxhall four years ago. Tall and devastatingly attractive, he’d stood alone, under a tree, his back propped against the sturdy trunk, watching people walk by him, and she’d immediately felt a kinship. She knew exactly how it felt to be alone. To watch people pass you by. One look at him, and every impossible fantasy she’d ever secretly dreamed of being whisked away by a handsome, dashing hero had converged in her mind, casting him as her knight in shining armor. The one who would keep her safe, slay her dragons, and make the aching loneliness, the always present fear, go away. Silly, impossible dreams as her mind well knew but that her foolish heart clung to just the same.

Over the years she’d observed countless aristocrats and dismissed them without a thought, but something about him had captured her imagination and stirred her in a way she’d never before experienced. A disturbing, exciting, heart-pounding way that had simultaneously confused and intrigued her. In spite of his outward gentlemanly mien, he’d exuded a contradictory aura of wistfulness mixed with danger and mystery that had drawn her like a thief to a cache of jewels.


He clearly belonged with the members of the ton wandering the grounds, yet he remained apart from them. Every aspect of his appearance, from those compelling eyes to the slash of his high cheekbones and straight, classic nose to his firm, square jaw to his very bearing marked him as a highborn gentleman. Not the sort she’d ever fancied, and certainly not the sort who’d ever fancy her.

She now found herself studying him, and her gaze rested on his perfectly shaped upper lip, then his fuller lower lip. How did his mouth manage to look soft and firm at the same time? Surely a man blessed with such extraordinary good looks would have no trouble finding a wife. Indeed, he’d no doubt require a broom to sweep the dozens of willing young women from his steps. Hmmm…was there any truth to the rumor that a full lower lip on a man indicated he possessed a sensuous—?

“Does what I told Lady Malloran meet with your approval, Madame Larchmont?”

The softly spoken question jerked her gaze upward. Lord Sutton was regarding her with an unreadable expression that made it impossible for her to know if he’d noticed her fascination with his mouth, but regardless, she sent up a silent prayer of thanks that she’d long ago lost her ability to blush. If he had noticed, the knowledge obviously hadn’t elicited any sort of reaction in him, with the possible exception of boredom—something that shouldn’t have, but nonetheless surprisingly pricked at her feminine vanity.

Good heavens, perhaps she was a candidate for Bedlam. This man, in less than an hour’s time, had ruffled her normally never-out-of-place feathers more than any other man ever had over any period of time. Indeed, the only other man who had ever ruffled her so was…him. Four years ago. Yes, and look at how disastrously that encounter went.


He must be well accustomed to gawking females. An overwhelming desire to assure him that her gawking had been a completely uncharacteristic, inexplicable aberration assaulted her, but she managed to swallow the urge. Instead, she looked him straight in the eye, and said, “As what you explained to Lady Malloran is perfectly true, yes, it meets with my approval. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” He nodded toward the carriage. “Shall we?”

Waving off the footman, he helped her step up, then asked, “What is your direction?”

She named a part of the city that, while not the most fashionable, was certainly respectable. After repeating her words to his coachman, Lord Sutton joined her, settling his long frame on the soft, gray velvet squabs opposite her. Seconds after the door closed, the vehicle jerked into motion.

The confines of the luxurious carriage made Lord Sutton’s large, robust frame appear even larger, his shoulders wider, his muscular legs longer. Unsettled in a manner she neither liked nor could explain, she pulled her attention away from him and looked down, but found no relief as her gaze riveted on the hem of her cloak resting across the toe of one of his polished black boots. An odd feeling rippled through her at the sight of her clothing touching his. It somehow looked too…intimate, and she shifted in her seat so the green velvet would slide from his boot.

Refusing to examine her relief too closely, she drew a breath, and any sense of inner calm vanished like a puff of steam as her senses filled with the pleasing scents of freshly starched linen and sandalwood she’d smelled when her nose had nearly been buried in his cravat. He smelled…clean. In a way she normally did not think of men smelling. In her experience, they reeked either of perfumes or of unwashed body odor.


“How long have you lived in London, Madame Larchmont?”

She gave herself a mental shake and refocused her attention on him. He appeared perfectly relaxed, but he’d stretched out his left leg, the one he favored, and she wondered if it pained him. Although his face was cast in shadows, she could see he regarded her with polite interest.

“I’ve lived in the city for several years,” she said, then adroitly changed the subject. “According to what I’ve heard, you haven’t been to London recently, but rather have been living at your family’s estate in Cornwall.”

He nodded. “Yes. I much prefer it there. Have you ever been?”

“To Cornwall? No. What is it like?”

His expression turned thoughtful. “Beautiful, although if I had to choose only one word to describe it, I’d pick ‘peaceful.’ The smell and sound and sight of the sea are things I miss deeply whenever I leave.” He spread his arm across the back of his seat in a nonchalant gesture and regarded her with another of his inscrutable expressions—something she found both frustrating and oddly fascinating, as she could normally read people easily.

“Tell me, my lord, did you mean what you said earlier about wanting me to read your cards?”

His grin flashed. “Of course. I am always happy to indulge in a harmless diversion.”

She hiked up a brow. “You do not believe in the power or accuracy of card readings?”

“I cannot say that I’ve ever given the matter a great deal of thought. But I must admit that my initial reaction is one of skepticism in giving any credence to a deck of cards.”

“You present me with a challenge, my lord, to change your mind.”


“I assure you that changing my mind will indeed be a challenge. I fear things of a mystical nature go against my pragmatic temperament.”

“Yet you are willing to give me an opportunity to convince you?”

“Convince me of what, exactly?”

“That the cards can tell of your past, present, and accurately predict your future. In the hands of the right fortune-teller.”

“Which would be you.”

“Of course.”

“Then let us say I am willing to allow you to read my cards. Whether you can convince me”—he shrugged—“remains to be seen.”

“I must warn you, it may require a fair amount of time for me to do so, as skeptics always take more effort.”

He smiled. “You say that as if I should I be alarmed.”

“Perhaps you should.” She returned his smile. “I’m paid for my readings in quarter-hour increments.”

“I see. And your fee?”

Without batting an eye, she named a figure triple her normal rate.

His brows shot upward. “With fees like that, Madame, one might be tempted to call you a…”

“Fortune-teller second to none?” she supplied helpfully when he hesitated.

He leaned forward and braced his forearms on his knees. His eyes glittered in the semidarkness as they stared into hers. “A thief.”

Thank goodness for the lack of light, for she actually felt the blood drain from her face. Her heart stuttered, and it suddenly felt as if all the air inside the carriage had disappeared.

Before she could recover, he leaned back and smiled. “But I suppose that when your services are in high demand, as I understand yours are, one must expect exorbitant prices.”

His expression appeared perfectly innocent, yet she could not dismiss the uncomfortable sensation that she was a mouse to his cat. She moistened her dry lips, then arranged her features into a haughty expression. “Yes, one must expect exorbitant prices under those circumstances.”

“For that much money, I’ll expect a great deal of information.”

“I’ll tell you everything about yourself, Lord Sutton. Even things you may not wish to know.”

“Excellent. I truly would like nothing better than for you to inform me whom I am destined to marry so I can begin courting the young lady. I’d like the entire process to be concluded as quickly as possible so I can return to Cornwall.”

“How overly romantic of you,” she said in a dust-dry tone.

“I fear there is nothing romantic about a man in my position looking for a wife. It’s really nothing more than a business arrangement. Which is why I suspect there are so many unhappy marriages amongst my peers.”

She studied him for several seconds then said, “You sound almost…wistful.”

“Do I? I suppose because my father recently remarried and my younger brother wed. Both are deliriously happy.” A ghost of a smile flashed across his lips. “And I’m happy for them. But I cannot deny that there’s a part of me that is envious. They both married for love.”

“And you wish to do the same?” She couldn’t keep the surprise from her voice.

“It doesn’t matter if I wish to or not, as I do not have the luxury of basing my choice for a wife on the whims of the heart.” He turned to look out the window, and a muscle ticked in his jaw. She saw his face reflected in the window and was struck by his bleak expression. “Nor do I have the time to do so,” he murmured.

Intriguing words she would have liked to question him about, but before she could do so, he returned his attention to her. His lips curved upward in a slow smile that curled unwanted awareness of him through her. Awareness that bathed her in an unaccustomed warmth, which had her fighting the urge to fidget in her seat.

“But now I can hope that you will tell me that my future bride is a paragon,” he continued. “A diamond of the first water. A highborn lady of impeccable breeding who is not only the perfect candidate for my wife, but with whom I shall fall insanely, ridiculously in love.”

While she wasn’t certain about his capacity for falling in love, she didn’t doubt for an instant that female hearts littered the paths he’d walked upon. “Is falling insanely, ridiculously in love your fondest wish?”

“Actually, if my bride were tolerable and didn’t resemble a carp, I’d be quite satisfied.”

“Hmmm. So long as she is wealthy and from an aristocratic family whose holdings mesh nicely with yours, she’ll do nicely?”

“A rather blunt way of putting it, but yes.”

“I would think that a man of your—how did you describe it?—oh, yes, your pragmatic temperament would appreciate plain speaking.”

“I do. I’m simply not accustomed to receiving it from a lady. It’s been my experience that women tend to speak in riddles rather than simply saying what they mean outright.”

“Really? How interesting as I’ve found gentlemen to be far less forthcoming than women.”

He shook his head. “Impossible. Men are by nature straightforward creatures. Women are so much more—”

“Clever?”


“I was going to say devious.”

His expression gave nothing away, and she again experienced that unsettling sensation that he was toying with her. Well, if he was, he was doomed to disappointment, as she had no intention of allowing him to be successful. “For a man who wishes to win a wife, you do not appear to hold my gender in very high esteem, my lord.”

“On the contrary, I greatly admire the feminine art of cunning, evasive conversation.” He smiled. “I just wish I were more adept at translating the hidden meanings.”

Alex adopted her most innocent expression. “I’m afraid I have no idea to what you’re referring.”

“Then allow me to give you an example. When a lady says she isn’t upset, I’ve found she is more often than not, not only angry, but furious. Why not simply say, as a gentleman would, when asked, ‘Yes, I am upset’?”

“At which time you gentlemen would drink an excess of brandy, then resort to fisticuffs or pistols at dawn.” She gave an elegant sniff. “Yes, that is much more civilized.”

“At least it is honest.”

“Really? Clearly, my lord, you’ve formed this opinion without benefit of engaging in enough conversations with gentlemen. In my experience, nearly everything that comes out of their mouths is fraught with hidden meaning, and that other meaning nearly always has to do with things of an…amorous nature.”

“Oh? Such as?”

“For example,” she said, “when a gentleman compliments a woman on her gown, his gaze, invariably is riveted to her chest. Therefore, while he is saying ‘I like your gown’ what he means is ‘I like your décolletage.’”

He nodded slowly. “Interesting. What does he mean if he says, ‘Would you care to dance?’?”


“Surely you would know better than I, my lord.”

A smile played at the corners of his lips. “Perhaps. But I am curiosity itself at this theory of yours that everything a man says means something else. What do you think he is saying?”

“Would you care to dance?’ really means ‘I want to touch you.’”

“I see. And ‘You look lovely’ means…?”

“I wish to kiss you.’”

“How about ‘Would you care for a stroll in the garden?’”

“I hope to ravish you.’” She smiled and spread her hands. “You see? All merely polite euphemisms for what he really wants. Which is to—”

“Bed her.”

His softly spoken words hung in the air between them, reverberating through Alex’s mind, skittering heat to her every nerve ending. Clearly Lord Sutton wasn’t averse to plain speaking either. She inclined her head. “Yes.”

“You are very cynical for one so young.”

“Perhaps I am older than you think I am. And besides, I have the opportunity to observe a great deal of human nature in my work.”

“And you’ve concluded that everything men say has a hidden meaning of a sensual nature.”

“Yes.”

“I must confess I’ve not found that to be the case.”

Her lips twitched. “Most likely because you are not telling other gentlemen that you wish to dance with them, nor are they telling you that they like your gown.”

“Ah. I see. So you’re saying that men are honest with other men—that it’s when we speak to women that the deceptions begin.”

“I’ve no idea if you’re honest with each other, but when it comes to conversing with women, you most definitely speak in circles.”


“And women most definitely speak in riddles, the majority of their words merely polite euphemisms for what they really want.”

“And what do you imagine women want?”

“A man’s money, his protection, and his heart—the latter on a diamond-encrusted platter, if you please.”

She hiked up a brow. “Now who’s being cynical?”

“Actually, I rather thought I was agreeing with you, only from the point of view of my own gender.”

“So you’re saying that women are honest with other women—that it’s when we speak to men that the deceptions begin,” she said, playing upon his earlier words.

“So it would seem. Makes one wonder if perhaps men and women should only speak of the weather.”

She laughed. “You wish to remove all the nuances and sophistication from conversation, my lord?”

“No. Just the deception.” He leaned his head back and regarded her through hooded eyes. “Which begs the question, have you and I been the victims of such deceptions tonight?”

Her amusement faded, and she fought the urge to pluck nervously at the velvet of her cloak. “Since I have no need of your protection or your heart, and you are in search of an aristocratic wife, there is no need for deception between us.”

He studied her for several seconds, and she found herself holding her breath. “I notice you did not say you’ve no need of my money,” he said softly.

She slowly released her pent-up breath, then gifted him with a half smile. “Because I intend to see you part with a healthy bit of it in return for my fortune-telling services.”

A clearly reluctant smile tugged at his lips. “I certainly cannot fault you on your honesty, Madame. Indeed, your candor is downright frightening.”


“You do not strike me as a man who is easily scared off, Lord Sutton.”

“No, Madame. I most certainly am not.”

His gaze bored into hers, and once again Alex found herself trapped in his compelling stare, unable to look away. Her mind went completely blank of anything to say, and he’d fallen silent as well. She was saved from trying to think of a new topic of conversation when the carriage slowed then stopped. He looked out the window.

“We’ve arrived,” he said. He opened the door, stepped down, then held out his hand to help her alight. His strong fingers wrapped around hers, and heat sizzled up her arm. When her boots touched the cobblestones, he released her, and her fingers involuntarily curled inward, as if trying to retain that unsettling heat.

“Thank you for the ride, Lord Sutton.”

“You’re welcome. Regarding my card reading…are you free tomorrow afternoon? Say around three o’clock at my Park Lane town house?”

Alex hesitated, torn between the urge to end this association, which felt fraught with undercurrents, and her desire not only to find out more about him, but also for the outrageous sum of money he’d agreed to pay her. She desperately needed that money….

“I’m afraid I’m already engaged at three. Does four o’clock suit you?” She said the words quickly, before she could change her mind.

“That’s fine. Shall I send my carriage?”

“Thank you, but I’ll see to my own transportation. And there’s no need to walk me to the door.”

He inclined his head. “As you wish.”

“Good evening, Lord Sutton.”

She purposely did not extend her hand, but to her surprise, he extended his. Not wishing to appear rude, she held out her hand. With his gaze steady on hers, he lightly clasped her fingers and raised them. Her gaze flicked to his fascinating mouth, her entire body quickening in anticipation of his lips touching the backs of her fingers. Instead, he turned her hand and pressed his lips to the sensitive skin of her inner wrist. The warmth of his breath penetrated the delicate lace of her gloves and heat, shocking and fierce, bolted through her. How was it possible that such a brief touch could make her knees shake?

The contact of his lips against her skin lasted only a few seconds, yet nothing about it felt in the least bit proper. Clearly she needed to disabuse him of any notions he harbored regarding her availability for anything more than card reading.

Slipping her hand from his and with her fingers feeling as if he’d whispered fire over them, she raised her chin. “In case you are not aware, Lord Sutton, my title of Madame is not merely for effect or part of my fortune-telling mystique. There is a Monsieur Larchmont.”

He said nothing for several seconds, and she had to fight to hold his steady, penetrating gaze, which somehow seemed to bore straight through to her soul, laying bare every lie she’d ever told.

Finally, he made her a formal bow, then murmured, “He is a lucky man. Until tomorrow, Madame Larchmont.”

Not trusting her voice, she jerked her head in a nod, then hurried around the corner toward the side entrance of the modest brick building. The instant she turned the corner, she hurried forward and turned into an alleyway where she ducked into a shadowed alcove and pressed her back against the rough stone. Heart pounding, she strained her ears, listening for the sounds of his carriage departing. She didn’t move until the echo of the horses’ hooves against the cobblestones faded away. After they did, she slipped from the alcove and headed swiftly toward the less fashionable part of town, closer to St. Giles, moving like smoke amongst the dirty, narrow alleyways she knew so well.

It was time to go home.







Three



Colin opened the wrought-iron gate leading to his town house. The moon had slipped behind a cloud, eliminating the silvery glow that had shimmered over Mayfair only moments ago. Tendrils of smoky fog danced around his boots, but the hazy vapor wasn’t nearly as thick here, across from Hyde Park, as it had been on the other side of the city where he’d left Madame Larchmont an hour earlier.

He climbed the brick steps, wincing at the pain throbbing in his left leg. As his boot hit the final step, the oak door swung open, and he was greeted by a tall figure holding an ornate candelabra. He immediately wiped all expression from his face, although he wasn’t certain how much good it would do against the ever-observant Ellis.

“Good evening, my lord,” intoned Ellis in the same sonorous voice Colin had known since childhood. “A message was delivered for you shortly after you left this evening. It awaits you on the desk in the library, along with your usual repast. Will you be wanting a cup of chocolate?”


Ellis knew everything that occurred inside the town house, down to the smallest detail, including Colin’s boyhood predilection for sliding down the polished banisters and pilfering sweets from the kitchen. Colin had eventually outgrown his fondness for banister sliding, but his love of sweets hadn’t abated one bit—as Ellis well knew. Along with Colin’s habit of not retiring immediately upon arriving home.

He shook his head. “Thank you, but I’m afraid brandy is called for tonight.”

Ellis’s gaze filled with concern and flicked down to Colin’s leg. “Shall I warm a blanket for you?”

“No, thank you, Ellis. The brandy will suffice. I’ll see you in the morning.”

“Good night, my lord.”

After bidding the butler good night, Colin waved off the candelabra and headed down the dark corridor leading to the library. God knows he knew his way around this house well enough, and he was grateful that the deep shadows prevented him from having to look at the elaborately framed portraits of his ancestors adorning the silk-covered walls. Even as a child he hadn’t liked looking at them, always feeling that their forbidding gazes followed him, as if they knew he was up to some mischief or another, all chanting admonitions of the importance of duty and his obligations to his title. As if the words duty and obligation weren’t drummed into him every waking moment.

After entering the library, he closed the door behind him and immediately strode across the maroon Axminster rug toward the decanters, ignoring the aching pull his long strides caused in his leg. He poured himself a generous splash of the potent liquor, frowning at the unsteadiness in his hands. He would have liked to blame that bit of tottering on exhaustion or hunger or anything other than what he knew it to be, but he’d learned long ago that while lying to others went hand in hand with how he’d chosen to live his life, lying to himself was a fruitless waste of time.

He tossed back the brandy in a single gulp, closing his eyes to absorb and savor the heat easing down his throat. If he’d been able to summon up anything resembling amusement, he would have laughed at himself for being so bloody unsettled. Opening his eyes, he poured another drink, then moved with jerky steps to the fireplace. After easing himself onto the overstuffed brocade settee, he leaned forward and rested his elbows on his spread knees. The cut-crystal snifter dangled from his fingers, and he stared into the dancing flames.

Immediately an image of her rose in his mind, accompanied by the gut-clenching shock he’d experienced when he’d seen her in Lady Malloran’s drawing room.

Madame Larchmont. Alexandra, as he’d learned from Lady Malloran. Finally, a name to go with the face that had haunted him for the past four years.

He’d recognized her instantly, with a visceral punch that had staggered him. Stolen his breath. He’d been surveying Lady Malloran’s guests without much interest when his gaze had happened upon the fortune-teller he’d heard several people discussing. Although she’d been hired for the evening’s entertainment, he hadn’t paid particular attention as card reading was of no interest to him.

Then she’d looked up. And his gaze had riveted on her face…those unforgettable features that had been branded in his memory from the first instant he’d seen them in Vauxhall that long-ago summer evening. He’d stared in disbelief, and for several seconds it had seemed as if his entire being had stilled—his heart, his breath, his blood. And as it had that first time, everything else, the crowd, the noise, the laughter, had faded away, leaving only the two of them. As he’d stared at her, the words Thank God you’re alive pounded through him.


She was no longer dressed in rags as she’d been in Vauxhall, no dirt marred her complexion, but there was no mistaking those dark eyes. That stubborn, square chin, which bore a shallow indent, as if the gods had pressed a finger there. The small, straight nose above those impossibly full, plush lips that were entirely too large for her heart-shaped face. She wasn’t beautiful in any conventional manner…her features were too mismatched, too nonsymmetrical. Still he’d found her unusual looks compelling. Captivating. In a way that had stunned him. Yet what had flummoxed him most, even more than the fact that she’d attempted to pick his pocket, was the way she’d looked at him.

He hadn’t expected to find himself face-to-face with a female, but there was no mistaking the dirty urchin he held for a boy. The play of emotions that shifted across her face as he’d clutched her
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