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Prologue





London, 1823


It began with a dream.


For Lady Aimee Daventry, there wasnt anything unusual about that, in and of itself. In fact, in the ten years since the night of her mothers murder, she had grown rather accustomed to the violent nightmares that so often plagued her slumber. And this one had started out in much the same way as all the others.


She was nine years old again, and she stood in the darkened, first-floor corridor of the Albright town house, drawn from her bed by she knew not what. Her slippers frozen to the carpeted runner and her arms wrapped about herself to ward off the chill that seeped through the fabric of her nightgown, she listened with apprehension to the frantic whispers that drifted into the corridor from the library just up ahead.


One of the voices belonged to her mother, the Marchioness of Albright. The other was a harsh, masculine rumble that Aimee didnt recognize. For some reason, the sound of it was enough to send a frisson of unease slithering its way up her spine.


Who could Mama be talking to at this hour?


Though she strained her ears, she couldnt make out what was being said over the deep growl of thunder from outside. So, one slow step at a time, she forced herself forward on unsteady legs until the door of the room loomed before her. It had been left hanging slightly ajar, and a thin strip of light spilled out through the crack.


There was an unintelligible mutter from within, followed by a gasping sob.


Was Mama crying?


The possibility horrified Aimee, and she reached out with every intention of pushing the panel the rest of the way open and rushing to her mothers defense. But something arrested her mid-motion, halting her in place with her fingers wrapped around the doorknob. Her instincts were screaming at her, warning her in no uncertain terms that if she went into that room, her life would change forever.


From out of nowhere, a wave of fear rose up, sending her heart flying into her throat. She fought her way through it, however, and managed to give the door a small nudge, widening the crack enough so that she could peer into the chamber.


In the faint glow of a lamp, she could see Mama standing next to Papas mahogany desk, still dressed in the red silk gown she had worn to the Briarwood ball earlier that evening, though her sable hair had started to unravel from its elegant topknot of cascading ringlets. Her beautiful face marred by tearstains, she faced the French doors that had been flung open to the storm-tossed evening, her chin upraised in defiance and one arm extended before her, palm out ward, as if in an attempt to keep the man who loomed on the threshold at bay.


The man who held the gleaming muzzle of a pistol pointed at her head.


A brilliant flash of lightning illuminated the library, penetrating the shadows that shrouded his features and revealing a face twisted into a mask of hatred.


Im afraid your pleas fall upon deaf ears, my lady, he was saying with predatory softness. Tonight is your night to die.


It was too much for Aimee. The strangers terrifying statement, along with the sight of the gun and his malevolent expression, was enough to send her mind into full retreat. The ground shifted beneath her and she mentally withdrew, her vision blurring even as events proceeded to unfold in a jumble of disorienting images that she couldnt quite seem to bring into focus.


A black curtain descended just as a gunshot rang out, and she knew no more.


When she finally returned to awareness, she was kneeling on the floor next to the desk with no memory of how she had gotten there, staring in dazed incomprehension at her mothers motionless form lying a few feet away, a crimson pool of blood staining the rug beneath her head. The French doors swayed in the gusts of rain-scented air that swirled into the room, but the man was gone.


Stifling a sob, she looked down into Lady Albrights still countenance, searching for some sign of life. There was nothing. No rhythmic rise and fall of the chest, no flutter of lashes. No spark whatsoever.


Her mother was dead, and Aimees agony at the realization was staggering.


It was at that moment that the marchionesss glassy eyes unexpectedly blinked.


Aimee yelped, scrambling backward to cower against the desk as that amber gaze focused on her and pinned her in place with burning intensity. And while the rest of her body remained stiff and unmoving, Lady Albright lifted a pale hand and pointed an accusing finger at her daughter.


You! Emerging from between blood-flecked lips, the word held a seething mixture of sorrow and despair. Why do you continue to hide from what you must remember? They all believe its over, but you know the truth. Her finger shook, and a single, crystalline tear spilled over to trail down her cheek. You must listen. It isnt over. It will never be over until you remember it all


With that shiver-inducing statement echoing in her ears, Aimee jolted awake in the darkness of her bedchamber, the memory of her mothers condemning expression emblazoned on her conscience like a brand.


It was a long time before she was able to sleep again.












Chapter 1






Shes beautiful, Maura.


Cradling the pink swaddled bundle in her arms close to her chest, Aimee lifted a corner of the blanket with a reverent hand so she could look down into the red, wrinkled face of her infant niece. Blue eyes peered up at her in drowsy curiosity, and rosebud lips puckered in a faint moue before three-month-old Fiona Elise Sutcliffe yawned and drifted off to sleep with her tiny fist curled about her aunts finger.


Aimee felt her heart catch at such a trusting gesture, and she smiled in delight as she turned to her sister, who was perched on the garden bench next to her.


In fact, she continued, taking care to keep her tone at the level of a whisper, I do believe that youve been blessed with the perfect baby.


Her face alight with maternal pride, Maura Sutcliffe, Countess of Hawksley, settled her loving gaze on her slumbering daughter. I certainly like to think so. But then, I seem to remember you saying the exact same thing about Jillys Thane and Roderick when they were born.


And I meant every word of it. Aimee cast a glance in the direction of her red-haired nephews, who were busy playing with a regiment of toy soldiers in the shade of a nearby elm. I dont think anyone could argue that Thane and Roddy just happen to be truly exceptional children.


An inelegant snort came from the figure seated on the bench across from them.


If exceptional means stubborn, unruly, and thoroughly incorrigible, then Im afraid I am forced to agree. The eldest of the trio of sisters, Jillian Daventry Monroe, shook her head with a rueful grimace. My sons drive their nursemaid to the brink of handing in her notice on a fairly regular basis, and even Connor seems incapable of reining them in. I fear I am ready to declare myself a suitable candidate for Bedlam.


Her exasperated avowal drew a soft burst of laughter from Aimee and Maura, who were both more than well acquainted with the twins headstrong temperaments.


It was an unusually pleasant September day in London, and the three of them were seated in the garden of Jillians newly purchased Berkeley Square residence, taking advantage of the peaceful moments they had been afforded to indulge in a sisterly chat. Aimee had been looking forward to this visit ever since she had received Jillys invitation to tea earlier that morning, and with the cheerful afternoon sunlight beaming down on her, bathing her in comforting warmth, the dark dreams that had haunted her for the past fortnight suddenly felt very far away.


But that was something she had promised herself she wouldnt think about. Not today. So she brushed aside the taunting visions that danced through her head and faced her sisters once again.


I imagine its only natural for children of Thanes and Roddys age to get into a bit of mischief every now and then, she spoke up in loyal defense of her nephews. She had always shared a close bond with the boys and usually found their pranks humorous rather than dismaying. And they are far more inquisitive and high-spirited than most three-year-olds.


Maura raised a brow. They are also quite spoiled, thanks in no small part to their aunt Aimee.


Bowing her head, Aimee focused her attention on the baby nestled in her arms. The sight of those small fingers gripping hers filled her with a fierce yearning, making her more aware than ever of the aching feeling of emptiness that seemed to have become her constant companion of late.


Perhaps I am a trifle overly indulgent, she admitted. But as it is unlikely that I shall ever have a husband and children of my own, surely I am entitled to dote upon my niece and nephews on occasion.


Her words were followed by a tension-fraught silence, and she looked up just in time to see her sisters exchanging veiled glances.


Drat! She should have bitten her tongue before making such a comment. She knew how protective the members of her family had always been where she was concerned, and that hadnt changed with the passing of the years. Recently, they had all taken to eyeing her with a great deal of anxiety whenever she mentioned her unmarried state, almost as if they expected her to prostrate herself at their feet, weeping and wailing in abject misery due to her sad lack of prospects.


Little did they know that she had long ago resigned herself to her solitary fate.


I do wish the two of you wouldnt behave as if I had just announced that I am suffering from some rare and fatal illness and expect to draw my last breath at any second, she said wryly. It isnt as dire as all that.


We cant help it, darling. Jillian frowned, making no attempt to conceal her distress. It worries us when you say such things. After all, you are not some aged spinster who is so firmly on the shelf that there is no hope left for you. You are young yet, only nineteen, and you deserve to have a family of your own someday.



Pretending to occupy herself with the task of tucking the woolen blanket more snugly about Fionas feet, Aimee gave a slight shrug, affecting a casual indifference that she was far from feeling. I suppose some things simply arent meant to be.


Nonsense. This unequivocal assertion came from Maura, who folded her arms and regarded her younger sister with a shrewdness that was unnerving. That is something you tell yourself because it makes it easier for you to continue on as you always have, hiding behind the walls of Papas town house.


Im not hiding! Aimees vehement protest had her niece stirring restively in the crook of her elbow, and she paused, waiting to make sure the infant had settled back to sleep before going on in a much quieter voice. Im not.


Maura narrowed her piercing blue eyes. Arent you? You spend your days with your nose buried in a book and rarely venture out unless it is to pay a call on Jilly or myself. And whenever you have been given the chance to change your circumstances, you have turned your back on it. Im sure I neednt remind you of Papas offer to provide you with a Season the year you turned eighteen. You refused in no uncertain terms.


Yes, and I havent regretted that decision for an instant. Aimee shuddered, unable to hide her distaste. Can you imagine me, mingling with the aristocratic members of London society, attending balls and dinner parties and musicales? I have no idea how to be witty or charming or how to go about flirting with gentlemen the way other young ladies my age do. I would have ended up as one of those poor, pitiful wallflowers that hover about the edges of the room, forgotten and miserable.


Just envisioning the scenario she had described was enough to set her stomach to churning. It was true that she had never been a very social creature, and she often wished that she could be more like her fearless older sisters. Both boldly independent Jillian and regally sophisticated Maura were raven-haired beauties who had inherited their strong wills from their late mother, renowned stage actress Elise Marchand Daventry, the Marchioness of Albright, and it was highly doubtful that either of them knew what it was like to be ruled by shyness or uncertainty.


Aimee, on the other hand, was well aware that she possessed none of the attributes that made her siblings so very striking. Small in stature, with hair of an unremarkable shade of brown and rather ordinary features, she was the plain Daventry sister. The dull and insipid one whose only true claim to attractiveness was a pair of wide amber eyes that were much too big for her elfin face.


A mouse in more ways than one.


As if reading her mind, Jillian leaned forward and reached out to lay a sympathetic hand on her arm. You give yourself far too little credit, you know. Im sure you would have handled it all better than you think.


Aimee shook her head. You know how terribly timid I am, Jilly. Even as a child, I had a tendency to freeze up and withdraw whenever a situation intimidated me. Thats just the way it has always been. Ever since


She broke off, biting her lower lip, but there was no need for her to finish the sentence. They all knew what she had been going to say.


Ever since the night she had witnessed their mothers murder and had been found crouched beside the body, all memory of the incident wiped from her mind.


Up until five years ago, all of London had believed that the scandalous Lady Albright, notorious for her many rumored affairs, had been killed by her married lover, the Earl of Hawksley, before he had turned the pistol on himself. It had been Maura and the late earls son who had discovered the truth: that Hawksley had been framed for the crime by a man who had been secretly obsessed with the marchioness.


Jillian exchanged another concerned look with Maura before addressing Aimee once again. Darling, I know how hard Mamas death was for you to cope with. It was hard for us all, but you were just a little girl when it happened. After the horrible things you must have seen that night



Her amber eyes dampening behind the lenses of her spectacles, she stumbled to a halt and let her voice trail off, obviously unable to finish.


What we are trying to say, Maura ventured after an awkward moment, taking up where their elder sister had left off, is that it would be perfectly understandable if you are having difficulty putting it behind you. But it has been five years since Mamas real killer was brought to justice. Five years since Lord Stratton confessed and cleared my husbands late father of the crime. The man is dead and gone now, and we have all moved on with our lives. Dont you think its time for you to do the same?


Aimee felt her heart give a painful throb in her chest. How could she move on when there was still so much that she couldnt remember? Her physician had claimed that her memory loss regarding the events of that evening had been her minds way of protecting her from the trauma of what had occurred, and perhaps that was so. Now that she was older, however, she found her inability to recall any of it a frustrating hindrance.


I wish it was that easy for me, she murmured aloud. But as long as my memory is so full of holes, I dont know that it is possible for me to just let it go.


The doctor said those memories may be lost to you forever, Jillian pointed out gently. Thats something you may have to learn to accept.



But what if Im starting to remember?


The thought flashed across Aimees mind, summoning forth brutal images of her mothers body lying on the floor, her head surrounded by a pool of blood.


You must listen. It isnt over. It will never be over until you remember it all


Mamas voice echoed in her head, sending a shiver up her spine. It had been years since she had last suffered from dreams of that night, and they had never before been this vivid or filled her with such foreboding. But though a part of her was tempted to confide in her sisters, to turn to them as she had since she was a child, she resisted the urge. There was no reason to upset them over a few silly nightmares, and she was no longer a frightened little girl who needed someone else to fight her battles for her.


Even if she sometimes felt like one.


Jillian was still speaking, completely oblivious to her youngest sisters preoccupation. Darling, you must see that you cant go on like this. If you would only make an effort to spread your wings a bit. Perhaps accompany one of us to the occasional social event and allow us to introduce you to a handsome gentleman or two


To what end, Jilly? Aimee cut in dispiritedly. Even if I could put aside my insecurities, Ill never be the belle of the ton. Im simply not the sort of female to turn a mans head or stir him to the heights of passion. Why bother when it all seems like such an exercise in futility to me?


How will you ever know if you wont even try? Maura slanted her a reproving look. You shun male company as if they were bearers of the plague. If you will recall, I offered to invite several of Hawksleys more eligible acquaintances to the dinner party I am having this evening, but you rejected the notion without a seconds hesitation.


Aimee stiffened. Mauras swiftly approaching dinner party was just one more thing she didnt want to think about, for she had been dreading the event for weeks. After spending the past several nights in a row pacing her bedchamber, battling her nightmares rather than sleeping, she was far too exhausted to deal with the added responsibility of making polite small talk with a cadre of would-be suitors. Merely contemplating the notion was enough to have the beginnings of a headache throbbing at her temples.


I dont suppose you would believe me if I told you that I was feeling a trifle indisposed and wont be able to attend. She eyed Maura hopefully.


I dont suppose I would, and I will be most wroth with you should you even attempt to fob me off with such a poor excuse.


As if roused by Mauras no-nonsense tone, Fiona chose that moment to give a fretful cry, just as the Monroe family butler stepped out onto the terrace to announce that Lord Hawksley had arrived to escort his wife home.


It seems that your husband has perfect timing, Aimee said with a smile, brushing a kiss against her nieces downy cheek before handing the babe to her mother. Im afraid this little one has had quite enough of me.


I suspect she is well aware that it is close to her feeding time. Maura rose, lifting her daughter high against her shoulder. As much as I hate to cut our visit short, I should be off. I dont want to keep Hawksley waiting, and there is quite a bit for me to do before tonight.


Amid laughter and hugs, the three of them said their farewells, and Maura headed off up the path toward the town house, Fiona already nodding off again in her arms. She had no sooner disappeared from sight, however, than Aimee turned to find Jillian scrutinizing her with knowing eyes.


You may think you have succeeded in distracting me, young lady, her elder sister said sternly, but I havent forgotten what we were discussing.


There isnt anything left to discuss. With an inward curse at her siblings tenacity, Aimee avoided that perceptive stare by focusing on the twins. Having abandoned their toy soldiers, the two of them were now trailing after a black and white kitten that had wandered into the garden to investigate the patch of grass around the elm tree. Dress me up in a pretty gown and parade me before every bachelor in London, but I will still be the Daventry sister that no one notices or cares to know.


The only reason no one notices you is because you hide behind those protective barriers youve erected to keep others at a distance. But sooner or later, darling, you have to learn to trust people enough to let them in.


A lump clogged Aimees throat at Jillians words. That was far easier said than done, she thought dismally. Once before she had made the mistake of letting down her guard, of opening her heart to someone else, only to be left humiliated and devastated by the experience.


From out of nowhere, her mind conjured up a mental picture of a rugged, masculine face, framed by a shaggy mane of dark hair. Slate-gray eyes that burned with brooding intensity were set beneath a pair of high, arched brows, and a pale, angry-looking scar cut an uneven path from temple to squared jaw, bisecting the corner of a firmly chiseled mouth. It was a face of harshly carved planes and angles, magnetic in its appeal and still handsome despite that single jagged mark of imperfection.


The image had Aimees pulse speeding up in reaction, but she pushed it away with determined force. She had no desire to think about him right now. Whatever childish hopes she had once harbored, whatever emotions he had once inspired within her, she had buried them long ago. Why let herself dwell on a man who had made it more than clear that she could never be the sort of woman he wanted.


And who could blame him for that? she wondered, her shoulders slumping. After all, what gentleman with a modicum of sense would ever be interested in tying himself to such a dull and unaccomplished little mouse with so few qualities to recommend her?


A cold breeze suddenly wafted against her cheek, stirring the tendrils of hair at her temples, and she wrapped her arms about herself to ward off a slight chill as she finally met her sisters gaze. Not every woman is meant for marriage and motherhood. As blissful as you are with Connor, you cant deny that you once rather enjoyed being an independent female yourself. Isnt it conceivable that I could be content without a husband?


Jillians countenance softened. Of course it is. But you have so much love inside of you to give, darling. Is it so very terrible that I dont want to see you end up alone, with no one to give it to?


Her eyes blurring with tears, Aimee fisted her hands in her lap. Her sisters words struck her like arrows, plunging straight to the heart of the girlhood dreams she had once secretly cherished. Not so very terrible, no, she whispered. But some people are better off alone.


Now you sound like Aunt Olivia.



Perhaps, in this instance, Aunt Olivia is right.


Aunt Olivia is a very unhappy woman who doesnt know how to exist without making others unhappy as well, Jillian said firmly, her less than favorable opinion of their fathers spinster sister obvious in the clenching of her jaw. And she is not right. Not about this.


Getting to her feet, she knelt down next to Aimee and covered her younger sisters hands with her own. Youll see. I speak from experience when I say that the perfect man for you will appear just when you least expect it, and hell sweep you right off your feet.


Thats very romantic, Jilly, but not very practical, Aimee said, her voice reflecting her skepticism.


No one ever said that love was practical, darling. And having delivered that assessment, Jillian gave Aimees hands a quick squeeze and straightened. Now, if you dont mind keeping an eye on Thane and Roddy for a while, I have some things I need to attend to before Connor comes home. But I want you to think about what Ive said while Im gone. You deserve love and happiness just as much as Maura and I do, and you mustnt even let anyone convince you otherwise.


Aimee waited until her sister had vanished up the garden path before heaving a tired sigh and letting her lashes drift closed. How she longed to believe in Jillians assurances. To believe that there was still a chance of a happily-ever-after for her. But her battered heart had yet to heal from the last time she had tried to reach out to someone, and the mere thought of risking that same sort of pain and disillusionment again paralyzed her with dread.


Aunt Mee?


The inquisitive voice drew her from her ruminations, and she opened her eyes to meet the curious stares of her nephews. They were standing before her, their identical faces splotched with dirt and their tousled red heads tilted to the side as they peered up at her.


One of themshe was relatively certain it was Roddy, who was usually the more vocal of the twoswiped a chubby finger along the side of his nose and wrinkled his forehead in perplexity. Are you goin to sleep?


The query elicited a laugh from her, in spite of her somber mood. No, moppet. I was just resting my eyes.


Oh. He paused for a second, as if mulling over her reply, then scrambled up on the bench to seize her wrist. But you cant rest your eyes now. We need your holp.


My holp with what?


Kitty runnded up the tree, and he wont come down. This came from Thane, who moved a step closer to her, his expression morose.



Craning her neck, Aimee squinted up at the highest branches of the elm. There, she could just make out a disgruntled feline face peeping out from among the foliage, whiskers twitching in indignation. And why would kitty do such a thing?


Roddy pullded his tail. Really, really hard.


In that case, perhaps kitty would be better off staying in the tree.


No! Roddys response was emphatic, and he punctuated the exclamation with another tug at her arm. We want to play wiv him. Please, Aunt Mee?


And it seemed that she could refuse these two scamps nothing, Aimee thought ruefully. Getting to her feet, she smoothed out the skirts of her fawn-colored day dress and leveled the boys with the sternest look she could summon.


Very well. But you must promise that you will be nice to kitty and not pull his tail again.


We promise, Aunt Mee.


Roddys innocent tone didnt fool her, especially when she caught the less than subtle glance he exchanged with his brother, who giggled before clapping a hand over his mouth to smother the sound. She ignored them, however, and went to stand next to the base of the tree as she tried to decide how best to tackle the problem.


It quickly became clear that while the kitten would venture down onto the lower branches of the elm in answer to her coaxing, it wasnt about to cooperate any further. Especially when its two tormentors were still very much in evidence, bouncing up and down exuberantly at Aimees side. The animal dug its claws into the limb just above her head and refused to move, its fur bristling.


Obviously, more drastic measures were called for.


Aimee wrinkled her nose, far from relishing the task ahead. It had been years since she had climbed a tree, and she wasnt precisely dressed for the activity. Though she supposed she could fetch a footman or stable boy to do the job, she had no desire to take them away from their work for such foolishness.


So, squaring her shoulders, she reached up to wrap her hands around the branch, getting a good grip before bracing a foot against the trunk of the tree. Then she hefted herself upward. It was a slow, arduous process, and her skirts impeded her progress every step of the way as her feet scrambled for purchase against the rough bark, but she finally managed to climb high enough that she could swing a leg up to straddle the limb.


It was at that moment, however, that disaster struck.


The kitten, offended by Aimees sudden appearance on the branch it was perched on, let out a yowl and swatted at her hand, claws raking across her fingers. It was enough to startle her into loosening her hold, and she slipped sideways, plunging toward the ground with a panicked cry.


Only to be caught by a pair of warm, strong arms.


Stunned and short of breath, Aimee took a second to regain her equilibrium, barely restraining the urge to wince at the disheveled picture she knew she must make. She was struggling to find the words to explain her embarrassing predicament even as she pushed the tumbled curls from her eyes. But any explanation she might have given flew right out of her head when she looked up at her rescuer and found herself staring into the face of the very man she had just recently dismissed so forcefully from her thoughts.


Royce Grenville, Viscount Stonehurst.














Chapter 2






Her heart lodged in her throat, Aimee gaped up in horrified dismay at the man who held her, unable to believe that this was actually happening. She was speechless, frozen into immobility by the unexpectedness of his appearance when he should have been miles away, sequestered behind the high walls of the Cornwall estate where he lived in virtual seclusion.


What on earth was he doing here? And why did he have to show up now, just in time to witness her humiliating tumble?


For what seemed like a small eternity, the silence stretched out between them. Then Lord Stonehurst angled his head, his usually impassive gray eyes surveying her with what Aimee could have sworn was amusement.


Well, he murmured, the all too rare humor that tinged his rough voice confirming her suspicions that he was laughing at her. I believe I have captured a mouse.



Thane and Roddys giggles prodded Aimee from her stupor, and a heated tide of color flooded into her cheeks. Reaching up with a trembling hand, she gave the solid wall of his chest an insistent shove, her fingers tingling disconcertingly at the contact.


Please. The plea emerged as little more than a whispered croak, and she had to clear her throat before she could try again. Please, my lord. You can put me down now.


To her chagrin, Stonehursts grip only seemed to tighten, and he arched a brow, obviously in no hurry to comply. You know, he drawled, I may not be quite as well versed as some when it comes to the mores of polite society, but isnt it customary for a young lady to offer a gentleman her thanks when he has just finished rescuing her from a rather grave and perilous situation?


Still reeling from the shock of his presence, Aimee took a second or two to register what he was saying. The musky male scent of his skin and the feel of his sinewy arms cradling her so closely had muddled her thought processes to the point where she was having trouble remembering her own name. But somehow she managed to clear away enough of the fog that had clouded her senses in order to attempt a response.


I do thank you for your intervention, Lord Stonehurst, she ventured, relieved that she managed to address him without betraying any hint of the tension that had bubbled up beneath the surface of her carefully composed faade. Though describing the circumstances as grave and perilous strikes me as a bit of an exaggeration. Wouldnt you agree?


He gave a negligent shrug. Perhaps. I suppose it depends on whether or not you view the bruising of onespride as an inconsequential matter.


From his meaningful pause and the manner in which his gaze skimmed over her, Aimee doubted that pride had been the word hed intended to use. Yes, well, my pride is quite intact, she assured him. And I am perfectly capable of standing on my own. So if you would be so kind as to put me down, I would be most appreciative.


Of course, my lady. I am ever at your command.


He lowered her without any further hesitation. As he did so, however, Aimee couldnt help but notice the ripple of muscles in his shoulders and back under the superfine material of his coat. The powerful bunch and flex enthralled her, and for an instant she was tempted to smooth her palms over that broad expanse, to savor the tensile hardness andand


And she had to get hold of herself! Heavens, but a few minutes in the mans company and she was already letting her mind wander in a dangerous direction.



Needing some distance from his intoxicating nearness, she took an unsteady step away from him as soon as her feet touched the ground, then stared up into that scarred visage in consternation. All previous traces of levity had fled his expression, and he returned her examination with unnerving stoicism.


A tall and imposing figure, he loomed over her, his stance militarily correct. He hadnt changed in the year since she had last seen him, she decided. The lines around his eyes and mouth were perhaps a bit more pronounced, and his dark brown hair was longer. Its thick, untamed length just brushed his wide shoulders. But the masculine beauty of his features still had the power to hold her spellbound. The contrast between the unmarred side of his countenance and the side marked by the livid scara testament to his time with the British Cavalrywas striking.


Aimee had first met Lord Stonehurst five years before, upon Mauras marriage to his friend, the Earl of Hawksley, and she had been fascinated by him from the beginning. Beneath that taciturn exterior, she had sensed a pain and loneliness to match her own, and she had taken to trailing in his wake like a friendless puppy whenever he had visited her father. To his credit, he had been surprisingly patient with her in his own gruff way, and an innocent bond of friendship had formed.



But the year Aimee had turned eighteen, everything had changed. She had awakened one morning to the realization that her childish infatuation with the viscount had blossomed into something more. Powerful new emotions had stirred to life within her, giving birth to all sorts of fanciful dreams for the future, and she had ended up throwing herself at the mans head like some nave fool, blurting out her true feelings for him.


Even now, she could picture the way his expression had abruptly closed up as he had set her from him. Could still hear his distant response to her shy confession.


I do apologize if I have given you the wrong impression, my lady, but you would do better to bestow your affections on someone who can return them. You see, timid little mice who flinch from the sight of their own shadow hold absolutely no interest for me.


His rejection had wounded her deeply, but what had hurt even more had been the manner in which he had ended their friendship and cut himself from her life. With no farewell or word of explanation, he had simply turned his back on her and walked away.


And now here he was, standing before her once again, peering down at her in a typically inscrutable fashion, as if what had once passed between them had never happened.


Shed been such a little simpleton to believe that someone like him could ever really care for someone like her, she thought bitterly. But all that was behind her, and she had no intention of letting him have the upper hand. All she had to do was manage to stay calm, aloof, and in control, and she just might make it through this encounter without embarrassing herself any further.


Why are you here?


The question spilled out before she could call it back, sounding abrupt and far from welcoming. Though his eyes narrowed at her rather unaccustomed rudeness, Stonehurst made no comment. Instead, he simply folded his arms and studied her intently. I was in town attending to some business affairs, so I decided to stop by to pay my respects. Ive been considering making an investment in Monroes shipping enterprise, and I thought this might be a good time to discuss the matter with him.


I-I see. Pleating the folds of her skirt with nervous fingers and mentally cursing herself for letting him fluster her, Aimee licked her dry lips and avoided his searching gaze. Im afraid Connor isnt here right now. He is still at the office.


So the butler informed me. I told him that I didnt mind waiting, as I had a bit of spare time at my disposal. He cast a hooded glance about the garden before giving her an inquiring look. I was under the impression that Mrs. Monroe was out here with the children.



She was. She had a few things to tend to, but Im sure she will be out directly.


Hey!


The exclamation came from one of the twins, who startled Aimee by bounding forward and seizing the viscounts coat sleeve. Her nephews had been so quiet for the past several minutes that she had almost forgotten they were there.


Did you bringed us any candy? the little boy demanded to know, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet in anticipation. Huh? Did you?


Thane!


Im Roddy, Aunt Mee.


Of course you are. Positive from the way her face was burning that she must be as red as a beet, Aimee resisted the urge to groan in frustration. It wasnt like her to make such a mistake, and she laid the blame for her error solidly at Lord Stonehursts doorstep. Darling, you must know it is rude of you to ask such questions.


But he always bringed us candy before.


The announcement staggered Aimee, though she wasnt sure why. After all, she had known he still traveled to London on occasion, and she had suspected that he came to see Hawksley and Maura. But it appeared that his friendship with Jillians husband had become close enough that he had made a point of calling on them as well.


Apparently, she and her father hadnt been deemed worthy of a visit. As usual.



Strangely hurt by the slight, she watched as Stonehurst went down on one knee next to Roddy, his large frame dwarfing the childs much smaller one. Im sorry, lad, he said gently. I was in a bit of a rush today and didnt think to bring any candy. I will the next time. I promise.


Thane joined his brother, his eyes wide and unblinking as he met the viscounts gaze. You was a soldier, he piped up. I heared my papa say so.


Yes, I was.


And soldiers always keep their promises, dont they?


Yes, they do. Or at least they try.


Not to be outdone by his brother, Roddy thrust out his chest importantly. My papa says that soldiers fight in wars. He jabbed a finger at the angry red line that cut such a vicious path along the viscounts cheek. Was you hurted in the war?


Stonehurst lifted a hand to trace the scar in an absent fashion, and his expression suddenly became very far away, almost as if he were focusing on some inner vision that only he could see. For a brief instant, the shadow of something dark and haunted passed over his features, and his gray eyes shone with an anguish that was so raw in its intensity that Aimee flinched.


I was wounded in battle, yes, he acknowledged hoarsely. But in truth, lad, I was hurt long before the war.



Now what was that supposed to mean? Aimee wondered, curious in spite of herself. Even when they had shared such a close bond before, the man had always been frustratingly cryptic about his past. She had heard only whispered rumors about what had led to his estrangement from his deceased father and elder brother, and while she was aware that he had received the scar in battle at Waterloo, he had never confided in her as to the manner in which it had come about. Whenever she had questioned him, he had become so withdrawn and moody that she had never been able to bring herself to push for answers.


Feeling a sharp twinge of empathy at his obvious torment, she decided that enough was enough and took a step forward, drawing her nephews attention.


Why dont the two of you go and play with kitty until Papa gets home? she suggested, shepherding them away from the viscount with a slight shooing motion. Im sure hell be eager to see you both after such a long day at the shipping offices.


Kitty runnded away when you fell, Aunt Mee, Roddy informed her loftily, planting his feet and frowning up at her with the same stubborn intractability that his mother so often displayed.


Of course kitty had runnded away. At this point, Aimee almost wished that she could join the animal. Then why dont you go find Mama and let her know that Lord Stonehurst is here to see her?


Just like that, wide grins spread over the twins freckled faces. Yes, Aunt Mee, they chorused, their delight in being given a job to do superseding their interest in the viscount. Pushing and shoving each other in their haste, they took off across the garden, each determined to be the first to reach their mother with the news.


As soon as they had vanished into the house, Stonehurst spoke up from behind Aimee, his words holding a sardonic edge. Its all right, you know. I wasnt going to gobble them up.


She whirled to face him, her hands on her hips. I should hope not, she said with asperity. After all, they meant no offense. Theyre just naturally curious.


I am well aware of that. And whatever you may think, I dont make a habit of raking small children over the coals for my entertainment.


Aimee bit her lip at his less than subtle rebuke. She knew that, of course. But she certainly wasnt going to admit that she had been far more worried that her nephews probing would cause him further pain than she had been at the possibility that he would lash out at them for their inquisitiveness. You are right, my lord, and I apologize. Its just that you never seemed to want to talk about yourinjury in the past. Has that changed?



He stiffened visibly, then pivoted on a booted heel to stand with his back to her and his head bowed. When he addressed her again after another short and rather awkward span of silence, it was in a coolly remote voice that left no room for discussion. No. That hasnt changed.


Telling herself that it wasnt disappointment she felt washing over her, Aimee lifted her chin. Then perhaps we should move on to a different subject.


He glanced back at her over his shoulder, the scarred corner of his mouth quirked upward in derision. Excellent proposal. By all means, let us don our masks of social civility. What shall we discuss? The weather of late? Your fathers health? Yours?


His mocking comments pricked at her temper, though she managed to rein it in with a supreme effort of will. Pleasant, quite well, and just fine, thank you.


The viscount gave a harsh bark of laughter at Aimees succinct response and spun about. The next thing she knew, he had crossed the distance that separated them in a few long, ground-eating strides, coming to a stop before her. This close, he towered over her, and she could smell the heady blend of his cologne. As always, it served to throw her off balance, leaving her scrambling to hold on to her wits.



My, how polite we are. His unsettling stare never wavering from her face, he captured her hand in his and skimmed his finger over the stinging red mark that the kitten had raked across her knuckles earlier. You neednt prevaricate with me. It doesnt happen very often, but I can tell when you are angry. Those tiger eyes of yours flash quite charmingly and that sweet little mouth puckers up like a prune. Whats wrong, Mouse?


That did it. Drawing herself up, she leveled him with a furious glower. Dont call me Mouse, she hissed, tugging at her hand in a vain attempt to free herself.


Ah. It seems you have grown a set of claws in my absence. You know, I can remember a time when you used to like it when I called you that.


That was long ago. Ive changed.


Not so long ago. But perhaps you are right and Mouse no longer suits you. I find that I like Kitten just as well. Its most appropriate in the circumstances, dont you think?


Aimee bristled and opened her mouth, fully prepared to deliver the set-down he so richly deserved. But before she could say a thing, he raised a hand and touched her cheek in a feather-light caress, his thumb just brushing her lower lip. It was like being struck by lightning, for every muscle in her body jolted at the unexpected contact, and the scathing reprimand froze on the tip of her tongue.



Spit and scratch all you want, little Kitten, he murmured, his mouth curving almost seductively as his head bent toward her, but I know youve missed me.


Time seemed to stop as their gazes locked, their lips so close together that Aimee could feel his minty breath, warm against her skin. Surely she had to be misreading what she was seeing in his eyes. That couldnt be desire swirling in those silvery gray pools. Not for a plain little mouse such as she


At that moment, a sudden gust of wind whipped through the garden, tugging at her skirts and slapping her abruptly back to her senses. She saw Stonehursts nostrils flare, and he took a step away from her, dropping his hand.


I apologize, my lady, he said brusquely. You had a speck of dirt on your cheek.


Of course. She swallowed, wrapping her arms about her midriff as if that alone would keep her from flying apart at the seams. She had known that she had to be mistaken. Hadnt he already given her ample proof that she held no attraction for him whatsoever?


Lord Stonehurst! What a pleasant surprise!


At the interruption, Aimee jerked her head upward to see her sister hurrying across the garden toward them, her lips curved in a welcoming smile.


Once again the picture of casual indolence and behaving as if nothing untoward had ever occurred, Lord Stonehurst accepted Jillians outstretched hand as she drew near and bowed low over it. Mrs. Monroe. I was in the area and thought I would stop in for a short visit.


How kind. Im certain that Connor will beGood heavens, Aimee, what have you done to yourself?


Jillians exclamation had Aimee starting and reaching up to tuck the loosened strands of her light brown hair back behind her ears as adrenaline-laced panic surged through her veins. Could her sister possibly know how close she had come to losing her head and throwing herself at this man once again? Did it show on her face?


As she was desperately racking her brain for a way to explain her behavior, Lord Stonehurst came to her rescue. Your sister was attempting to liberate a stranded kitten from a tree when I arrived, Mrs. Monroe, he said, casting Aimee an enigmatic glance. Im afraid she took a bit of a tumble, but I managed to break her fall.


Well, no wonder you look as if youve been dragged through the brambles, darling. Jillian shook her head at Aimee indulgently. Really, I cant imagine what you were thinking, climbing a tree in one of your best day gowns. Now you look a fright. She turned back to the viscount. As I was saying, Lord Stonehurst, Im certain Connor will be happy you stopped by, but we truly hadnt expected to see you until this evening.



This evening? The words echoed in Aimees head in ominous warning. What do you mean?


Her sister tucked her arm through hers, clearly delighted. Thats right. I had forgotten to tell you. Lord Stonehurst will be staying with Hawksley and
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