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			Dedication

			For my daughter, who kept me company throughout the writing of this book with her kicks, hiccups, rolls, hiccups, flutters, and (have I mentioned?) hiccups. For you, Bellaboo.

		

	


	
		
			One

			France, July 1789

			Eleven-year-old Armand Harcourt, the comte de Valère, should have been asleep. He was well aware nothing incited his nanny’s wrath more than when she looked in on him late at night and found him still awake. Armand did not consider reading a vice, but Madame St. Cyr, his nanny, had other ideas.

			And so, with one eye on his book and the other on the door, Armand hunched over a candle and read with the sort of desperation one might expect from the starving wolves described in his novel. He knew he should go to sleep before he was caught, but the beasts were just about to attack a little girl. How could he be expected to put the book aside now?

			Armand’s voracious eyes gobbled up the words. Halfway down the page, he began to hum. The song was something patriotic and vaguely familiar. He turned the page, still humming, and realized the song was growing louder.

			He raised his chin and allowed the book to dangle from his fingers. Was that singing he heard?

			He cocked his head, vaguely aware of the hollow thud the book made as it dropped onto the plush rug beside the bed.

			Heart knocking dully, Armand snuffed out his candle and rose to his knees. His fingers shook slightly as he parted the drapes beside the bed.

			At first he saw nothing. The lawn below was dark and peaceful. The stars in the sky flashed and twinkled. Then he looked at the fields. Dots of orange light burned and danced, coming closer. Closer.

			The singing grew louder and shapes emerged from the low-hanging mist. Several dozen men and women, most carrying torches, marched in a jagged line for the château.

			In surprise, Armand dropped the draperies back in place.

			For a full five heartbeats he sat rooted in place. He did not know what the peasants marching toward him meant, but he feared it. Hadn’t his father, the duc de Valère, moved the family from Paris because of peasant uprisings?

			Surely the same could not be happening here. The château was always quiet—a refuge for Armand.

			But the singing grew louder, rising and falling into chants. Armand held his breath.

			“Mort à l’aristocratie!”

			Death to the aristocrats!

			Terror sliced through him, leaving him cold and shaking, and he scrambled out of bed, tripping over books and toys littering the floor of his room.

			Bastien—Bastien would know what to do.

			A door on the opposite side of the room joined the brothers’ chambers, and Armand raced toward it. Flinging himself against it, he grasped the cold metal handle in one hand and wrenched the heavy wooden door open.

			He stumbled into his brother’s room. “Bastien!” Armand gasped. “Bastien, wake up.”

			The room was as black as a starless sky, and Armand groped wildly until he reached the bed.

			“Bastien!” He clawed at the sheets, but the bed was empty.

			His twin was not there.

			Armand swore and immediately covered his mouth with both hands. Madame St. Cyr would have his head if she heard him.

			Madame St. Cyr! Of course! She would know what to do.

			He raced for the door to the corridor, opened it, and stepped into its gray-shrouded length.

			Immediately, he began coughing as the smoke tickled his nostrils and curled into his lungs.

			Armand looked about in confusion. Smoke? Where had it come from?

			The image of the peasants carrying their torches sent him reeling. He did not want to accept what he knew must be true: the peasants had set the château ablaze.

			Terror threatened to weaken and buckle his knees, but Armand forced himself to stand. He looked over his shoulder at the safety of his room, but how long until the smoke—until the peasants—infiltrated that last sanctuary?

			He must get out, must escape the château.

			The windows in his room were too high, and the peasants would be at every door. That left the secret tunnel.

			Bastien used it all the time. He was always sneaking out of the château to embark on some adventure or other. Often he took Julien, their older brother, with him.

			Armand didn’t mind being left behind. He preferred his adventures between the pages of a novel.

			But there was no safety in books now. He must escape before…

			He squeezed his eyes shut.

			No, he would not think of that.

			“You go that way. I’ll go this.”

			Armand opened his eyes and whipped his head in the direction of the unfamiliar voices.

			“If you find any of the aristos, kill them.”

			Armand pushed a hand against his mouth to stifle a scream.

			***

			London, 1801

			Armand shot upright, the sound of his scream still echoing through the room.

			He clenched his teeth until his jaw ached to stop the sound, but it was too late. He had roused the house.

			Again.

			Reluctantly, he rose from the floor where he had been sleeping and stood in his breeches—feet bare, chest bare. He could hear frantic footsteps approaching already, and he had to force himself not to fist his hands. No one was coming to beat him. They were coming to soothe him.

			In his mind, he saw a hand reaching out, touching his shoulder, patting it weakly. He shuddered in disgust at himself, at his weakness.

			He wanted to call out—to stop them—but he could not.

			Somewhere deep in the recesses of his mind, he knew how to speak. He even had a vague recollection of the sound of his voice. He knew what it was to scream, even the joyful release he felt when he did it. But the word to describe this? Even though he could sometimes think it, his mouth refused to curve around the word. For years, his survival had depended on muteness. Now, he could not seem to make his mouth remember how to form syllables, words, coherent sounds.

			It was one of many things he could not remember how to do. Or maybe he just didn’t want to speak. Maybe he feared what he’d reveal—those terrors that hid in the forgotten caverns of his mind.

			The door to his room banged open, and his brother Julien strode in. Julien spoke, but Armand tried to focus too late. The words sounded like a low hum, and Armand stared at his brother blankly.

			Julien frowned and tugged a robe closed over his bare chest. His hair was tousled and unruly, and his face was peppered with stubble.

			This man—tall, imposing, and commanding—did not resemble the boy Armand was beginning to remember. No, that was not quite true. The Julien in those faded, misty memories was also commanding.

			But the harder Armand grasped at the memories, the more quickly they blew away. He clenched his hands in frustration, wanting the childhood memories to stay. But he could not choose…

			Julien looked about and blinked at the bright light in the room. Armand kept several lamps, the fire, and a half-dozen candles burning at night. He disliked dark, closed spaces and would not tolerate them. Thus, even though the air outside was chilly, his window was wide open—the parted draperies flapping in the breeze.

			“Armand?”

			This time Armand forced himself to listen, to focus.

			“Are you well?”

			Armand stared at his brother and strained to make sense of the words. Long ago, he had ceased even trying to comprehend what others said to him; it was safer, better. Now he had to battle daily to master the skill once again. As a youth, he easily plucked words from his vast vocabulary. Now those same words hung just out of reach.

			His brother did not seem to expect a response and was looking about the room as if inspecting it. Armand saw his gaze pause on the open drapes, the candles. But Julien would find nothing amiss. Nightmares did not leave evidence.

			Finally, Julien seemed satisfied with what he saw, and he stared at Armand again. “Is everything all right?”

			This time Armand nodded. He knew this phrase. He had heard it too many times. He might have spoken, but he knew the words would come out as little more than unintelligible grunts.

			Armand’s nod answered his brother’s question, but it did not eliminate the worry in Julien’s eyes. Armand hated that he was the cause of that worry—that he was the cause of these all-too-frequent late-night gatherings. He hated his lack of communication and the way he was often treated as a fool or a child. He was no idiot, and he was no weakling either. Not anymore.

			“Julien?”

			The image of her came faster than the words. Images were easier for him. Woman. Soft. Julien’s.

			Finally the name: Sarah. Armand sighed. It was going to be another gathering.

			Julien’s woman appeared in the doorway, her white robe held closed at the throat and her brown hair falling over her shoulders. She was Julien’s wife. And the slight rounding of her belly indicated she would also be the mother of his child.

			Julien turned to the woman. “He’s fine, Sarah.” He turned back to Armand. “Another nightmare?”

			Armand did not respond, knew no response was expected of him. He was ashamed. Ashamed to bring them here. Ashamed that he could not make it through the night without the nightmares.

			He gritted his teeth and felt his hands ball into fists. His instinct was to send them all flying back to their beds. He could rant and roar, punch a hole in the wall. He looked at the other holes he had made.

			No, that was the coward’s way—the same as hiding.

			The woman stood in the doorway and studied Armand, her dark eyes thoughtful and kind. She had always been kind. When he had first arrived in London, she had taken him to see his mother, in this very house. He had thought his mother was nothing but a fantasy he dreamed up in that dank cell where he rotted year after year after year.

			The years ran together, and so did the memories and fantasies. Armand did not know what was real, what was conjured. His mind played tricks on him; tricks that kept it occupied and drove him half mad.

			But his mother had not been a fancy or a whim. She was real, though not exactly as he remembered.

			Nothing was as he remembered.

			Sarah came into the room now, her small white hand still clutching the robe at her throat. Crossing to Armand, she stood beside him. Armand’s eyes flicked to his brother. Julien watched his woman protectively. Armand wanted to tell him he would never hurt Sarah, but his attempts at speech would more than likely scare her.

			She reached out and took his hand, and Armand braced himself.

			The image of fire leapt into his mind—Hot. Hurt. No!

			But because Julien was watching, Armand endured the pain and allowed her to hold his hand. He knew this was intended to be comforting, but it made him grind his teeth. Her closeness—anyone’s closeness—was awkward and almost unbearable.

			“Armand,” she said quietly. He darted his gaze to her, then back to his brother.

			“Armand, Julien and I have been talking,” Sarah said quietly, “and we think it might help your recovery if you had a tutor.”

			Armand glanced back at her.

			Tutor?

			The word was familiar to him. He could not remember the last time he heard it, but it was a word he liked. Tutor, he said in his mind, rehearsing it as though he would speak it. Tutor.

			She squeezed his hand warmly, causing another searing bout of agony. “Would you like a tutor? Someone to help you remember how to speak?”

			She was looking at him, and he stared back at her. Julien was behind her now, his hand on her white-clad shoulder. Her hair fell over that hand in soft waves, and Armand wondered if it was as soft as it looked. He once had a rat in his cell, and he had made it into a pet. Its fur had been soft and brown like Sarah’s.

			“Armand, do you remember Monsieur Grenoble?” Julien asked. “He was your tutor in Paris.”

			Something about the name caused Armand’s heart to speed up. He did not know who or what Monsieur Grenoble was, but the memory was pleasant.

			Before.

			This Grenoble was from before the years of hell. Before the dark prison, the frequent beatings. Before he had been left for dead.

			Sarah was smiling. “I think he does remember him,” she said to Julien, turning her head to look over her shoulder. “Did you see the way his eyes lit up?”

			Armand was aware they were speaking of him. They did this often, and he hated it.

			He jerked his hand away from Sarah’s, and she turned back to him. “I’ll begin making inquiries tomorrow,” she said, reaching out to pat Armand’s arm. “We’ll find someone extraordinary.” She lifted on tiptoe to kiss his temple, and Armand dug his fingers into his thighs. This time it was not just her touch that pained him, it was her scent. She smelled sweet, like apples or peaches, and the feminine smell of her was almost more than his senses could handle.

			When she stepped back, he could breathe again.

			“Good night, Armand.”

			Julien watched him for another moment then followed her out the door.

			The door closed behind them, and Armand looked about the white-walled room. He had paced it and knew it was three times the size of his prison cell—bright and sunny during the day, shadowed but not menacing at night. There were pictures hanging on the walls—between the holes he had punched.

			Flowers. Field. Color.

			He could not remember the names of all the colors.

			Armand considered lying down and going back to sleep, but tonight the sound of the peasants singing was too loud. It echoed in his head, and Armand closed his eyes to block out memories of that night so long ago.

			But the song would not be silenced, and even opening his eyes and staring at the flickering candle would not burn the images from his mind. The flame rose and fell, hissed and smoked, danced before his eyes—just as the fire had danced in the night sky so long ago.

			The fire had danced as Armand’s life burned to ashes.

		

	


	
		
			Two

			Felicity Bennett stood in the park in the center of Berkeley Square and stared at the mammoth town house before her. She had never seen a house with so many windows, and in this gray, dreary city, she had never seen one so white. London’s morning fog had yet to burn off and hovered oppressively around the other town houses, shrouding them in gloom. But the fog did not deign to touch this house. The white façade glittered in the shaft of sunlight just emerging from the fortress of low-hanging clouds.

			Felicity took a deep breath. It was not like her to be intimidated, and if she did not muster her courage soon, walk across the park, and knock on that door—that mammoth door with the golden lion’s head door knocker—she was going to be late for her appointment.

			Late for what was to be her first day of employment.

			That would not do, especially after all the pains she had taken to arrive punctually. There was the hour-long walk from the rectory to the posting house, the eight hours on the mail coach—crushed between a portly woman and a man who sounded as though he might cough up his lungs—and the harrowing hansom cab ride to her present location.

			She had traveled all night without sleep and with little more than a small wedge of cheese and some three-day-old bread for sustenance. Every muscle in her body ached and her belly felt like a hollow pit, but she would not allow her fatigue and hunger to surface. She pushed them down and focused on the time ticking away.

			Her father always said there was no time like the present, and Felicity always agreed. But that was because she did not mind cooking dinner or studying her mathematics or sweeping the floor. She did very much mind going to work for some snooty aristocrats who, if they were like all the others she had known, would be condescending and hypocritical. In short, Felicity did not look forward to a life of servitude.

			But really, what choice did she have? The alternatives…

			She almost jumped when she saw a movement to her right. She turned sharply when a man dressed in tight breeches, a fitted coat of navy superfine, and a stark white shirt with a perfectly tied cravat stepped out from behind one of the trees in the park and beckoned to her. Felicity blinked at him, certain he was an illusion—fervently hoped he was an illusion. Could she ignore him? Could she pretend she hadn’t seen him?

			He beckoned again, this time adding an impatient glare, so with a furtive glance at the town house, she hurried to meet him. “What are you doing here?” she whispered, stepping behind a tree and hoping she was out of sight of the house. “You shouldn’t be here.”

			“My fiancée finally arrives in Town, and I’m not allowed to see her? Rubbish.” His words were only slightly slurred, which was a good sign. And his fine clothes another good sign. Perhaps he was winning at the tables. Perhaps he would leave her in peace.

			“How did you know where I would be? I haven’t even met the family or secured the position.”

			He winked at her. “I have connections.” He tapped the jaunty hat tucked under his arm. “Don’t you forget that.” He reached out, probably to poke her arm, but she quickly moved out of his reach.

			He chuckled and gave her a long perusal that made her want to pull her cloak tighter over her bosom. “They’ll like you.” He nodded. “And they’re rich. Very rich. Just what we’re looking for.”

			That was not at all part of her criteria, but she didn’t contradict him. “I only hope the pay will be adequate. How much did you say you owe the creditors?”

			He grinned. “Anxious to get rid of me, are you?” He leaned closer, and she could smell the spirits on his breath. “I told you. For twenty-five pounds I will make our little agreement go away.” He snapped his fingers, and she jumped in spite of herself. “If you can’t pay up by the first of the year, well, then, prepare to have the banns called, darling.”

			She shuddered. Once the idea of marrying Charles St. John had been her favorite fantasy. Now, she would avoid it at all costs. Why hadn’t her father seen through him? Why hadn’t she? Twenty-five pounds might as well have been a million, but she had to find a way to earn it.

			“I understand the conditions. And you stay away from the house.” She gestured to the town house behind them. “If they see you with me—”

			“Yes, yes.” He waved a hand. “A”—he squinted at her—“what’s your position again?”

			“Governess,” she said through clenched teeth. Would he not just go away!

			“A new governess should not be engaged. The quality don’t like it.” He leaned in again, and she held her breath. “The quality won’t like me. Pay up, or I might just knock on the door and introduce myself. See how long your fancy position lasts then.”

			“I’m certain that won’t be necessary,” she said, but he was already moving away.

			“I’ll find a way to speak to you in a day or so. I’ll send a note or prowl around the garden.”

			“Charles, no—” She was wasting her breath. He was already too far away to hear her. She sighed and swallowed back the frustrated tears that stung her eyes. How she wished her father was still alive. How she wished she could have been there at the end, snatched her father’s pen away, done something, anything to prevent her betrothal to that—oh! She couldn’t think of a word bad enough.

			She watched Charles St. John stroll away, his hat now on his head at a rakish angle, and tried to pretend this would not end in disaster. Of course, that was no way to think before she went into that elegant town house. She had to be confident. With that in mind, she lifted her small valise, squared her shoulders, and began marching toward the huge structure. It grew larger the closer she came, towering over her like an alabaster oak. Her heart began to pound, and her legs wobbled like jelly, but she clenched her jaw and kept walking. She was no coward, and she bore her gaze into that ornate door knocker. Finally she stopped before it, her eyes level with those of the gold lion’s. He looked friendly—in a violent, hungry sort of way. She reached toward the open mouth, complete with sharp golden teeth, grasped the heavy ring dangling there, and rapped three times. Hard.

			Her hand dropped to her side, and belatedly she wished she had a basin of water with which to wash the grime from her face. Surely she could not look as bad as she felt…

			No matter. The wealthy and titled rarely stooped to acknowledge the likes of her—daughter of a poor vicar. She heard the sound of a lock being turned, and the door yawned open to reveal a tall, distinguished man in black.

			“Good day,” he intoned. His voice sounded as friendly as the lion’s teeth looked.

			“Good day.” Felicity’s voice came out in a squeak, and she automatically cleared her throat. “I mean, good day. I’m Felicity Bennett. I’m here to see—”

			Oh, Lord. What was the name of the lady of the house? The meeting with Charles had flustered her, and now she could not remember the details of the letter of employment. One would have thought she had committed it to memory, given the number of times she read that letter, but the small, vital detail of the lady’s title had apparently danced away.

			The butler raised his eyebrows, and Felicity smiled tightly. “I have an appointment with Lady—” She drew the word out, hoping the title would come to her. But, no, her mind remained a fresh slate.

			Curses!

			“Duchesse,” the butler corrected, and immediately Felicity remembered. “The duchesse de Valère,” he intoned.

			“Felicity Bennett.” Her tight smile did not waver. She was probably not as obsequious and fawning as the usual visitors to the house, but neither was she an imbecile. She knew the correct forms of address. “I’m here to see Her Grace.”

			The butler nodded, his expression giving nothing away. “Her Grace is expecting you.” He stepped aside and opened the door wider to reveal a cavernous black-and-white marble vestibule as large as the rectory that had been her home. Wide stairs curved gracefully before her, leading to the upper floors. The interior was as impressive and as beautiful as the exterior promised, and the vestibule glittered with light. The sun was streaming in through a small window above the door, the light flashing off the crystals in the chandelier, sending a rainbow of sparkles across the sea of gleaming marble.

			The scene was so pretty it drew Felicity inside.

			“Leave the valise there.” The butler pointed to one side of the door. “Is that the extent of your luggage?”

			Felicity blinked, his voice tearing her away from the small, glittering rainbows. She realized she had expected the house to look gaudy and pretentious, but that was not the effect of the décor at all. Everything—from the chiseled marble statuette of a Greek woman on a pedestal to the cream upholstered Sheraton chair in the corner—was tasteful and inviting.

			Everything but the butler, who was still looking at her.

			“Pardon? Oh, no. My trunks should arrive later today or tomorrow.” She set the valise on the smooth marble. In it, she had packed a change of clothing and all she held precious—a portrait of her father, her mother’s Bible, and her sheet music. Removing her bonnet, she placed it on top of the valise.

			She should probably have packed another change of clothes, but she could not bear to be away from her favorite pieces of music, even though she had no means with which to play them. Besides, she did not trust the men she had engaged to transport her trunks not to lose or damage the contents.

			No, in the end she had decided it was better to sacrifice fashion than her precious music. Not that what she wore was going to matter, she thought as the butler motioned for her to follow him up the staircase. His black livery was of better quality than her Sunday dress.

			At home in Hampshire, the pretty white muslin with a puff of a sleeve always garnered her compliments, especially when she paired it with the dark blue cloak she wore now. The blue of the cloak matched her eyes and contrasted nicely with her blond hair. But from all she had seen today, her clothing was sadly out of date.

			Not that it mattered. No one cared what a governess wore. She was not going to be attending balls and soirees. She would be teaching a young boy. Boys liked to play in the dirt and run in the gardens. Perhaps it was best then that her clothes were more serviceable than fashionable.

			As they reached the top of the stairs, Felicity searched the portraits hung in the corridor for one of a small boy. His name she remembered: Armand. It was a sweet name, conjuring the image of soft brown hair, a gentle smile, and rosy lips. The duchesse de Valère had been vague about his age in her letter of employment, but Felicity imagined him to be six or seven.

			The butler rapped sharply on the towering white drawing-room doors then pushed them open. “Miss Felicity Bennett,” the butler announced.

			A woman was standing in the center of the room beside a bright yellow chintz sofa and across from a beautiful pianoforte. She turned when the butler spoke, and to Felicity’s surprise, her smile was warm and inviting. It even appeared genuine. “Thank you, Grimsby. Will you have Mrs. Eggers send tea?”

			The butler nodded and closed the doors with a flourish.

			“You must be Miss Bennett,” the woman said, stepping forward and holding out her hands. It was an unexpected gesture and a surprising one. The woman greeted her like an old friend.

			“Yes.” Felicity hesitated only a moment before moving forward and placing her hands in the other woman’s. The woman’s hands were slim and soft but firm. She led Felicity to the sofa, gestured for her to sit, then took the chair upholstered in cream opposite.

			Felicity sat, belatedly realizing she should have curtseyed. Their greeting had been far too informal. But perhaps this was not the duchesse. Felicity narrowed her eyes. The woman’s celery-colored gown was of the best material and the newest style, but it was plain and unpretentious. Not at all the sort of thing one would expect a duchesse to wear.

			In fact, the woman did not look very much like a duchesse at all. Certainly, she was pretty. She had wide brown eyes and glossy brown hair, elegantly but simply styled. Her face was honest and open with high cheekbones and full lips.

			She looked like a normal person, Felicity decided. Surely this was not the exotic duchesse de Valère, wife of one of the richest and most mysterious ducs in England. Made even more mysterious because his title and his ancestry were French.

			“I don’t look much like a duchesse, do I?” the woman said, and Felicity’s heart stuttered. Had the woman read her thoughts?

			“I haven’t been the duchesse for long, only seven months. Before I married the duc, I actually held a position similar to the one you will occupy. I was a governess.”

			“Oh.” Felicity tried not to seem surprised, but it was not every day a duc married a governess. Felicity attempted to imagine being married to a duc. Being the wife of a man who owned all of this. She glanced about the room with its polished wood floors, its thick Aubusson carpets, its heavy drapes, and its expensive art. She was not certain she would want responsibility for all of this.

			Except for that pianoforte. It drew her gaze. How long had it been since she’d had the opportunity to play an instrument of that quality? Possibly never of that quality, but far too long since she had indulged in playing.

			“It’s a bit much, isn’t it?”

			Felicity glanced back at the duchesse, unsure how to respond. It was the most beautiful room she had ever entered, but the little porcelain plate on the table could have probably fed some of her poorer neighbors back in Selborne for a month or more. If she had even a tiny fraction of the wealth on display in this one room alone, she would not be here now—penniless, homeless, with almost all she owned in the world in a valise at the bottom of the staircase.

			“It’s lovely.” And how her fingers itched to touch those pianoforte keys. She could already hear the music in her mind.

			“But intimidating.” The duchesse smiled. “The first time I was ever in this room, I cast up my accounts because I was so nervous.”

			Felicity’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

			“In front of the duc.”

			“Oh!” She clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing.

			“It’s all right. I want you to laugh.” A tap sounded on the door, and a servant entered with the tea service. As the duchesse spoke, she set the lovely china on the table, poured the tea, and offered Felicity a large slice of what looked to be sinfully delicious cake. Felicity took the cake and forked up a large bite. It was vanilla and cinnamon, and as soon as she tasted it, her stomach growled with pleasure. She wondered if it would be rude to request a second piece. Felicity eyed the cake and decided to sip her tea delicately. Perhaps she could make this slice last longer.

			“I want you to know,” the duchesse continued, “that I understand how daunting all of this can be.” She gestured to the room. “Please feel free to come to me if you need support or encouragement. I’m afraid your task will not be an easy one, but I’ll help in any way I can.”

			The servant slipped away, and Felicity decided now was as good a time as any to ask a question. “Can you tell me more about the comte de Valère? What will my duties be as governess?”

			The duchesse frowned slightly, and Felicity wondered if she had said something wrong. “I wouldn’t say your title is governess. You’re more of a tutor. The comte no longer needs supervision.”

			“I see.” Felicity supposed she had been wrong to picture little Armand as so young. Only, she thought the titled usually sent their sons to Eton when they were older. But obviously the current duchesse must be the duc’s second wife. In which case, the boy could be any age.

			“I understand you have quite a background in education,” the duchesse said. “Your aunt, who recommended you, said you taught at the parish school near your home. The village of Selborne. Is that correct?”

			“Yes. My father was a Methodist minister who believed in education for the poor. He raised money for a free parish school, and then spent much of his own salary to keep it furnished with books and other supplies.”

			“That’s quite admirable. Your aunt said your father had passed away recently.”

			Felicity looked down, hoping the sudden sting behind her eyes would not turn into full-fledged tears. “He’d been ill for a long time.”

			“So it was not unexpected, then.” The duchesse’s voice was kind, and the tender tone pulled at Felicity’s heart.

			“No.” At least her father’s death had not been unexpected to him. He had apparently known how ill he was and that he did not have much time left. She, however, had thought his cough would pass. It had lasted too long, but that was only because her father overexerted himself and did not get enough rest. If only he would have rested…

			If only he would have confided in her the severity of his illness and his plans for her, she would not have agreed to visit her aunt. She would have been with him at the end, and perhaps this whole business with Charles St. John might have been avoided.

			The state of their finances was dismal, but her father’s solution to provide for her even worse. Unfortunately, he must not have known that Charles had debts of his own, that he was an inveterate drunk and gambler. How could her father have known? Charles had fooled everyone. Ignorance she could forgive, but it was harder to forgive her father for signing a betrothal agreement without even consulting her. How could he give his daughter away as though she were one more piece of property?

			And now here she was, in this ornate drawing room, seated across from a duchesse, sipping tea.

			She supposed life could be worse.

			Much worse.

			“Well, we are happy to have you. Your aunt is the particular friend of a woman who is like a mother to me. When she recommended you, I knew we must hire you. And it was fortunate for us that you could arrive on such short notice. We want you to get started imme—What is it Grimsby?”

			Felicity turned to see the taciturn butler standing in the doorway. “A question for you, Your Grace.”

			“What is it?”

			“I am afraid it is from the workmen in the nursery.”

			“Ah. Can you tell them to wait?”

			“Yes, Your Grace.” The butler took a step backward and then paused. “Though they did say it was a matter of some urgency.”

			The duchesse sighed loudly and rose to her feet. Felicity quickly followed, noting as she did, the slight rounding revealed when the duchesse’s gown had tightened over her belly. The duchesse was expecting. “I’m sorry.” The duchesse spread her arms sympathetically. “I’m sure this will take only a moment or two.”

			“Of course.” Felicity took her seat on the sofa again and tried to sip her tea. It was very good, much better than what she had been used to at home. Of course, she and her father were lucky to have tea, she reminded herself. Her aunt Robbins had six children, and with eight mouths to feed, tea was the last thing her cousins worried about.

			Felicity smiled, thinking about her aunt and uncle and their big happy family. When Felicity’s father passed away, her aunt had offered her a place in their home, but Felicity did not want to be a burden. And then when Charles appeared, waving that marriage agreement, her options became even more limited. Nothing but money would make him and that loathsome document quietly disappear. Oh, she could refuse to marry him, but then she would be in a worse predicament than she was now. How would she survive? No respectable man would marry a woman so scandalized. And who would hire one with such a reputation? Her aunt, seeing Felicity’s dire situation, had helped her secure this position.

			Felicity looked about the drawing room again, marveling. Who would have thought she would end up here?

			She allowed her eyes to rest on some of the impressive paintings and ran her hand over the expensive fabric on the sofa. But what she really wanted to do was to play that beautiful pianoforte. And, coincidentally, here she was, all alone. And there it was, waiting to be played.

			She angled her body so she could better admire the instrument. It was very fine—definitely much better than any she had ever played before. Far better than the one she had learned on—an ancient instrument that had been her mother’s.

			Her mother had been her teacher, as well. But that was years ago. Now both her mother and the pianoforte were no more. Her mother had died of consumption, while the pianoforte was sold two years ago to cover some debt or other.

			The clock on the mantel ticked away, and still the duchesse did not return. The longer Felicity sat staring at that pianoforte, the more her fingers itched.

			Surely it would not hurt anything to study the pianoforte more closely.

			Felicity rose, one eye on the drawing-room doors and one eye on the pianoforte. When she was beside it, she reached out gingerly and brushed her fingers along the spine and the raised fallboard. The wood was smooth and cool to her touch. When she pulled her fingers away, not a speck of dust lingered.

			Cautiously, Felicity circled the instrument, admiring it but watching the drawing-room doors. She did not think the duchesse would mind if she simply looked at the instrument.

			But playing—well, that was something else entirely, Felicity thought, even as she sat on the plush bench before the black-and-white keys. It was considered quite ill-mannered to play someone else’s instrument without first asking permission.

			Felicity stroked the keys, caressing them individually. In her mind, she heard the sound each would make, and still, without pushing down the keys, she began to play her favorite sonata. She was not even certain of the title of the piece. It was something her mother had loved to play and something Felicity had not heard in a long time.

			Gently, Felicity increased her pressure on the keys until the music was more than just a figment of her imagination. She pressed lightly, dampening the tones she heard, but it did not matter. The music was beautiful.

			She closed her eyes and pictured her mother’s hands on the worn keys of their instrument at home. She pictured her mother’s face as she played each measure of the piece.

			Here was a difficult section. Her mother’s brow furrowed in concentration.

			Here was a lively section. Her mother smiled, and her fingers seemed to fly over the keys.

			Felicity’s own fingers flew over the keys, as well. She was vaguely aware she was playing the instrument at full volume now. She was aware, but she no longer cared. Whatever scolding she might receive was secondary to the music. She could think of little else. The very notes themselves snared her and held her captive. She must finish the sonata. She could not breathe if she did not hear the next note and then the one after that.

			She played with her eyes closed, knowing the sonata so well she did not need to look at her racing fingers. Even after all this time, she made no mistakes. Once she heard a piece, she rarely did.

			And then when the piece was almost complete, her back prickled. She opened her eyes and stared straight ahead.

			A man stared back at her. He stood just inside the door of the drawing room, his hands fisted at his sides. His shirt and breeches were of the latest fashion, but he wore no tailcoat or waistcoat, and his shirt was open at the throat. Even more surprising, he wore no stockings or shoes. His clothing was clean and neat, but his hair was in disarray. It was long and free of any binding. The brown locks were clean, though, and they fell over his shoulders.

			It was his eyes that stilled her fingers. They were the deepest and darkest blue she had ever seen and framed by long, thick lashes and a dark slash of brows. There was something in those eyes that sent a shock straight through her.

			Not a shock of fear, though the man was big enough and powerful enough to be a threat, if he chose that course.

			The shock was that of recognition. This man loved music as much as she. Felicity could see it in his face, in his eyes. And the shock of seeing her own passion reflected back at her froze her hands.

			Suddenly, the music ceased, and silence washed over the room.

			Felicity stared at the man, and he stared back.

			And then he began to howl.

		

	


	
		
			Three

			Armand knew the sound frightened the girl, but it roared out of him before he could seize control. He was angry at the sudden silence.

			He had been sitting in his brother’s library, staring out the French doors into the garden, when the music began. He liked the garden—the fresh air and open space. He often worked there, planting shrubs or flowers, but today he simply stared, pretending he was out of the city. Free of the confines of these walls. Free of the confines of his mind. He had to concentrate to keep images from spilling into that mind.

			At first the music had been quiet, and he thought it came from a neighboring home. But gradually the sound grew in volume, and as it did, Armand was on his feet, moving out of the library and into the vestibule.

			He had to find that sound—either to make it stop or to make sure it continued. He stood in the center of the black-and-white marble and tried to picture all of the rooms in the home. He was picturing the instrument that made the sound and trying to remember if he had seen that instrument in the house. He could have remembered the name of the instrument if he’d tried, but words could be dangerous. Still, the sound it made was something he knew.

			Finally an image of the drawing room and the instrument flashed into his mind. Instantly, he was on the stairs, taking the steps two at a time. When he reached the drawing-room door, he paused.

			What if he opened the door and the music stopped? What if this was not really music at all but something from his imagination?

			It had happened before. In prison the solitude caused vivid illusions. He heard voices, music, even saw images he would have sworn on his life were real. But when he went to touch them, to test their authenticity, they vanished into the dark cell.

			What if this music vanished, as well?

			Armand stood with his hand on the door and thought it over. A maid dusting nearby watched him. He could tell by the way her gaze darted away when he looked at her he made her nervous. He wanted to ask if she could hear the music, but he could not.

			Behind the doors, the music grew louder, and Armand couldn’t stand it another moment. He turned the knob and stepped inside. And to his surprise, the music continued. He could see where it came from now—a woman was seated at the instrument he had imagined. She had…

			Yellow. Yellow hair.

			That was not the right word for the color, but the less he thought about the words, the better. He could not risk speaking. He could not survive another term in prison—the blackness, the stink, the maddening loneliness. He would die first.

			The woman before him now played violently, leaning into the keys and swaying from side to side. Her eyes were closed, and she did not see him enter.

			Watching her, Armand’s breathing slowed and his thoughts focused. It was almost like staring into a fire. What was the word? Bewitch? But the music was not all that drew his attention.

			The woman. He could not look away from her.

			Did all women have cheeks that smooth or necks that long? He had never noticed before. And what about her yellow hair? He liked the way the sunlight seemed to melt into it.

			And then she opened her eyes. They were blue—the exact blue of the sky he had imagined all those years when he was caged in prison. He had always known that the sky could never be that perfectly blue, but imagining it so kept him sane. He must be imagining this woman’s eyes now. But then she blinked at him, and he knew this was real.

			And then the music stopped. The woman stilled, and Armand felt the absence of the music like the pain he experienced when his hand crashed through a wall. The woman was looking at him, and he wanted to tell her to keep playing.

			He opened his mouth to tell her, to beg her. Don’t stop. More music. More fingers moving.

			Her eyes widened—those perfectly blue eyes—and she leaned back, and it was then that Armand realized he was howling.

			He tried clenching his jaw, but the sound wouldn’t stop. Mortification ripped through him.

			Silencesilencesilencesilence.

			In desperation, he turned and smashed his knuckles against the drawing-room door. The splintering pain stopped the sound, but the damage had been done. The girl stood and stumbled back in an effort to get away from him.

			Armand wished he could start all over again. He did not mean to startle her. At times he behaved little better than a monster, and he hated it. Hated his momentary loss of control. He turned about, looking for his brother or a servant who might reassure the woman, but no one was near. Even the maid he had seen earlier had fled.

			The woman stumbled back again, tripping over the piano stool. She fell on the floor, and Armand moved without thinking. She held up a hand and scooted back—farther away from him. “Stay back,” she ordered. “I’m warning you…”

			Scared. Her eyes looking at him. Fear.

			Anger swept through him, and he lunged forward and took her hand. She shrieked when he touched her, and though the sound hurt his ears, he did not release her. He would show her he was not always a monster. He held her gently, as gently as he had held his pet rat. He was so careful with her hand it took him a moment to realize she had removed her gloves.

			He was touching bare skin.

			His own skin began to heat where it met hers, and he glanced into her sky blue eyes.

			She had stopped shrieking now and was staring at him. Her gaze darted between his hand and his face, and she was absolutely still. Armand would have thought her a statue if he did not feel the warmth of her skin.

			She looked down at her small white hand encased in his larger one, and Armand followed her gaze. Gently, he squeezed her hand, hoping the gesture was reassuring. Sarah and his mother did this to him all the time, and he figured it was supposed to soothe.

			She did not begin shrieking again, and he judged the action a success.

			But the girl was still on the floor, so Armand stepped back and tugged slightly, showing her that he wanted to help her to her feet. She nodded, seeming to understand, and he pulled harder. She rose to her feet and stood before him. “You may release me now.”

			He had forgotten to focus, and her words washed over him without meaning. And then when he tried to focus, his body would not allow it. She was too close; that much Armand realized immediately. She was so close he could see the dark rim of her sky-colored eyes. He could smell her scent, and normally that overwhelmed him. But not this time. He wanted to move closer, to inhale more deeply.

			He looked into her eyes again, just as she tried to pull back her hand, and that was when he realized he was still touching her, still holding onto her.

			And he realized something else, as well: he felt no pain.

			Her touch caused him no pain!

			In surprise, he pulled her hand to his chest. She resisted, but he was stronger, and her hand touched the material of his shirt just under his throat.

			And still no pain.

			It didn’t make sense. Touch always pained him.

			Whywhywhywhy…?

			He pictured her hand on his bare flesh and lifted it to his cheek. A few weeks ago, he had shaved the beard he had worn for years, and now he had Julien’s valet shave it again every few days. The valet had shaved him this morning, and his face felt raw and vulnerable. He braced himself in anticipation of the fresh pain her fingers would cause on that sensitive skin, but when he pressed her flesh to his, he felt only the warmth of her skin and the softness of her fingers. He had never felt anything as soft as this woman.

			He looked into her blue eyes again. They were huge and round, but she did not look afraid. There was color in her cheeks—the word eluded him.

			Red. Red on white.

			Armand wondered how that colored skin would feel under his fingertips. Surely if her hands were soft, her face would be even softer.

			And as soon as the question occurred to him, he knew he must have the answer. In one swift movement, he wrapped an arm about her middle and pulled her close. She resisted at first; he felt the tension in her body and the instant stiffening. Armand would not force her—could not imagine forcing any creature to do something against its will—and so he allowed his hold on her to relax. She must come to him, or else he would let her go.

			The image of her moving away flashed before his eyes, and he gritted his teeth. But as much as the idea displeased him, he could release her.

			But when he relaxed his hold, she did not move away. She looked up at him, her face only inches from his. He could feel her warmth all over now, and her scent wrapped around him like the silk robe Julien had given him.

			Her breathing was rapid, causing her chest to graze his with each intake of air. She was soft everywhere, round everywhere, and Armand felt a hard stab of something he had rarely felt before—need, want, desire. She blinked, tilted her head to the side. “What do you want?” Her voice was quiet and light now. It tinkled like bells.

			It also trembled, and her body shook with it. Without taking his eyes from hers, Armand pulled her close again and slowly, ever so slowly, laid his cheek against hers. It was as soft as he had anticipated—softer than the fur of his pet rat, softer than any material he could think of. For four heartbeats, he relished the feel of her skin against his.

			And then he was aware of another feeling—the feel of her body pressed to his. The feel of her breath in quick gasps on his neck. The yielding of her flesh against his. He knew her mouth was mere inches from his, knew if he turned his face slightly, he could press his lips to hers. He had never had the impulse to kiss anything or anyone before, but now he felt as though this was something he must do.

			And at the same time, he knew he could not—knew that by holding her like this, he had gone too far. There were Rules in this new society—Rules he did not always obey, but Rules, nonetheless. He broke them frequently and mostly without intent, and he knew with certainty he was breaking one now.

			He should release her. He should step away, allow her to go—

			“Armand!”

			Feeling like a naughty child, Armand sprang away from the woman and rounded on the doorway. His defenses were up, and he was ready for whoever the enemy might be. Attackers always came from behind. But instead of an assailant, his brother’s woman stood there, her mouth open slightly. The maid Armand had seen dusting outside the drawing room was standing just behind her. Without turning, Sarah ordered, “Go fetch His Grace, please. Be quick about it.”

			The maid bobbed her head and ran away while Sarah stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. Armand clenched his fists. He hated closed doors. Sarah looked immediately at the yellow-haired woman, who was now leaning against the instrument, her slim, pale hand against her cheek where he had touched her with his own. The sunlight came in through the window and moved in her hair. It looked almost as though it were on fire. Armand had to resist the urge to go to her again.

			“Are you hurt, Miss Bennett?” Sarah asked the woman.

			Miss Bennett. That must be her name. He memorized it, thought he might try to say it alone in his room tonight.

			“No, I’m fine,” she answered in that same light voice. “I-I don’t think he meant me any harm. I—” She waved a hand as though to fan her face. “I don’t know quite what happened.”

			“Why don’t we sit down?” Sarah said. But before the women could reach the chairs, the door swung open and Julien rushed inside. He wore his riding boots and coat, and his hair was windblown.

			“What’s going on?” His eyes took in the scene quickly, and when they met Armand’s, Armand scowled at him. Now, more than ever before, he wished he were free to speak. Language was becoming clearer to him every day. He could speak. At one time he had spoken several languages, read them, as well. But then everything had changed. Words were forbidden, dangerous. He’d pushed the skill of speech far away, and when he occasionally wanted it, language was murky, something grasped at in a muddy pond. Plunge as he might into that pond, the object eluded him. Or did he allow it to elude him?

			“I walked in,” Sarah was saying, “and Armand had Miss Bennett in his arms.”

			Julien whirled toward the yellow-haired woman. “Did he attack you? Are you all right?”

			“Yes, I mean, no. That is to say, no, he did not attack me, and yes, I’m quite well.”

			“What happened?”

			She did not speak for a moment, and then her eyes met his. Armand knew an important question had been asked, and he saw now she was considering her answer. He looked away, certain no matter what she said, in a matter of moments she would be whisked away, and he would not see her again.

			And perhaps that was for the best. He did not trust himself if she played that music again.

			“I think the gentleman”—Armand turned to see that she gestured to him—“was overwhelmed by the music I played.”

			His head hurt from focusing so hard. A tool—hammer—pounded behind his eyes, but he willed himself to listen, to understand.

			“Music?” Sarah said, her brow furrowed. She had moved closer to Julien, which did not surprise Armand. He had yet to see them together in a room when they were not near one another, usually touching. “What music?”

			The girl’s cheeks colored further, turning from a lighter shade of red to a darker one. “I’m sorry. I was playing the pianoforte. I haven’t played in some months, and I’m afraid I got quite carried away. When I opened my eyes, he was standing in the doorway. The look on his face was…” She paused, glanced at him again. “I don’t know how to describe it, but I think he enjoyed the music. Unfortunately, when I saw him, I was startled, and I stopped playing. It was then he began to… ah…”

			“Howl?” Julien said.

			She nodded. “It took me by surprise, and I stumbled backward, tripping on my skirts. At which point, he helped me to my feet and then…” She bit her lip, and Armand saw the color of her cheeks turn even darker. He wondered how dark they would go. “He sort of held my hand and then…” She reached up and tucked a piece of yellow hair behind one ear. “He put my hand to his cheek.”

			“He touched you?” Julien asked. “Voluntarily?”

			Wordswordswordswords.

			Some he knew, some he did not. Armand knew they were discussing him again. He hated this, hated they were doing it in front of her. He considered marching out of the room indignantly, but that would mean leaving Miss Bennett. He wanted to hear her voice again, see if her cheeks turned any darker. He could not seem to look away from her.

			“Yes, he…” She looked at Sarah. “When you entered, he had pulled me close. I think to press his cheek to mine.”

			Sarah shook her head. “He wanted to touch you?”

			“I think so.” She looked down, obviously uncomfortable. Armand again felt the urge to go to her, this time to protect her.

			But Julien and Sarah were staring at him now. Damn it. Obviously he had been right about breaking The Rules. This was the look they often had on their faces when he broke a Rule.

			“I’ll take him downstairs,” Julien said and gestured. “Armand, let’s go.”

			Armand fisted his hands. He would go when he wanted, if he wanted. He did not take orders. A gasp sounded across the room. “That man is Armand?” he heard her ask, but this time her voice was neither light nor high. It was heavy and disbelieving.

			“Yes,” Sarah answered. “If you’ll just give me a moment, I’ll explain everything.”

			But Armand did not wait to hear anything further, little as he understood it all. He understood that tone in her voice, and it made him remember who he was. What he was in their eyes—disgusting, revolting, monster.

			Giving his brother a shove as he passed him, Armand strode out of the drawing room.
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