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Chapter 1






Lucien Balfour, the Sixth Earl of Kilcairn Abbey, leaned against one of the marble pillars at the front entry of Balfour House and watched the storm clouds gather overhead. By the pricking of my thumbs, he murmured, puffing on his cigar, something wicked this way comes.


Though an ominously darkening sky hung over the west side of London, that particular storm was not the one that concerned Lucien Balfour. A larger tempest was galloping toward him: he was about to welcome Satans handmaiden and her mother into his house.


Behind him, the front door opened on well-oiled hinges. Lucien glanced skyward as a long boom of thunder rolled across the rooftops of Mayfair. What is it, Wimbole?


You asked me to inform you at the hour of three, my lord, the butler answered in his usual monotone. The clock has just struck.


Lucien took another drag of his cheroot, letting the smoke curl from his mouth and be snatched away by the stiffening breeze. Make certain the study windows are closed against the rain, and provide Mr. Mullins with a glass of whiskey. I imagine hell be needing it shortly.


Very good, my lord. The door clicked shut again.


Rain began plopping onto the shallow granite steps before him just as a coach clattered onto Grosvenor Street and turned toward the mansion. Lucien took one last, long draw on his cigar, snuffed it out against the pillar, and cast it aside with an oath. The demons had splendid timing.


The front door opened again and Wimbole, flanked by a half dozen liveried footmen, appeared at his elbow just as the great black monstrosity of a coach rocked to a halt at the foot of the steps. A second vehicle, less ostentatious than the first, stopped behind.


As Wimbole and his troops marched forward, Mr. Mullins took the butlers vacated position on the portico. My lord, I must again commend you on your attention to familial duty.


Lucien glanced at the solicitor. Two people signed a piece of paper before their deaths, and I am left with the results. Dont commend me for getting trapped into something Ive simply been unable to avoid.


Even so, my lord The smaller man trailed off as the coachs first occupant emerged into the light drizzle. My goodness, he choked.


Goodness has nothing to do with it, Lucien murmured.


Fiona Delacroix stepped out onto the drive and with a flick of her gloved fingers beckoned to Wimbole for her walking cane. She didnt seem to notice the rain, but given the size of the hat perched on her bright redorangehair, she likely would have no idea of the downpour until the weight of the water capsized her.


Lucien! She gathered her voluminous pink skirts and marched forward as he descended the steps to meet her. How like you to wait until the last possible moment to send for us. Id begun to think you meant for us to rot in mournful solitude all summer!


Mountains of luggage began sailing off the roofs of both coaches and into the arms of the waiting footmen. Lucien spared the heap one look, noting that hed have to give over another room simply for female wardrobe, before he took her gloved hand and bowed over it. Aunt Fiona. I trust the journey from Dorsetshire was a pleasant one?


It was not! You know how traveling upsets my nerves. If not for my dear, dear Rose, I dont know how I should have managed. She swung her rotund, schooner-topped form around to face the carriage again. Rose! Come out of there! You remember your cousin Lucien, dont you, my sweet?


Im not coming out, Mother, echoed from the bowels of the cavernous vehicle.


Aunt Fionas smile became more radiant. Of course you are, my dear. Your cousin is waiting.


But its raining.


The smile faltered. Only a little.


It will ruin my dress.


Luciens determined good humor began to crumble a little. His uncles damned will did not in any way obligate him to catch pneumonia.


Rose his aunt trilled again.


Oh, very well.


The incarnation of hell on earthas hed thought of her since their last meeting, when shed been seven and throwing a screaming, stamping tantrum at being denied a pony rideemerged from the coach. She stepped down amid a cloud of pink lace and ruffles that perfectly complemented her mothers frothy gown.


Rose Delacroix curtsied, the blond curls that framed her face bobbing in pert unison. My lord, she breathed, rising and batting her long lashes at him.


Cousin Rose, Lucien responded, suppressing a shudder at the horrifying thought that some of his gender would find her angelic appearance attractive. With her great puffy sleeves and feathered frills she looked more like some ungainly bird than an angel. You both look colorful this afternoon. Shall we go inside, out of the rain?


Its silk and taffeta, Aunt Fiona crooned, fluffing up one of her daughters drooping wings. They cost twelve pounds each, and came directly from Paris.


And flamingos come directly from Africa.


The comment was a mild one, for him, but as he turned to usher Rose toward the steps, her blue eyes filled with tears. Lucien stifled an annoyed sigh. Sometimes ones memories remained perfectly accurate, despite the passage of time.


He doesnt like my gown, Mama, she wailed, her lower lip trembling. And Miss Brookhollow said it was the very thing!


Lucien had meant to behave himself, at least for today. So much for his good intentions. Who is Miss Brookhollow?


Roses governess. She came highly recommended.


By whomcircus performers?


Mama!


Good God, Lucien muttered, wincing. Wimbole, get their things inside. He returned his attention to his aunt. Does all your attire match sovividly?


Lucien, I will not tolerate your insulting us five minutes after weve arrived! Dear Oscar would never tolerate such cruelty!


Dear Uncle Oscar is dead, Aunt Fiona. And as you well know, he and my father conspired to see that you would end up here in that eventuality.


Conspired? Aunt Fiona repeated, in an ascending voice that could shatter crystal. This is your familial obligation! Your duty!


Which is precisely why you are here. He climbed the steps unaccompanied since they seemed content to stand about bellowing in the rain. And only until sheand he jabbed a finger in his soggy cousins directionis married. Then you can be someone elses familial obligation and duty.


Lucien!


He glanced at his sobbing cousin again. Would this same Miss Brookhollow be the one who has taught you everything necessary to ensure your success in society?


Yes! Of course!


Splendid. Mr. Mullins!


The solicitor emerged from behind one of the marble pillars. Yes, my lord?


I assume our dear Miss Brookhollow is cowering in the second coach. Give her twenty pounds and the directions to the nearest spectacle shop, and send her on her way. I want a posting in the London Times. Advertise for a finishing companion for my lovely cousin. Immediately. Someone knowledgeable in music, French, Latin, fashion, and


How dare you, Kilcairn! Aunt Fiona snarled.


and etiquette. Have them apply in person to this address. No names. I bloody well dont want the world at large to know that my cousin has the appearance of a poodle and the style of a milkmaid. No one in his right mind would want to be leg-shackled to either animal.


Mr. Mullins bowed. At once, my lord.


Lucien left the screeching females behind and strode into the house. That had certainly deteriorated nicely. The headache with which hed awakened resumed with a vengeance. He should have had Wimbole pour him a whiskey, as well.


At the top of the stairs he paused, leaning his wet backside against the mahogany railing. A series of paintings covered the opposite wall, part of the vast portrait gallery in the Great Hall at Kilcairn Abbey. Two of them, hung several yards from one another, bore black ribbons across their top right corners. One was a passing likeness of Oscar Delacroix, his mothers half brother. Hed barely known the man and had liked him even less, and after a brief moment Lucien turned his attention to the nearer portrait.


His cousin James Balfour had died a little over a year ago, so Lucien should have had Wimbole remove the ribbon by now. The mourning band served as a reminder, though, of exactly what sort of predicament James had left him in.


Damnation, he murmured without heat. His nearest male relation, James would haveand should haveinherited Kilcairn Abbey. His young, headstrong cousins thirst for adventure, though, had collided fatally with Napoleon Bonapartes quest for power. As the inheritance now stood, once the weepy pink confection downstairs was married, her offspring would have the Balfour titles, lands, and wealth. But after setting eyes on her again, Lucien was of no mind to allow that to happen.


And so the inconsiderate mortality of all his male relations had effectively trapped him into taking the one road down which hed sworn never to venture. The Earl of Kilcairn Abbey needed a legitimate heirand so, by logical if unfortunate extension, he needed a wife. But before he could begin that task, he needed to conclude his obligation to Rose Delacroix and her mother with all possible haste.





Alexandra Beatrice Gallant stepped down from the London hack shed hired and straightened her pelisse. The blue morning dress was the most conservative one she owned, and the high neck scratched at her. Uncomfortable or not, though, shed been on enough interviews over the past five years to know that a conservative appearance and manner did wonders for ones employment prospects. And at the moment she needed all the help that she could get.


Shakespeare, her white Skye terrier and most faithful companion, jumped down beside her. Without a backward glance, the hack driver turned his coach back out into the light midday traffic. Alexandra looked up and down Grosvenor Street. So this is Mayfair, she mused, eyeing the staid facades of the massive homes.


Though shed taken positions with landed gentry and minor nobility in the past, nothing compared with this. Gilded Mayfair, the favorite haunt of Englands wealthiest and highest born, bore little resemblance to the rest of noisy, crowded, dirty London. From the hacks window shed spied numerous pleasant walking paths for her and Shakespeare to explore in Hyde Park. Finding employment in Mayfair could have definite benefits, provided the young lady and her mother werent completely reclusive.


She pulled the folded newspaper advertisement from her pocket and read the address once more, then tugged on the terriers leash and strolled up the street. Come along, Shakes.


This would be her second interview of the day, and the ninth of the week, with one more prospect in Cheap-side remaining. If no one wanted to hire her in London by the end of the week, shed have to use her scanty savings to go up north. Perhaps they had never heard of her in Yorkshire. Lately, though, shed had the sinking feeling that every household, or at least those needing a governess or a companion, knew every blasted detail of her lifeand the best she had come to expect was a polite refusal to offer her employment.


Ah, here we are, twenty-five. Alexandra paused to survey the mammoth town house that stood at the far end of a short, curving drive. What seemed like half a hundred windows peered toward the street and overlooked the small, simple garden on the east side. The house was bordered by a carriage run to the west, and not much distinguished it from the other splendid houses with which it shared the way. So far, so good.


Taking a deep breath, she walked up the carriage drive around to the back of the house and climbed the three steps to the rear entry. Before she could even rap on the door, it swung open.


Good afternoon. A tall, thin man dressed in impeccable gold and black livery dating from the height of George IIIs reign stood just inside the kitchen entry and gazed at her. The dusting of silver at his temples served as an exclamation point to his dignity. I presume you are here in answer to the advertisement?


Yes, I


This way, miss.


Without even a glance at Shakespeare, the butler turned on his heel. Alexandra followed him through the huge kitchen, down two long intersecting hallways, and into a large, spacious study tucked beneath a winding staircase of carved mahogany. She took in the scattered, tasteful paintings by artists as celebrated as Lawrence and Gainsborough, the ornate Far Eastern carvings in ivory and flawless ebony wood, and the gold-inlaid cornice running along the top of the walls. Tasteful, elegant, interesting, and very well appointed, the house seemed curiously unfeminine for the residence of a young lady and her mother.


Wait here, miss.


Alexandra nodded, absorbed in her observations. Shakespeare found an interesting scent beside the massive mahogany desk, while she approached the fireplace to warm her hands. A carved elephant stood guard on the mantel, and tentatively she touched its smooth, ebony leg.


Footsteps padded down the stairs that curved above her head. With a start she abandoned the hearth and seated herself in the chair placed opposite the desk. A moment later, the door opened. Alexandra affixed her best look of professional yet sincere interest on her face, ready to begin her well-rehearsed speech about her experience and mostly impeccable references, and looked up. And then forgot everything shed been about to say.


He stood in the doorway, gazing at her. At first all she took in were his eyesa fine light gray beneath dark, sardonic brows. Gradually the rest of him sank into her senses. Tall, with dark hair curling at his collar and an athletes lean build, he had a French aristocrats high cheekbones and arrogant, shamelessly sensual mouth. He remained where he was, unmoving, for several long seconds.


Youre here for the governess position? he asked in a deep, cultured drawl.


I Alexandra nodded, shivering a little as the sound of his voice resonated down her spine in electrifying spirals. I am.


Youre hired.















Chapter 2






She blinked blue-green eyes as deep as the sea. Hired?


Lucien closed the door, an unfamiliar agitation tugging at his nerves. Good God, she was delicious. Yes, hired. When can you begin?


Butyou havent seen my references, and you dont know my qualificationsor even my name.


Given her conservative attire and very upright posture, telling her just how arousing he found her obvious qualifications might run her off. A movement caught his attention, and he glanced down to see a small white terrier snuffling under his desk. Lucien lifted an eyebrow. Yours?


She tugged on the leash, and the animal returned to her side and sat. Yes. Hes quite well behaved, I assure you.


Grateful for any distraction that would give him a moment to recover his usual calm veneer, Lucien stepped around the small white beast and took a seat at the mahogany desk. You dont need to assure me of anything. You already have the job, MissWhat is your name?


Gallant. Alexandra Beatrice Gallant.


A very upright name, Miss Gallant.


Miss Gallant blushed, the color rising prettily in her cream-colored cheeks. Thank you, sir. Abruptly she looked down at her large reticule and pulled out a thin stack of papers. My references, she said, holding them out to him.


He leaned forward and took them, his fingers brushing against the soft white kidskin of her glove. If you insist. Lucien set them down without looking at them, preferring to keep his gaze on the tall, elegant goddess sitting before him.


She gestured at the papers. I do insist. Dont you wish to examine them before you offer me a position?


He could think of several positions hed like to offer her. Id rather examine you.


Her blush deepened. Begbeg pardon?


She was genuinely naive, he decided. And she had absolutely no idea who he was, thank God. Everyones references are perfect, or they wouldnt offer them. Ergo, they are useless. I prefer to go to the source. He cupped his chin in his hand and smiled, hoping he didnt look as predatory as he felt. Tell me about yourself, Miss Gallant.


She smoothed her skirt, the motion practical and at the same time very feminine. Of course. I have served in various governess and companion positions over the past five years, sir. I am considered more than competent. She lifted her chin, obviously launching into a rehearsed speech. In fact, young ladies are a special favorite of mine. I


Hm. I prefer mine to have a little more maturity.


YouI beg your pardon?


How old are you, Miss Gallant?


She eyed him, the beginnings of suspicion touching her gaze. I am four and twenty.


He would have guessed a year or two younger, but that was likely because the skin of her cheeks looked soft and unblemished as any babes. Continue your presentation.


Your advertisement mentioned a seventeen-year-old girl. Your sister, might I presume?


Good God, no. He scowled, annoyed out of his lusttemporarily. I am cousin to the demon, and that is as close as I care to get.


She didnt seem offended by his blunt speech, but paused, waiting, no doubt, for him to explain. If she wanted to know something, though, she could ask. Shed been in his employ for five minutes already, and still she insisted on going through this damned silly interview nonsense.


Perhaps, she resumed a moment later, you might elaborate? And might I know your name? There was no mention in the advertisement. I dont know how to address you, sir.


He drew a slow breath. Well, she was bound to find out eventually. Miss Gallant didnt seem to have much missish nonsense about her, but now hed find out for certain. Lucien Balfour, he said. Lord Kilcairn.


Her fine cheeks paled. As in the Earl of Kilcairn Abbey?


He kept the mild expression on his face, although his instincts urged him to spring for the door to bar her exit. Youve heard of me.


Alexandra Gallant cleared her throat and tugged her little white dog closer. Yes, I have heard of you. She reached for her papers and stood. I apologize if I misunderstood your advertisement, my lord, but I must tell youyou must know it sounded quiteGood day, my lord.


Luciens eyes lowered to her slim, rounded backside as she fled for the door. I dont generally advertise for mistresses in the London Times, if that is your concern, Miss Gallant, he said in the same dry tone. Though I shall give you another point or two for name recognition and your expression of genuine horror, if you wish. Not the best Ive seen, but certainly passable.


Miss Gallant stopped her retreat and turned around. Passable?


At least hed kept her attention. I had one fat old bag in here last week who fainted when she realized who I was. It took Wimbole and two of my sturdiest footmen to drag her out. He leaned forward, folding his long fingers together on the desk. The position is a legitimate one, and it pays extremely well. However, if you plan on succumbing to faints and vapors at the mention of my name, please do go. Posthaste.


I have never fainted in my life, she declared, once more lifting her proud chin. Nor would I be so foolish as to do so in your presence.


Ah, he murmured, a smile curving his lips again. He couldnt recall enjoying himself so much in days. You think I might simply lift your skirts and have my way with you while you lie unconscious on the floor?


The lovely blush returned to her countenance. I have heard worse said about you, my lord.


Lucien shook his head. Theres no fun in coitus unless both parties are coherent enough to enjoy the experience. Are you turning down the position, then? It pays twenty quid a month, if that interests you. Or more, if it didnt.


She balled her fists, wrinkling her neat stack of references. My lord, this is preposterous! she exclaimed. You know nothing about me!


I know a great deal about you, he returned, and gestured at her vacated chair. Shall we continue?


She squared her shoulders and seated herself again with her reticule on her lap, no doubt to speed her escape if it became necessary. What do you know of me, then?


I know you have exquisite eyes. What color would you call them?


Those same eyes looked at him dubiously for several seconds. Ihardly think the color of my eyes has anything to do with my competence as a governess and a companion.


Hm. Almost blue, but not quite, he mused, ignoring her protest. And not quite green, either. Not serpentine, or emerald. Turquoise, I think.


I see you know your rocks and minerals, my lord, she broke in, lowering her gaze and making a show of untangling her dogs leash. May we return to the nature of the position?


And what of your hair? he continued, unruffled. A bronze, only lighter. Like burnt sunlight. Lucien tilted his head at her. Yes, thats a fine description; or spun gold, perhaps. More standard, but not quite as accurate.


My lord, Miss Gallant burst out, what of my employment?


Lucien gestured for her papers again, and after a hesitation she returned them to him. My aunt and my cousin are presently living under my roof, he began, perusing her references, though he didnt give a damn what they might say, until such time as my cousin marries. I require someone to look after them, and to put a coat of polish on my cousina heavy coat of polish. Ive hired three governesses for her already, and lost the last one yesterday morning.


It must devastate her, to have lost so many companions.


I hired the first one a week ago. I doubt she remembers their names, if she had the mental capacity to learn them in the first place.


Her look became more speculative and less wary. Youve hired three governesses over a seven-day period.


Yes, I have. Damned waste of time. Which is why Ive decided to try a different tack. A tack that hed decided upon only since he had set eyes on her five minutes ago, but she didnt need to know that.


Ah.


Ill make this very clear, Miss Gallant. My aunt is Satan, and my cousin Rose is the incarnation of hell on earth, he stated. My uncles willand a clause in my siresrequires that I see her married, and married well, unless I wish to support her for life. Any of those other old bags could have taught her Latinsome of them were probably children during the reign of Caesar.


Her lips twitched. Why me then, my lord?


He raised his assessment of her once again. Curious, and with wits enough to have a sense of humor, though hed sensed that already. Desperation. And because you are possessed of what none of the others were.


Miss Gallant sat looking at him, her little dog at her feet and her large reticule in her lap. Someday hed find out why shed answered his advertisement rather than the other half a hundred that had run in the newspaper that day.


And what am I possessed of, my lord?


Lucien stood. When she didnt attempt to flee, he made his way around to sit on the front edge of his desk. Its very simple. Since Ive set eyes on you, Ive had the very strong desire to pull the clips out of your spun-gold hair, peel you out of that ridiculously prim gown, and cover your naked skin with hot, slow kisses.


Her mouth dropped open.


And inspiring me, Miss Gallant, he continued when she didnt lose consciousness, is not an easy task.


Because of your years spent in the pursuit of decadence and debauchery, I presume? she ventured, her voice shaking a little.


Precisely. And it is that inspirational quality I wish you to attempt to pass on to my cousin. She is not likely to snag anyone with her wit or refinement.


Her turquoise eyes fixed on his face, Miss Gallant stood and slipped around the back of her chair, her reticule hefted in her arms in what he presumed to be a threatening manner. I cant believe you could possibly be serious. Therefore, I must presume that you are playing some sort of game with


I am completely serious. And as I have said, I will pay you very well for your instruction.


She drew herself upright. Perhaps you should have advertised for a mistress after all, my lord.


He gave her a sour look. That would have accomplished nothing. One doesnt marry a mistress.


Miss Gallant backed a few steps toward the door. Lord Kilcairn, I instruct young ladies in etiquette, language, literature, music, and the arts. I believe the art of seduction to be your forte. I cannotI will notassist you in that area. If that is what you require, I suggest you look elsewhere.


Lucien sighed, wondering if Alexandra Gallant had any idea how very well he was behaving himself, considering he had no intention of letting her out of his sight. You continue to insist on a damned inquisition, then. Parlez-vous franais?


Oui. Je me recevu lducation plus premier, she answered immediately.


Where were you educated, then? he shot back at her.


At Miss Grenvilles Academy. I was considered an excellent student.


Translate. Dum nos fata sinunt oculos satiemus amore.


She didnt even hesitate. While the fates allow us, let us fill our eyes with love.


Lucien lifted an eyebrow. Latin, as well, Miss Gallant. I imagine you were an excellent student.


As were you, apparently.


He nodded, noting the surprise in her voice. Some rakes do read. And I find your qualificationsall of your qualificationsacceptable. At the risk of repeating myself, youre hired.


Self-assured and undeniably arrogant, the Earl of Kilcairn Abbey sat back against his desk and folded his arms across his broad chest, eyeing her expectantly. Alexandra disdained fluttering; it seemed an obvious refuge for the weak-minded. Yet, as she gazed into the light gray eyes of Lucien Balfour and heard him announce that he wanted to strip her naked and kiss her, she felt distinctly fluttery. And horrifiedbecause fluttering hardly began to describe the breathless rush Lord Kilcairns words began inside her. Heaven knew shed never had an actual rake in pursuit before. Shed never even seen a rake before today.


My lord, she said, as diplomatically as she knew how, in all fairness, before you offer me such agenerous post, I think you need to know something more about me.


I know all I need to know.


Alexandra gestured at her recommendations. Even so, I have to make you aware that I do not have a letter from my last employer. When he didnt interrupt that pronouncement, she took a deep breath and tried to continue in a calm, reasonable tone. I do have a letter from Lady Victoria Fontaine attesting to my character.


Youre acquainted with the Vixen?


Oh, dear. Victorias mother had warned the silly thing that she was well on her way to notoriety. I tutored her for a time. Shes a dear friend.


He opened his mouth, then evidently changed his mind about what hed intended to say. What is the difficulty, then?


My last employer was Lady Welkins, of Lincolnshire. There. Shed said it.


His gaze sharpened. Youre the chit who lifted her heels for Welkins and gave him an apoplexy.


Alexandra blanched. In six months shed never heard the accusation put so bluntly. You are mistaken, my lord. I did nothing of the sort. Lord Welkins had some kind of attack without any prompting on my part.


Why did you leave the household, then?


With effort she kept her voice steady. Lady Welkins dismissed me.


The earl studied her countenance for so long that she wondered what he must be looking for, and what he saw there. That was six months ago, he said finally. What have you done since then?


Ive looked for employment, my lord.


He straightened, lifting her papers from his desk, and came forward. As the earl reached her, he held them out to her. Thank you for your honesty.


Alexandra blinked back an unexpected desire to cry. If someone with as tainted a reputation as Kilcairn wouldnt hire her, no one would. Ever. Thank you for your consideration, she returned, taking her recommendations back and stuffing them into her reticule. Her few remaining friends had told her she was stupid and naive to be so honest about her disaster with Lord and Lady Welkins, but she couldnt bear the idea of being dismissed after shed begun employment somewhere.


When can you begin?


IBegin?


Kilcairn tilted her chin up with his fingertips. I told you, I know all I need to know.


For a bare moment, Alexandra thought he meant to kiss her. She looked directly into his eyes; she had to, with him standing so close and touching her like that. Im staying with a friend in Derbyshire.


He nodded, running the backs of his fingers softly down her throat as he released her. Ill have my coach sent around front for you. Will two footmen be enough to transport your things?


Two Alexandra closed her mouth. This was going far too fast, like a whirlwind in a storm. But for whatever reason, she didnt want it to sweep by her. Two will be more than enough.


Good. The earl reached down and took her hand, bringing it slowly to his lips. She could feel the warmth of his touch even through the thin barrier of her gloves. Ill see you this evening, then.


My lord, I think its only fair that I tell you I will tutor your cousin to the best of my ability, she said stoutly, trying to ignore the knowing smile and the light in the gray eyes watching her so closely. Nothing more.


He brushed his lips against her knuckles again. I wouldnt wager on that, Miss Gallant.





Lady Victoria Fontaine pushed the lace curtains to one side and looked down at the drive. You mean to say that is Lucien Balfours coach?


Alexandra nodded and continued folding items into a trunk.


The Earl of Kilcairn Abbey.


Yes.


But


But what, Vixen?


Alexandras hostess glanced at the coach again, then released the curtains. Well, I was just going to say that for someone so determined to stay clear of scandal, she continued, beginning to laugh, youre certainly doing a poor job of it.


I realize that. Never would she be able to explain why, in Gods name, she had accepted the post. Nor why she was in such a hurry to pack her things and return to Balfour House. A heat, a fever almost, ran just under her skin and urged her to begin her employment before one could change ones mind. Whether that one was Lord Kilcairn or herself, she didnt know. Im glad you find it so amusing, Victoria.


In truth, under different circumstances she would probably have found it amusing herself. Shed met men as arrogant and self-assured as Kilcairn before. She knew men who assumed they were going to get their way by virtue of being, who mowed down everyone and everything in their path without realizing or caring whom they might be humiliatingand they annoyed her in the extreme. Yet now, after a fifteen-minute interview with a prime example of their kind, nervous, jittery anticipation to return for more made her clumsy and restless and shivery.


But it certainly wasnt anticipation of his promised kisses. Naked kisses, for heavens sake. What nonsense!


Upon her return to Balfour House she would reiterate that tutoring his niece and serving as companion to his aunt was all she intended on doing, and that if he had something more nefarious in mind, hed best forget it at once. That would settle herto make absolutely certain he knew the rules and meant to abide by them. If he didnt, she would simply decline the position and leave.


That, however, didnt explain why she was bothering to pack.


I dont find it amusing. Really. Victoria leaned down to scratch Shakespeare behind the ears. Just stay here, Lex. Its much safer.


Ive stretched your parents kindness to the limits, Vixen. I cant impose on them any longer.


Its not an imposition, Vixen insisted, plunking herself down on the bed. They like you.


They used to, Alexandra amended without bitterness. Now Im a difficulty and an embarrassment, and no doubt a poor influence on you. Youll be heading for London in a few weeks, and they certainly wont want someone of my reputation hanging about you then.


Victoria smiled. I am perfectly capable of causing trouble without your influence. But as for


But nothing. Alexandra closed the trunk and hurried over to toss her toilette items into a hatbox. I will make my own way, Vixen. I dont have the luxury of fortune and family that you do, and I cant just sit about being idle and wait for someone to rescue me.


But Lord Kilcairn?


Shed been trying to avoid that point, though he seemed to have become lodged in her thoughts the instant shed set eyes on him. And it wasnt simply because he was the most beautiful, compelling, masculine being shed ever seen. Hes the only one whos even offered employment in the past six months.


Youre exaggerating.


Alexandra wished she possessed Victoria Fontaines self-confident bravado. I am not. Everyone thinks Im a husband-stealing strumpet. And at least half of those who think I dallied with Lord Welkins think I killed him, as well.


Lex, Vixen protested. Dont even say that!


You know its true. Even if they dont blame me for his death, they certainly delight in talking about it.


I hope you realize your new employment certainly wont stop anyone from talking about you.


Alexandra opened the bedchamber door and motioned to Lord Kilcairns two liveried footmen, standing practically at attention in the hallway. With polite, blank-faced nods they hefted her trunk and carried it downstairs. Nothing remained besides her hatbox and a small valise of odds and ends. She sighed as she snapped the valise closed. That was everything she owned. Odds and ends seemed a fair description of her life these days.


Lex, I know you heard me. Victoria gazed at her, violet eyes concerned. Does Kilcairn have any idea about your last position?


Yes, he does. He didnt seem bothered in the least.


Well, I suppose he wouldnt be. His own reputation is far worse than yours. He probably likes the rumors.


Alexandra forced a smile, trying to push away another rush of nervousness. Perhaps that makes me lucky. He seems determined that his cousin marry well; if she does him credit, shell do me credit, as well.


Victoria stood, her expression still skeptical. At least keep your bedchamber door locked at night.


Somehow she didnt think a locked door would stop Lucien Balfour if he was intent on entering a room. Her pulse jumped at the thought, and she scowled. What was wrong with her? I shall.


And if something isnt to your liking, please say youll come back here right away. You dont have to be independent all the time.


I promise, Vixen. Really. Dont worry.


Impulsively Victoria flung her arms around Alexandra and hugged her. With a belated smile, Lex returned the embrace.


Ill see you soon, she said, gathering her hatbox and her dog and turning for the door.


Be careful.





Alexandra marched into Balfour House behind the footmen, her speech practiced and ready on her lips. Just inside the foyer, though, she slowed and stopped. Except for the butler and a housemaid, the hallway stood empty.


Where is Lord Kilcairn? she asked, even as she realized how ridiculous the question sounded. The lord of the manor did not appear to welcome every employee. Still, the earl had given a forceful impression that he took a personal interest in hiring her, and part of her was disappointed that he wasnt there awaiting her arrival.


Lord Kilcairn has gone out for the evening, the butler said in the same toneless voice hed used that morning. He gestured her toward the stairs, where the laden footmen had already reached the landing. This way, Miss Gallant.


Are She realized she didnt know the names of her charges, except that Kilcairns cousin was Rose. A governess couldnt very well inquire after the households family by their familiar namesnot without even having been introduced. And neither did she wish to begin her acquaintance with Kilcairns staff by admitting to complete ignorance.


Is there something else, Miss Gallant?


Alexandra cleared her throat. No. Thank you.


Scowling, she lifted Shakespeare and trailed the footmen and her trunk upstairs. The whole situation was so odd. Since shed left Miss Grenvilles Academy, shed been careful about the positions she tookpleasant households with well-behaved children or kind, elderly women in genuine need of a companion. Taking the post offered by Lady Welkins and her awful husband had been her first real mistake. Working for Lord Kilcairn might be another.


This is your bedchamber, Miss Gallant, the butler said from behind her. Mrs. Delacroix has taken the green room in the corner, and Miss Delacroix is in the blue room adjoining yours. Lord Kilcairns quarters are at the other end of the hallway.


The footmen emerged from her room and, bowing, returned downstairs. Alexandra nodded at her guide, grateful hed supplied her with the names of her charges. Thank you. Are Mrs. Delacroix and Miss Delacroix in this evening?


You are to be introduced to them in the morning, Miss Gallant. Dinner will be served in your bedchamber, and breakfast is set downstairs promptly at eight. I am Wimbole, should you require anything further.


Thank you, Wimbole.


The butler gave a stiff nod and turned on his heel. Alexandra watched him disappear down the stairs, back into the bowels of the huge house. Squaring her shoulders, she entered her bedchamber.


My goodness.


The room was splendid. All of her previous postings had been in affluent households, but nothing shed seen before could rival this. The bedchamber was larger than some sitting rooms shed seen, and no doubt Lord Kilcairns private rooms were even larger.


Though Wimbole hadnt named her quarters, she felt certain the butler had shown her into the gold room. No other name fit. The beds canopy drapings were gold, as was the heavy, elegant coverlet. The curtains hung green and gold in the three windows, while the two sitting chairs placed before the roaring fire were a darker bronze with gold thread running through the intricate, Oriental pattern.


Shakespeare sat on her foot to get her attention, and with a start Alexandra knelt to remove his leash. The terrier bounded off to wander every nook and cranny of his latest home, tail wagging at each newly discovered scent.


While her dog pranced about and growled happily to himself, Alexandra unfastened the trunk and began unpacking. Coming into a situation blind was not the way she worked. She had never accepted a position without first meeting her charges. In the morning she fully intended to lay out her conditions for accepting employment in Kilcairns household. If he didnt like any of them, or if she didnt like the Delacroix ladies, she would


Her hands slowed as she set out her toilette items. If she left this post, it would probably be another six months before she could find another household willing to hire her. Resolutely she went back to her task. That, she would worry about tomorrow.





Tomorrow arrived earlier than she expected. When Alexandra first opened her eyes into complete darkness, she couldnt decide what had awakened her, much less where she was. Then Shakespeare wumphed, and blinking sleepily, she remembered both.


Fumbling for the candle on the bed stand, she sat up. As dim golden light flickered in the room, Alexandra spied her dog by the door, looking from her to the exit and wagging his tail pitifully.


Oh, goodness, Shakes, she whispered, swinging her feet out from the warm bed and onto the cold floor. Im so sorry. Just a moment.


She couldnt recall where shed put her slippers, if shed even brought them. But her dressing robe lay across the foot of the bed, looking shabby against the magnificence of the quilted golden coverlet.


Get your leash, she instructed, shrugging into the robe.


The terrier dashed to the dressing-table chair, leaped onto it, and reared onto the table to pull the coiled leash down. That done, he dragged the braided leather line over to her.


She hooked the leash to his collar, picked up the candle, and hurried to the door. The bolt and the hinges were both thankfully silent. With Shakespeare tugging her forward, they stepped into the silent, moonlit hallway. Shh, she reminded him as she padded down the stairs in her bare feet.


As they reached the foyer, the grandfather clock standing there chimed. Alexandra glanced at it as they passedfifteen minutes before three. The front door opened easily. A night breeze lifted the hem of her gown and robe, and she suppressed a shiver as cold air traveled up her bare legs. Leading the terrier around the side of the house to the small garden, she said, Hurry, Shakes. Its cold.


Trying to escape already?


Alexandra whipped around, a shriek stuck in her throat. Lord Kilcairn stood at the border of the garden, looking at her. My lord!


If not for the candlelight, he would have been invisible, for he was clothed in black from his boots to his greatcoat to his beaver hat. The veriest edge of snow-white cravat glinted at her as he shifted. Good evening, Miss Gallant. Or rather, good morning.


My apologies, she said with a shiver, induced more by his imposing presence than by the cold. I neglected to take Shakespeare outside before I retired for the evening.


Youll catch your death out here.


Oh, no. Its quite pleasant this evening.


The earl stepped forward, shedding his caped greatcoat as he approached. If you die of pneumonia, Miss Gallant, Ill have to hire someone else for the devil spawn, he said, lifting the coat and placing it over her shoulders. And I dont want to go through that horror again.


The coat was heavy and warm from the heat of his body, and smelled faintly of cigar smoke and brandy. She abruptly remembered his deep voice talking of hot, slow kisses, and swallowed. Thank you, my lord.


In the future, Miss Gallant, I would prefer that Shakespeare not relieve himself in my garden. And under no circumstances are you to go wandering outside in your bare feet and nightclothes. He paused. Though I believe a competent teacher of etiquette would know that already, wouldnt she?


Alexandra narrowed her eyes, a flush creeping up her cheeks. I am afraid I have made a bad impression, my lord. No doubt you will wish to dismiss me now.


He shook his head. As I told you, I dont relish having another flock of prissy hens in my house looking for employment, he said, a drawl of humor touching his deep voice.


So she was a prissy hen, was she? I am pleased you think so highly of my services, my lord.


At the moment I think more highly of your bare feet, he murmured, then gestured at Shakespeare. Your dog has completed his task.


Reconciling the two statements took a moment. Alexandra blinked. Yes. Thank you, she muttered. Come along, Shakes.


Lord Kilcairn kept pace beside her as she returned to the house, his bootheels clicking in rhythm with the padding of her feet. In the foyer he slid his hands along her shoulders and gently lifted his coat free. As he hung it in the alcove, Alexandra shivered again, though by now she felt decidedly warm. Men did not touch her in such a familiar manner; she wasnt used to it, and she didnt like itwhich didnt explain why she had the sudden strong urge to lean back against his broad chest and feel his arms around her.


Shall I continue removing garments? his low voice came from behind her.  Twould be my pleasure. She felt him move still closer, his breath touching the nape of her neck. And yours, I think.


Wondering where her sense of propriety had vanished to, Alexandra started for the stairs, not daring to turn around and acknowledge his scandalous words. Good night, my lord.


He made no move to follow her. Good night, Miss Gallant.


When she reached her room, she closed her door and stood there, listening. The stair landing creaked with the weight of his approach, and Alexandra slipped the bolt shut on her door, locking it. His quiet tread passed without pause down the hallway, and a moment later a door shut softly.


In taking the position at Balfour House, shed obviously made a very large mistake. After the intolerable annoyance of being pursued by fat, smelly Lord Welkins, shed meant never to enter a household again containing any male between twelve and seventy.


Lord Kilcairn was in prime condition and astoundingly compelling and attractive, and hed made his interest quite clear. Apparently shed gone completely mad.


Alexandra bent down and freed Shakespeare from his leash. However much she needed employment, and no matter how intriguing he might be, she was not going to become anyones mistress. Ever.





Lucien finished wiping shaving soap from his chin, tossed the cloth at Bartlett, and exited his private chambersand nearly ran into Alexandra Gallant. Her presence surprised him and started that damned rush of blood in his veins, but he only checked his forward progress enough to nod at her. Good morning. Wheres Shakespeare?


One of your grooms came to collect him this morning, she said stoutly, as you well know, Im sure. And I am perfectly capable of caring for my own dog.


You have a more pressing task at hand, he returned, starting down the stairs. One which will be considerably more difficult than taking your dog for his constitutional.


I enjoy an early morning stroll myself, my lord.


He heard her descend the stairs after him. I doubt youll have time for one.


If I might ask, is there some pressing reason you wish Miss Delacroixs education to be completed so swiftly?


Yes, there is. I will be marrying soon myself, and I want her taken off my hands prior to that.


Isee.


She paused, but he resisted the temptation to turn around and view her expression. Miss Gallant, hed immediately discovered, tended to let him know precisely what she might be thinking.


Lord Kilcairn, she began.


That had taken all of five seconds. Yes, Miss Gallant?


I do not wish


Good morning, cousin Lucien.


Lucien turned his attention to the petite figure waiting outside the breakfast room. Oh, good God, he muttered, his good humor flagging. Today shes a damned peacock.


Rose Delacroix straightened from her curtsy, the curled ends of three blue-dyed ostrich feathers forming a canopy over her blond head. With her dress of a lighter blue covered by a green pelisse, she lacked only a beak to complete the image. He opened his mouth to tell her so.


Good morning, Alexandra said warmly from behind him. You must be Miss Delacroix. I am Miss Gallant.


Your new governess, Lucien explained, moving to one side so Alexandra could pass him. Behave this time.


His cousins pert, hopeful expression collapsed. But


Miss Gallant spun to face him. My lord, chastising someone for an imagined future ill deed that may never even come to pass is hardly correct. Or fair.


He met the martial light in her turquoise eyes. That, he said flatly, pointing at his cousin, is your charge. I am not.


I have found that the more positive examples there are present, the easier a behavior is to learn, she said firmly.


Obviously the woman didnt have a fearful bone in her body. Do not presume to include me in this nonsense.


She lifted her chin. If you dont agree with my methods of instruction, perhaps I should leave.


Oh, not again, Rose whimpered, a tear running down one cheek.


Ignoring his cousin, Lucien descended the remainder of the steps. You are not escaping that easily, Miss Gallant. Come in to breakfast. You can start by teaching her to use utensils. He stopped and faced her again. Unless youre afraid of failure.


I am not afraid of anything, my lord, she said, squaring her shoulders and stalking past him, Rose in tow.


Good.
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