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Chapter One
Alice Lacey was the envy of her peers. She was the only child of rich and apparently doting parents, and she was, by the age of eighteen, already an acclaimed beauty—having glossy auburn hair, hazel eyes, and a perfect figure combined with a wide-eyed vulnerable look, a peculiarly untouched look, that somehow made all men long to possess her.

At her very first Season, she had fallen head over heels in love with Sir Gerald Warby, a handsome and charming man. Because her parents considered her too young, and because Sir Gerald did not command much of a fortune, there was as yet no formal engagement.

But Alice was content. Her parents would come about. Sir Gerald lived in the same county and was a constant visitor to Wold Park, her parents’ stately home.

She would often stand on the belvedere outside the drawing room and look down the long drive for his arrival. She liked above all things to see him arriving on horseback like a knight of old. He was a fine figure of a man, with glossy black hair and black eyes. Her mother had pointed out that he was a trifle long in the body and short in the leg, but Alice could see no fault in him.

She lived inside a glass bubble of happiness, young, confident, and very much in love. The death of the old Duke of Ferrant, whose estates marched with her parents’, went by her sunny mind, casting only a slight shadow. The news of the arrival of the heir did not interest her.

Almost a year passed, and just before her nineteenth birthday—just before her parents were about to allow her permission to declare her engagement to Sir Gerald—the duke gave a ball at Clarendon, huge palace of the Dukes of Ferrant.

Alice gladly submitted to being dressed in her very best ball gown, for Sir Gerald was to be there… or so she thought. But before she was about to set out with her parents, his footman arrived with a message to say that Sir Gerald had fallen victim to the childhood illness of mumps.

Her happiness was dimmed, but she recovered her spirits by the time the Lacey carriage drove up to the magnificent entrance. A visit to Clarendon
was
an event. Her own home, gracious though it was, could not compete with the splendor of this great pile, this harmonious mixture of architecture old and new. The late duke had been something of a recluse and had never entertained, so this was the Laceys’ first visit to the ducal home.

Her mother, Mrs. Lacey, had risen from the merchant class by marrying John Lacey, a member of the untitled aristocracy. She was an assured and well-dressed matron most of the time, but the magnificence of Clarendon, the sheer number and rich dress of so many liveried footmen, made her unusually flustered and self-conscious, and she gazed about her, her little rouged mouth slightly open in awe.

Alice had not yet met the duke. She had heard him described as handsome but had discounted this. In society, all dukes were handsome.

When she mounted the wide double staircase, he was waiting at the top to welcome his guests. He was an imposing figure of a man, quite old, probably thirty, which
was
old to Alice. He was very tall, with fair hair curled in the Windswept. His face was high-nosed and austere. His gray-blue eyes were long and looked surprisingly Oriental in such an English face. He had broad shoulders and a narrow waist and slim hips, but he looked like a cold, hard, domineering man, and, as his eyes searched her face, Alice blushed slightly and instinctively moved closer to her father for protection.

Most of the people in the ballroom were familiar to Alice as they all came from the county. She was surrounded immediately by her female friends, all chattering about this and that in a breathless way as their eyes slid past Alice to the doorway, where the duke was receiving the last of his guests.

“Will he dance with me, do you think?” asked Lucy Farringdon, a bouncy brunette with sausage curls. “Mama says one of us must catch him quick before turning him over to the competitions of the London Season. But you don’t need to worry, Alice, you have your Sir Gerald.”

“He looks quite a frightening gentleman,” said Alice. “Ah, he has decided to join the guests in the ballroom.”

The duke stood in the doorway, tall and remote in black coat and black evening breeches. Diamonds glittered in his cravat and on the buckles on his shoes. How very grand all the guests looked, thought Alice. Everyone had put on their very best clothes. Newly cleaned jewels, family heirlooms, winked and sparkled, sending prisms of light dancing across the polished floor. Where had old Lady Dunster found that enormous collar of diamonds and sapphires? And Mrs. Stables was wearing a heavy medieval necklace of huge stones, so badly cut that trapped light slumbered darkly in the depths of their unfaceted surfaces. All the ladies’ waistlines followed the current fashion of being somewhere up under the armpits—even the genteelly poor Harris sisters—although one could easily see how, in their case, unfashionable dresses had been inexpertly altered for the occasion.

Alice, as befitted a debutante, was dressed in white muslin trimmed with priceless lace. She wore a simple necklace of coral and gold and a Juliet cap, all the rage, embroidered with bugle beads and rhinestones.
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