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Chapter One


London, 1819


Dismissing a mistress was the very devil.


Andrew Carrington, the Earl of Bellingham, strode to the town house, rapped the knocker, and braced himself. Having been in this situation several times before, he had some inkling of what was in store for him. In the past, he’d prepared pretty speeches in a misguided effort to soften the blow, but he’d never managed to finish before the tears and screeching started. He’d soon abandoned that tactic. A pretty bauble, the expected pension, and a hasty adieu had worked wonders on his last paramour, but he did not expect matters to progress so easily in this particular case.


The only easy thing about Marguerite was her virtue.


While he dreaded the inevitable scene, he could not tolerate her ultimatums any longer. Earlier in the day, she’d sent yet another perfumed missive, the fifth this week. In today’s note, she’d stated that she required his presence this evening for an urgent matter. Under ordinary circumstances such a presumptuous summons would set his teeth on edge, but truthfully, he was relieved that Marguerite had overplayed her hand.


He was bored out of his mind with her.


Thompson, the cadaverously thin butler, admitted him. Upon entering the foyer, Bell divested himself of his hat, gloves, and greatcoat. Then he addressed Thompson. “There may be a disturbance. Do not concern yourself.” Knowing Marguerite, there would definitely be a disturbance, a loud one.


Thompson frowned, drew in a breath, and then closed his mouth, as if reconsidering his response.


Bell raised his brows. “Is there something you wish to tell me, Thompson?”


He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Lamant asked me to show you to the yellow drawing room while she finishes her toilette.”


Doubtless, she meant to keep him cooling his heels for half an hour in her usual fashion. “Do not bother, Thompson. I can see myself up.”


“As you wish, my lord.”


Bell trudged up the stairs and wondered how he’d managed to misjudge Marguerite. When he’d first propositioned her, she’d given the impression of being both sweet and sensual, a combination he’d initially found fascinating. After a mere month, he’d discovered that behind that sweet smile lay a veritable shrew. He ought to have pensioned her off a week ago, but pressing business in Parliament had detained him.


Her constant demands for attention, jewels, and gowns aggravated him. Nothing ever satisfied her, with the notable exception of his boudoir skills. The last time, she’d swooned. He’d been rather proud of himself—until she’d awakened and carried on like a blasted harpy because he’d mussed her hair.


“Women,” he muttered as he entered the drawing room. Bell halted and looked about in horror. Evidently, Marguerite had taken it upon herself to make over the formerly elegant room in the latest chinoiserie style. He grimaced at the yellow wallpaper featuring hundreds of birds, but that wasn’t the worst part. Everywhere he looked there were pagodas—dozens and dozens of pagodas. The miniature tiered towers cluttered the mantel, the sideboard, and every other available surface in the drawing room. There were urns painted with pagodas. There were plates painted with pagodas. There was even a pagoda clock.


Bell rubbed his temple, wondering how much she’d charged on his accounts to transform the drawing room into this hideous chamber of pagodas—without his permission. It would all have to go, of course. He would have to instruct Thompson to hire someone to restore the room to its former state.


With a long sigh, he walked over to the Palladian window and gazed out the wavy glass into the small, dark garden. He’d never bothered to hire someone to tend it properly, since he came here only to visit his mistresses in the evenings. The prospect of finding someone new didn’t thrill him, but he was a man of lusty appetites. He hoped to hell he’d find someone less temperamental than Marguerite.


The clip of heels alerted him. He turned as Marguerite minced inside the drawing room, wearing a dramatic silver gown with some sort of filmy black netting over it. For a brief moment, he wondered if she’d anticipated his dismissal and decided to wear a mourning gown to show her heartbreak—for the jewels and gowns she frequently insisted were her due.


Marguerite approached him and halted only a foot away. Her gaze traveled down his body, lingering overly long on his tight trousers. Her lips parted as she reached out and then just as quickly snatched her hand back. “No, I must be strong,” she muttered.


He frowned. “I beg your pardon?”


She met his gaze and turned away. “Why must you look at me in that mesmerizing fashion?”


“Marguerite, I have no idea what you’re about,” he said.


“Oh, yes, you do. You use your blue eyes as a weapon to fell damsels.”


He wondered if she’d been nipping from the brandy decanter. “Are you unwell?”


She lifted her chin in a lofty manner and shook back her glossy, black curls. “You came. I had my doubts.”


Based on his previous experiences, he knew to expect weeping and screeching. This time, he decided to present the gift before he gave her the bad news. Marguerite’s eyes gleamed as he offered her the bracelet. After donning it, she scratched one of the emeralds.


“It isn’t paste,” he said, not bothering to hide his exasperation.


“Well, a lady must be sure,” she said in a petulant tone.


Marguerite hardly qualified as a lady, but he had no intention of stirring up her temper. “There is something we need to discuss,” he said.


“Indeed, there is. I have become exceedingly unhappy with your increasing neglect.” She sniffed and drew a handkerchief out of her bosom to dab at her dry eyes. “You’ve left me all alone and bereft for an entire sennight.”


He might have known she would launch into her complaints straight away. “From the beginning, I explained that my duties are my first priority.” He didn’t add that he’d begun to dread visiting her.


“At the very least, you could have notified me.” She admired the bracelet again. “Do you realize you’ve never even bothered to send a posy?”


If only he’d known she preferred flowers to jewels and gowns, he might have saved himself a veritable fortune.


“I am unaccustomed to such mistreatment,” she said.


He set his fist on his hip. “I have never mistreated you.”


“Oh, yes you have,” she said, her voice pitching up an octave. “You regularly abandon me for the lures of your club. When you do decide to visit, you never give me any notice.”


Her brittle voice irritated him, but he kept his tone even. “You’re my mistress. I’m not required to give you any notice.”


“Neither am I.”


“I beg your pardon?” he said.


She drew in her breath. “I’m very sorry, Bell, but I can no longer tolerate your frequent absences and neglect.”


He stared at her. Why wasn’t she weeping and begging, the way his previous mistresses had done?


Marguerite sniffed. “I regret to inform you that I no longer find you a suitable protector.”


For a moment, he stood there, unable to believe what he’d just heard. Then the words crashed into him. The devil! She’d dismissed him.


She regarded him with a fleeting, smug smile. “I’m sorry to disappoint you, but a woman of my beauty and elegance deserves an attentive gentleman.”


Belatedly, he realized the reason for Thompson’s earlier hesitation and clenched his fists. “You wouldn’t leave, unless you had another protector waiting in the wings.” Quite possibly, the man had been in his boudoir. He gritted his teeth at her audacity.


“We can settle this amicably,” Marguerite said. “I believe I’m due a pension.”


He regarded her with an incredulous expression. “You betrayed me, and you think you’re due a pension?”


“We have a contract.”


“You broke the deal when you took another man into my bed.”


“I did not,” she said. “At any rate, that was never stipulated.”


“It was understood,” Bell said. “Who is he?”


She clamped her lips shut.


He’d find out quickly enough. “Never mind. I really don’t care. Good-bye, Marguerite.”


“What about my pension?” she said.


He gave her a cynical smile. “You’re wearing it.”


Disgusted, he strode out the door to the accompaniment of crashing china. He hoped she broke every single pagoda. Determined to quit the place as quickly as possible, he strode down the stairs. His boots clipped on the marble floor as he approached the foyer, but he heard no more breaking objects. Hell.


Thompson regarded him with a nervous expression as he handed Bell his greatcoat, gloves, and hat.


“See that Mrs. Lamont and her belongings are gone no later than day after tomorrow,” Bell said. “And burn the sheets.”


An odd strangled sound alerted Bell. He looked out at the great hall and the landing, but he saw nothing. It was probably one of the servants eavesdropping.


“I will see that the sheets are burned, my lord,” Thompson said.


Bell returned his attention to the butler. “Tell her to take those hideous pagodas with her.”


“Yes, my lord.”


After donning his greatcoat, hat, and gloves, Bell addressed the butler in a casual tone. “Who is Mrs. Lamont’s gentleman caller?”


“Viscount Fenwick, my lord.”


He gaped at the butler. “You jest.”


“No, my lord.”


Bell shuttered his expression. “Thank you, Thompson. That will be all.”


He walked out into the foggy night and instructed the driver to take him to White’s, where he intended to meet his friend Fordham. After entering his waiting carriage, he removed his hat and set it aside in a state of disbelief. As the carriage rolled off, his shoulders shook from the absurdity of it all.


Marguerite had replaced him with an eighty-year-old man.
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When the carriage rolled to a stop before White’s, Bell descended just as three young bucks swaggered past. One of them pulled out a flask and drank from it. In the light of the gas lamps, the lanky one had longish, wheat-colored hair. None of them looked above eighteen. They were probably looking for trouble and would likely find it. He remembered a time long ago when he and his two closest friends were about their age and made their way into a gaming hell. His father had found out and restricted him for a fortnight, as he’d thought it far worse punishment than a caning.


He inhaled. Now and again, some odd happenstance, like tonight, would catch him unaware, but he’d learned to shove the memories into the farthest corners of his brain.


The past was dead. There was only the here and now.


He took a deep breath and strode into the club, where he sat at his usual table. Bell caught the eye of a waiter, who brought him his favorite brandy. He swirled the glass and inhaled the aroma. Bell looked forward to regaling his friend with the tale of his latest mistress disaster—just the ticket to enliven Fordham.


Bell sipped his drink and spoke briefly to a few of his passing acquaintances regarding tomorrow’s session in Parliament. After they left, he retrieved his watch. Thirty minutes had passed. Ah, well. Fordham was habitually late and always had a ridiculous excuse, usually involving some calamity.


After tucking his watch in his inner coat pocket, Bell looked up to find Stovington and Lindmoore approaching. “Will you join me?” he asked.


“Thank you,” Stovington said as he claimed a chair. Lindmoore hailed the waiter, who brought brandies for all.


Lindmoore swirled his drink and looked at Bell. “So, what news do you have?”


Bell set his brandy aside. “Nothing of any significance.”


Stovington exchanged an amused glance with Lindmoore before returning his attention to Bell. “How is Mrs. Lamont? Still bewitching, I hope?”


Bell kept his expression impassive. Clearly, they had heard rumors about Marguerite and Fenwick, but he’d be damned before he affirmed it. “I’ve no idea,” he said in a bored tone. “I dismissed her.”


Lindmoore frowned and cleared his throat. “We heard an odd rumor about you…”


He gave the pair a patronizing smile. “Gentlemen, there are always rumors about me. I pay them no heed.” He paused and added, “Why should you?”


The two men regarded each other with raised brows. Bell ignored them and checked his watch again. Where the devil was Fordham?


Stovington persisted. “Yes, but this particular bit of news involves Fenwick.”


“Fenwick? Ah, his family planted him at long last, did they?” Bell put his watch away. “I’ll send my condolences to his jubilant heir. Garstone must have waited thirty years or more to inherit.”


Lindmoore scowled. “Fenwick is alive.”


Bell kept his expression closed, but he couldn’t resist tormenting them for wagging their tongues. “Perhaps I should send condolences after all.”


“I don’t follow you,” Stovington said.


“Really? What a pity.” Bell looked up as a different waiter approached with a note on a tray. He broke the seal and read the missive. Fordham had been detained longer than expected at a family gathering and couldn’t escape. Bell sighed and tucked the note into an inner coat pocket. He drained his glass, rose, and inclined his head. “Gentlemen, excuse me. I’ve another engagement.”


When he approached his carriage, he instructed the driver to take him to the bridge leading to Vauxhall Gardens where he could walk across. There was a fireworks display planned, but more important, there were always women of the demimonde at hand. Perhaps he would meet a suitable and even-tempered courtesan to set up as his next mistress.
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Bell descended the carriage and strolled across the bridge with dozens of other chattering people. Many had thick accents, and their clothing marked them as part of the lower class. A loud searing sounded along with popping. The sky lit up again and again. He walked along the avenues where people gathered in the boxes. After the fireworks display, an orchestra struck up a lively tune. He stopped to watch the crowd of dancers, remembering to keep his wits about him. Vauxhall was a notorious place for pickpockets and other criminals. Fortunately, the lanterns in the tall trees and the fireworks kept the place lit up sufficiently. He retrieved a case from his inner coat pocket and lit a cheroot from one of the lanterns. He’d no sooner inhaled when a woman approached him.


“Hello, deary.”


He regarded her with distaste as she moved closer. Her cheap perfume did not mask the scent of perspiration. When the sky lit up again, he noted she’d rouged her cheeks and wore a bedraggled gown.


She stroked his arm. “You’re a handsome one. If you’re looking for a bit of fun, I can give you a standup for a fiver, if you take my meaning.”


Most likely, she’d give him the French pox. “No, thank you.”


“Are you sure, now? Me name is Nan, and I’m lonesome this evening.”


He turned and walked away, wondering how many Nans were desperate enough tonight to proposition strange men. The encounter disgusted him and put him off the idea of finding a new mistress here. He would be better off waiting to attend one of the numerous entertainments given by the demimonde.


After he ground out his cheroot, he strode back toward the bridge. He decided to return home and spend the rest of the evening reading and enjoying a fine brandy in his favorite chair. He would feel better in the comfort of his own home, though he acknowledged that he’d begun to feel a bit too isolated lately.


Well, he certainly wasn’t the sort of fellow who insisted upon surrounding himself with hordes of acquaintances and sycophants who would fawn over him because of his title. He preferred his privacy to balls and routs, but even he had to put in appearances in order to maintain his political alliances.


The crowd revelry receded as he neared the bridge, but soon he heard the raucous laughter of men near the river. Harsh shouts in a lower-class accent made Bell frown. He walked closer, only to see a waterman arguing with two well-dressed gentlemen in a boat. One man leaned back, and his hat fell in the river. His friend guffawed. There was no doubt in Bell’s mind that the men were in their cups.


The one still wearing his hat addressed the waterman. “I swear we’re good for the money,” he said, raising his voice.


His hatless companion swigged from a flask and tried to offer it to the waterman. “See, we’re not so very bad.”


“I don’t want it. Get out of me boat,” the waterman shouted. “You nobles are all the same. I take coin, not promises.”


The hatless man who had offered the flask tried to stand. Then he fell on his arse and grabbed the oar, presumably to steady himself. The waterman shouted again, wrestled for the oar, and accidentally knocked the man in the river. “Damn you. Look what you done made me do.”


His friend leaned over the boat. “Harry, where are you?” he shouted.”Damn it, he’ll drown.” Then he discarded his hat, stood, and dove into the river. A moment later, he surfaced with a gasp, and dove again.


The waterman dug his oars into the river. Bell ran to the shoreline and shouted, “You, waterman, come back here.”


The waterman looked over his shoulder. Then he dug his oars faster and faster.


His heart raced. “Bloody bastard.”


Harry’s friend surfaced, gasping for air.


“I’ll help,” Bell shouted. Then he shucked off his boots, hat, and coat. Holding his breath, he dived into the foul river. He pulled the one named Harry to the surface. Harry coughed and spat out water. “Don’t fight me,” Bell said, grabbing his collar.


The other man swam alongside his friend, and he and Bell managed to pull Harry to the shore. After Bell heaved himself out of the stinking river, he helped the other man drag Harry up the grassy slope.


“Are you unwell?” Bell asked Harry.


Harry blinked. “Lord, it’s my savior.”


Despite the stench and the cold water, Bell snorted. “You’re alive.”


Harry heaved, and then he rolled onto his back. “Everything is spinning.”
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