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          LONDON 1814

        

      

    

    
      Jack Llewelyn gave a long-suffering sigh, crossed his arms and leaned back against the silk-covered wall of the Delamere House ballroom. Lilac ribbons and purple flowers of every variety had transformed the cavernous ballroom into a spectacular spring-like vision of a woodland grove. Even to Jack’s jaundiced eye, the duchess’ first ball would be described as a triumph.

      Jack mentally calculated what it must have cost the Duke of Diable Delamere’s secretary to buy all the hothouse blooms and scented flowers in London and grimaced. He glanced down at Michael Waterstone, who occupied the wheelchair by his side. “Michael, I hate doing the pretty, and I’m not dressed for a ton ball. You don’t need my help anymore, so why in God’s name have you dragged me here this evening?”

      “Don’t blame me. Elizabeth—or should I say Her Grace, the Duchess of Diable Delamere—ordered me to bring you along. And since this is her first formal ball and the duke is my employer, I couldn’t quite see how to put her off.”

      “Devil take it,” Jack swore softly, aware of the interested eyes on him and the gradual, inevitable swell of gossip his presence always stirred. He hadn’t ventured into the ton for almost five years, yet nothing had changed. “I hope Her Grace hasn’t taken it into her head to befriend me. I have enough problems without that.”

      Michael’s mouth twitched. “Elizabeth is my sister. Please refrain from referring to her in such unflattering terms.”

      “I hold Her Grace in the highest regard, but she can be intimidating when she sets her mind on something. Even you can’t deny that.”

      Wisely, Michael chose not to comment. Jack glanced at the dance floor, where a waltz was in progress. In the center of the room, the duke’s dark head was bent toward his new duchess. His stance radiated a possessive interest Jack knew to be sincere. He had crossed paths with the duke earlier in the year and experienced the ferocity of his devotion to his Elizabeth at first hand.

      Jack had met Elizabeth before her marriage, when she advertised for a male nurse for her brother, Michael. At the time, unbeknownst to Jack or to her family, she’d paid Jack’s wages from money earned breaking code for the duke.

      He forgot about the couple when a uniformed figure stopped in front of Michael and saluted. Jack resisted the automatic impulse to salute back and instead thrust his hand into the pocket of his breeches.

      “Lieutenant Waterstone, it’s a pleasure to see you, sir.” The smartly dressed young man shook Michael’s hand and pointedly ignored Jack.

      “Good evening, Captain Howard,” Michael replied. “Have you met my friend, Lord Jack Llewelyn?”

      Captain Howard flicked Jack a disdainful glance. “With all due respect, Waterstone, I’m surprised that a war hero such as yourself would want to be associated with a man who was dishonorably discharged from the army for deliberately leading two men into a French ambush.”

      Jack straightened and withdrew his hands from his pockets. He was a good six inches taller than the hapless Captain Howard. Rash words of contempt and challenge hovered on Jack’s lips, but he kept his mouth shut. He’d trodden that path before and barely survived. Wearily he wondered if he’d ever be allowed to forget.

      Michael frowned. “I honor all those who have fought and died for our country. Llewelyn fought through the first years of the peninsular campaign. What right do we have to condemn anyone who lived through that hell on earth? Things happen in the heat of a battle that defy explanation. Why not give the man the benefit of the doubt?”

      Captain Howard stepped back and saluted. “I apologize, Lieutenant, but much as I admire you, I can’t feel comfortable conversing with you in such company. Perhaps I may visit you at home?”

      He clicked his heels and was gone in a blur of scarlet cloth and silver braid. Michael cursed under his breath.

      “You don’t have to defend me,” Jack muttered. “I’m quite capable of looking after myself.”

      “I’m not sure you are. And why on earth shouldn’t I stand up for a man I consider my friend?”

      “You don’t know what happened in Spain, and I certainly haven’t tried to explain myself. I stopped trying a long time ago.” An image of his father’s disgusted face flashed through Jack’s mind.

      “That’s exactly why I believe you were wronged.”

      Jack stared out over the ballroom. “I’m no hero. I got what I deserved. A man died because of me. So perhaps you and your sister could stop trying to ‘help’ me and let me go to the devil.”

      “Go if you must, but the duke wishes to speak to you before you leave.”

      “You know where I lodge. I’m sure you can arrange a convenient time for the duke to meet me there.”

      He pushed past Michael, aware that he was behaving atrociously but unable to bear the stifling heat of the ballroom for a second longer. As he strode through the crowds, he rubbed his hand against his thigh. Sometimes he feared he was still so tainted by blood and death that his touch contaminated and destroyed those around him.

      Jack headed for the wide doors of the ballroom, ignoring the poisonous whispers that made the hair on the back of his neck spring to attention. He descended the spiral stairs into the wide black and white marbled hallway, stopping in the shadow of the stairway to gulp the fresh air flooding through the open front door.

      As Jack watched, a party of guests arrived and began to remove their cloaks and wraps before ascending the impressive staircase. A woman stood silhouetted against the backdrop of the falling snow. A flash of titian hair, frosted with diamonds, caught his attention. He paused as the woman took off her cloak to reveal a simple white ball gown.

      When the lady raised one hand to pat her hair, her fragile skirts took flight in the draughts of freezing air and more diamonds sparkled in the candlelight.

      With a deep sense of male appreciation, Jack imagined the auburn-haired beauty standing naked in her bedroom as fat cherubs poured sparkling gems over her luscious, long-limbed body. He wished he could be there…

      She turned toward him, as if noticing the heat of his stare, and he forgot to breathe. Ignoring her chattering companions, she picked up her gauzy skirts and walked toward him. The tap of her jeweled-heeled white sandals echoed against the marble floor. When she reached him, her hand came up to her throat.

      “Jack—I didn’t know you had returned. I was hoping to contact you…”

      Jack bowed. “I’ve been in England for the last two years. Didn’t my father inform you?”

      She shook her head and her long diamond earrings trembled. Idly, Jack wondered how she could afford them.

      “My father didn’t tell you?” He faked surprise. “I thought you two were as thick as thieves.”

      She blushed and caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “I’ve hardly seen him since you left.”

      Before she could continue, one of the men in her party came up and laid a proprietary hand on her shoulder. Jack stared at the gloved fingers, aware of a deep desire to wrench them away from the soft flesh they touched and plant the man a facer.

      “Carys, darling. We are already late and we agreed to meet my mother at the supper table.”

      Jack raised an inquiring eyebrow but stood his ground. He was eager to find out why Carys allowed another male to address her with such familiarity. And why in God’s name did she need to find favor with this person’s mother?

      Carys looked from Jack to her companion and sighed. “Lord Rice, may I present Lord Jack Llewelyn?”

      To Jack’s immense satisfaction, Rice released Carys’s arm and stepped back, a flash of understanding on his dark-set features. Jack took the opportunity to claim his wife’s gloved hand and bring it to his lips.

      “As far as I am aware, Carys is still my wife. I don’t recall giving you permission to address her by her first name, or to escort her anywhere.”

      Lord Rice bowed, his calm gaze lingering on Carys. “I do, of course, apologize, my lord. But I understood from Carys—I mean, from Lady Jack—that you and she led separate lives.”

      Jack admired the man’s courage even as he mocked it. “Then perhaps you were mistaken. Women’s understanding of such matters can be tenuous.” He dropped his wife’s hand and flicked her cheek with a careless finger. “If there is something you need to discuss with me, Carys, may I suggest you contact my father’s solicitors? I’m sure you’d prefer not to have to suffer the indignity of speaking to me directly.”

      Carys’s face paled and she clenched her hand at her side. He watched as she gathered her composure around her like a cloak and lifted her chin. “If that is how you want to proceed, I will follow your wishes, but I do need to speak with you.”

      Jack had started to move past her. He stopped and lowered his voice so the others couldn’t hear. “Well, that makes a change, darling. I thought we’d said everything there was to say when you chose to side with my father and left me.”

      “I didn’t leave, Jack. You did.” Her voice was low and fierce. “And in truth, you had already left me long before your father disinherited you.”

      She averted her gaze and stepped away from him. Placed her hand on Lord Rice’s arm and accompanied him up the stairs without a backward glance.

      Jack waited until she disappeared from view then marched out of the door into the snow-filled night. He walked clear across to the other side of the square before the shock hit him. He stopped and leaned against the cast iron railings, staring up at the leaden skies. Stinging snow fell unheeded onto his rapidly freezing face.

      Christ. Carys had looked even more beautiful than he imagined her in his countless frustrated dreams. His wife, his first love, the woman who had ripped out his heart and left him to face a painful future alone. He groaned. What had he expected her to do? Fall into his arms, tell him it had all been a terrible mistake and that she still loved him? He wouldn’t have believed her even if she had. But Carys had no way of knowing he’d decided to face his demons and sort out their troubled past.

      Jack pushed away from the frigid iron railings and buried his hands in his pockets. In his haste to get away, he’d left his greatcoat drying in the kitchens at Delamere House. His coat, taken from a dead French soldier, had seen him through blistering hot summers and stone-cold mountain winters whilst on campaign. Unlike the rest of the invited guests, he only owned one coat. He was damned if he was going to let his wife’s unexpected appearance make him lose it.

      Jack looked back across the snow-covered square and retraced his solitary diagonal footprints. Through the swirling drifts of snow, the front of Delamere House blazed with light and resonated with the turmoil of guests arriving and leaving. The park at the center of the square was locked and dark, guarding its winter secrets. Crossing the road, Jack picked his way through the once pristine snow, which had been churned up into a thick, muddy sludge by the carriages.

      His boots were soaked through by the time he trudged around to the rear of the house. He descended the steep steps to the basement and let himself in through the back door. To his surprise, nobody was there. The warmth and earthy smells of roasting pork enfolded him. He shook the snow from his hair and hunkered beside the huge kitchen range to warm his hands. The final chords of the orchestra concluding a cotillion filtered down from the ballroom above. Jack guessed the staff was probably engaged in serving supper to the guests.

      He spied a loaf of bread and a slab of butter on the pine kitchen table and helped himself. There was no food at his lodgings and almost no money. Ignoring the sudden anxious pain in his gut, he tried to block out his fears for the future.

      Unless his luck changed, he would have to crawl back to the mysterious Captain Fury and beg for more work. Warm bread stuck in his throat. He coughed and tried to swallow. He wanted to earn an honest living but kept getting pulled back into a murky underworld of lies and deceit by his need to survive.

      Jack had once joked to Michael that as a soldier, all he’d been trained to do was kill people and bind up wounds. After being dishonorably discharged from the army, he’d taken employment nursing wounded officers back to health. Somehow, people always found out about his colorful past. Despite his considerable skill, he was usually dismissed at the earliest opportunity.

      The Waterstones were the first family who had accepted him for what he was. It galled him that his whole relationship with them was based on a lie.

      His sharp ears picked up the sound of someone descending the servants’ stairs. He got slowly to his feet and wiped the breadcrumbs from his mouth. The Duke of Diable Delamere appeared, Jack’s missing coat in his hand. To Jack’s surprise, the duke had changed out of his gray eveningwear into riding gear.

      The duke held out the coat. “Were you looking for this?”

      Jack turned his back, cut himself another thick wedge of bread and slathered it with butter before looking up again. “What do you want, Your Grace? And what do I have to do to get my coat back—lick your boots?”

      The duke half smiled as he glanced down at his immaculate riding boots. He tossed the coat toward Jack. “No thank you, Llewelyn. I fear you would spoil the polish and Jacques, my valet, would never forgive me.” His expression sobered. “Will you come to my study whilst the other guests eat their supper? I have something very important to discuss with you.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as she reached the ballroom, Carys Llewelyn escaped to the ladies retiring room. After Jack’s startling appearance, she had pretended not to notice the interested stares of her companions and Lord Rice’s silent support. Luckily, no one occupied the quiet sanctuary, apart from a serving maid who greeted Carys and withdrew. Carys sank onto one of the chairs and pressed her cold hands to her cheeks. She’d imagined meeting Jack in a thousand different places, but not at a ball.

      She pulled out two diamond headed pins from her hair and admired their stark brilliance. Five years ago, when his father had disinherited him, she had let him walk out of her life.

      She’d only seen him once since then. On that occasion, two years previously, Jack hadn’t even bothered to speak to her. If his brother, Robert, had hoped to bring them together, his good-hearted scheme had failed miserably. The shame of that meeting and the ridiculous duel resulting from it between Jack and her brother, Gareth, still made Carys wince.

      She grimaced and slid one of the pins back into her hair. By that point she hadn’t wanted to speak to Jack. Scream, shout and throw things at him, perhaps, but not conduct a reasonable conversation. He hadn’t answered her increasingly desperate letters and she wasn’t a fool. He hadn’t forgiven her. To her dismay, it appeared as if his dislike had only hardened in the past two years.

      In the magnificence of the marbled hallway, he’d looked older than his thirty years, shabbier and out of place. The Spanish sun had tanned his skin and bleached his hair from honey to harsh gilt. Harder and deeper furrows on his face replaced the gentle lines of good humor and soft living she remembered. She recalled the hint of scorn in his voice and the insolent way he ran his eyes over her, as though she were a light skirt begging for his custom.

      She regarded herself in the mirror, surprised by her composure. It had taken her a long time after Jack’s desertion to achieve such an unruffled exterior. She pictured herself as a swan. All graceful, gliding elegance on the surface and frantically paddling feet down below.

      She was four and twenty and had been married to Jack for seven years. Did he care that she’d grown up? Did he care that another man was escorting her around London? It was impossible to tell. All she sensed was his disapproval. After five years apart, she wasn’t sure she knew him anymore, or if she would even like him. To think he was once the sun moon and stars to her…

      “Carys, are you all right?”

      As Carys slid the last pin back into her hair, Anna, Lord Rice’s sister, peered around the door.

      “Yes, I’m fine.” She tried to smile. “It was just such a surprise…”

      Anna nodded, her blue eyes full of sympathy. “I would say it was. You arrive at a ball with my brother and your long-lost husband turns up! It’s worthy of a comedy of errors at Drury Lane.”

      “It’s not funny, Anna. I have to find a way out of this muddle. I’ve been trying to convince myself that Jack will agree to my plans and simply disappear again. But my husband is never predictable.”

      She shivered as she recalled the contemptuous expression in Jack’s brown eyes. He had tried to make her look like a dithering peahen. She was certain that without Oliver’s calm intervention, she and Jack would still be bickering now. How was she supposed to deal with a man who hadn’t contacted her since his return from God knows where? Was she to be forever chasing after him like a little girl with a crush on her brother’s best friend?

      Anna came to sit beside her. Carys was grateful for her undemanding presence. Soon, she would have to leave the sanctuary of the retiring room and go out to face the questions of her friends and, most importantly, Lord Oliver Rice.

      The man who expected to marry her.
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      Jack picked up the uneaten piece of bread and followed the duke up the servant’s stairs. He narrowly avoided banging his head on a lintel when the duke made an abrupt left turn. In the dark passageway, Jack used his free hand to trace the rough brick wall. He was surprised at the heat beneath his fingertips until he realized they tracked the curve of a chimney breast.

      Eventually, the duke pushed open a door into his well-lit study, bypassing the crowded entrance hall. He crossed to the main door and checked it was locked before turning to Jack. “Please take a seat.”

      “Are you hiding your association with me, Your Grace?”

      “Hardly. I’m keeping the hoi polloi out, not you in. Since the government decided to make me out to be some kind of hero, hysterical females and other fools accost me in public. They shower me with compliments and insist on shaking my hand or kissing my cheek.” The duke shuddered and brushed at his immaculate sleeve. “It is most fatiguing. Her Grace, of course, finds it highly amusing.”

      Jack studied the concealed door in the bookcase that matched one on the opposite side of the fireplace. The second door led into the office of Michael Waterstone, the duke’s secretary. He finished up the crust of bread and deliberately wiped his mouth on his sleeve.

      “What an exciting life you lead.” Jack sat in the chair indicated and took the glass of brandy the duke poured for him. “Concealed stairways, code-breaking and assassinations…”

      The duke ignored Jack’s remarks and sat behind his desk. “Now, where shall I start?” He fanned the papers out and laid them in front of him. “You are Lord Jack Augustus Owen Llewelyn, born on September the twenty-fifth in the year of our Lord, seventeen-eighty-four, at Llewelyn Hall in Wales. You were originally destined for the church but ran away from home and enlisted in the army.” The duke looked up. “Why in God’s name did you enlist in the Forty-Eighth Foot? They are based in Northamptonshire. Why didn’t you choose a Welsh regiment?”

      Jack gave an exaggerated sigh. “Because I didn’t want my father to know where I was. If I’d enlisted in Wales, someone might have recognized me.”

      The duke nodded. “Of course. How remiss of me. I assume once you established yourself, your father accepted your decision and paid for your preferment?”

      “No, Your Grace, he did not.” Jack said impatiently. “I gained the rank of Captain entirely by my own efforts before losing it again.” Jack sat back and sipped his brandy. “Although I hardly see the point of this discussion…”

      “If you will just let me finish. Your father, Dafydd, is the current Duke of Carmarthen and you have two older brothers, Robert and Edward. Neither of your brothers is yet married.” The duke let the document fall from his fingers. “What the devil went wrong? Up until the scandal of your dismissal from the army and your subsequent disinheritance, you led a charmed life. You were mentioned in dispatches and decorated for bravery.”

      Jack felt a familiar sense of wariness envelop him. He was sick of having to justify himself and too worried about the future to care whom he offended. He rose to his feet and slammed the thick crystal brandy glass down onto the duke’s desk. “As I don’t intend to spend a cozy evening reminiscing about my past mistakes. I will bid you good night.”

      The duke sighed and leaned across the desk to replenish Jack’s glass from the decanter that stood at his elbow. “I don’t have time for that either. I am already in trouble with Her Grace for disappearing before the end of our first ball. But sometimes the urgency of a situation demands immediate action. I have a job for you, if you are interested.”

      Jack sat down again, his suspicions aroused. “Why would you think I need a job and why would you offer me one, knowing my past?”

      The duke shrugged. “I know you have little money at the moment and no new employer. Yet my wife and her brother think you one of the most trustworthy men they have ever met.”

      Jack struggled with a desire to keep silent but his innate honesty surfaced. “I was ordered to work for the Waterstones. I was paid to keep an eye on Elizabeth.” The duke looked pained and Jack sighed. “I mean, Her Grace. Not that I did a very good job of it.”

      The duke gave a soft laugh. “Neither did I. If you recall, Her Grace had to save me from a watery death. I already knew you were not quite as innocent as you appeared. After the assassination attempt on the Prince Regent, I tried to find out about you from my colleagues at the Foreign Office. To my surprise, I was only able to gain information from the War Office.” He paused deliberately and Jack tensed. “It seems the army still considers you a useful tool, despite your very public humiliation. And that, of course, leads me to wonder why a man of your pride allows himself to be used by the army and doesn’t simply walk away.”

      Jack swallowed the rest of his brandy and took more. The duke was uncommonly perceptive. He hadn’t realized the man possessed the ability to cut through the layers of Jack’s much-vaunted thick skin with the unnerving skill of a surgeon. He considered his options and offered an edited version of the truth. “I work for the War Office when they need anything unsavory done. If I’m caught, they will refuse to acknowledge me. In return, they continue to support certain search efforts in Spain.”

      The duke sat back, his expression thoughtful. “If you are prepared to be treated like a social pariah in order to achieve your objective, you must have a very strong motive. In my experience, that can only mean love or money. Which is it?”

      “I do what I have to, Your Grace. I’ve never much cared for society’s opinion anyway.”

      “You might not care, but what about your wife? Do you think it has been easy for her these past few years? She barely ventures up to town.”

      “It appears my wife has made her own arrangements in my absence. I doubt she has any feelings left for me at all.” Jack gulped at the duke’s excellent brandy and felt it settle in his stomach like a smoldering coal. From the ballroom, the soft lilt of a waltz filtered through Jack’s consciousness. Was Carys dancing with her tall companion? Jack imagined so. She loved to dance.

      The duke cleared his throat and Jack’s attention snapped back to the warm, fire-lit room. “Did you say you had a job for me, or are we just going to discuss the inconsistencies of women?”

      “Don’t attempt to class my wife with your own. You owe a lot to Her Grace.”

      Jack held the duke’s icy stare for as long as he could manage and then gave up the effort. He couldn’t imagine the duchess abandoning the duke. “I apologize. Your wife is a pearl beyond price. Now can we get back to the matter in hand?”

      “Do you remember that Mrs. Forester, Elizabeth’s mother, was implicated in the failed assassination attempt on the Prince Regent last June?”

      “Implicated?” Jack laughed. “I heard Mrs. Forester was in such a rage when her husband misfired that she whipped out her pistol and tried to finish the job herself.”

      The duke compressed his lips. “Exactly, but that is not the story she came out with at the trial. She insisted, whilst weeping into her handkerchief, that Sir John Harrington and her husband forced her to take part in the scheme and that she was innocent.

      “You and I know she lied, but for Elizabeth and her family’s sake, I allowed the lie to stand. I could not allow my prospective bride’s mother to hang by the neck or be transported for life.”

      The duke offered Jack a cigarillo from the silver box on his desk. “Of course, now I regret that decision with every fiber of my being. Mrs. Forester has escaped. From information we have gathered, we suspect she will try and join up with La Fleur, the mastermind behind the assassination attempt.”

      Jack lit the cigarillo and blew out a cloud of smoke. “And what does your duchess think about that?”

      The duke’s expression grew cold. “She doesn’t know. And if you do your job properly, she’ll never have to. I need you to find Mrs. Forester and bring her back.”

      Jack stared at the duke as a thousand questions flooded his brain. He decided to start with the obvious. “Do you have any idea where she might be heading?”

      The duke stood up and walked across to the window, cigar in hand. “Yes, we believe she is in Wales, where we expect her either to rendezvous with La Fleur or seek passage to France.”

      Jack nodded. It made sense. French ships had been avoiding the British blockade of the English Channel for years by sailing around to safer harbors on the Irish Sea. The Welsh were not known for their love of the English. Knowing his countrymen, Jack could certainly imagine them allowing the occasional French ship to dock and unload cargo when nobody in authority was looking.

      “Do you speak any Welsh, Llewelyn? I have been told by the authorities that the Welsh are a closed-mouthed, resentful race who might respond better to one of their own.”

      Jack remembered growing up in the Welsh countryside and the smiling, joyful, open faces of his companions. He pictured Carys at fifteen, her hair hanging down her back, begging him to help her down from a tree she climbed to impress him and then lost her nerve. He’d encouraged her to jump from the lowest bough into his arms. The feel of her maturing body against his changed everything…

      “Yes, I speak Welsh, although my father and school masters at Harrow tried to beat it out of me.”

      The duke raised an eyebrow.

      “It wasn’t considered a suitable accomplishment for a duke’s son. All my father’s children spoke it, of course. It meant that we could shut him out.”

      The duke stubbed out his cigar. “If you are agreeable then, would you care to accompany me to the Foreign Office? There are people there who have a far better grasp of the situation than I do.”

      Jack doubted that, but he got to his feet, helped himself to another glass of brandy and looked regretfully at the expensive Spanish cigarillos.

      As if he’d caught Jack’s thought, the duke spoke over his shoulder. “Help yourself.”

      Jack muttered his thanks and pocketed a fistful. He couldn’t afford to buy them for himself, but he wasn’t too proud to accept a gift. The duke waited for him by the concealed door. They entered the passageway and headed back down to the kitchens. Jack retrieved his coat, which had dried out quite nicely, blew a kiss to the smiling cook and followed the duke out to the stables.

      Two horses were being walked up and down the cobbled stable yard. Jack mounted and ran an experienced, appreciative hand over the prime piece of horseflesh the duke was allowing him to ride.

      The duke crammed a tall beaver hat on his head and wound a long silk scarf around his throat. The snow had thickened, and the line between the sky and the ground blurred into a chalky nothingness.

      Jack wiggled his toes as his heavily darned socks began to freeze inside his steaming boots. “Let’s make this quick, Your Grace. I refuse to face your duchess if I keep you out too late or, heaven forbid, lose you in this blizzard.”

      The duke’s answering smile was nearly lost in the shadow of his hat brim. “Indeed, Llewelyn. It would be a tragedy. And God knows what your wife would say if the same fate occurred to you.”

      Jack laughed as he bent his head to exit the stable yard gate. “She’d be thanking you, Your Grace. Remember, my death would set her free.”
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      Carys and Anna paused at the threshold of the ballroom and looked out over the colorful throng. Lord Oliver Rice appeared from behind a marble statue of Apollo flanking the entrance to the ballroom. The orchestra was busy setting down their instruments, while the guests streamed out of the far doors in search of their supper. After a swift glance at Oliver’s face, Carys curtsied and waited with silent apprehension for him to speak. To her immense relief, he did nothing more threatening than bow and reach for her hand.

      “Carys, or should I say, Lady Jack Llewelyn, will you postpone your supper for a little while? I believe there are a few things we need to discuss before I bring you to my mother.”

      “Please don’t call me that.” Carys shuddered.

      He half-smiled. “It’s all right. I’m not going to make a scene. It is not as though this couldn’t have happened at any time.”

      Carys allowed him to lead her back along the candle lit corridor to the more intimate setting of the duchess’ morning room. Sometimes being a married woman had its advantages. As long as the door remained open, her reputation, such as it was, would remain intact. Oliver handed her into a chair and took the seat opposite. He seemed in no hurry to speak as he gazed into the fire.

      His dark profile and coal black hair spoke of his Celtic heritage, whilst his nut-brown coat and discreet waistcoat emphasized his quiet sense of style. Carys had met him at the Llewelyn home in Wales shortly after Jack left her. His family was distantly connected to the Llewelyns through his mother and held land in Swansea and Brecon.

      At first he had been content to remain her friend, but as the years passed, she found herself relying on his support and encouragement. His declaration of love hadn’t surprised her—but his plans to marry her had.

      It was Carys who broke the silence. “I didn’t know Jack would be here tonight. I didn’t even know he was in the country.”

      Oliver shrugged one elegantly clad shoulder, his dark brown eyes full of warmth. “I think anyone would have guessed that. You were as shocked as I was.”

      She met his gaze full on. “I’ve never lied to you about Jack. You’ve always known that my situation is difficult. You should do as your mother tells you, and go and find another more-biddable, less-married female. I am told there are scores of them about.”

      Oliver reached forward and took her hands in his. “I never notice them, I only see you.” He brought her fingers to his mouth and kissed them. “Divorce is possible now, if one has the ear of the Prince Regent and the necessary funds. And from what my lawyers tell me, if Llewelyn agrees, you would stand a good chance of succeeding in your claim.”

      Carys rose and paced the carpet. As she walked, her gauzy white skirts shimmered in the firelight. “I need to settle things with Jack first. Will you allow me that?”

      Oliver smiled. “I’ve been waiting for you all my life, Carys. What will a few more weeks matter?”

      With a pang of guilt, she sank down beside his chair and clasped his hand between hers, her throat tight. “I’m not worthy of such devotion, Oliver. The scandal will be immense. I’m unlikely to be received by the ton and your chances of preferment in the government will be irrevocably damaged. I can’t even tell you how long it will take to sort things out, or whether Jack will agree to a divorce. He is a proud man.”

      Oliver’s face darkened and he pulled his hand away. “Don’t make excuses for him. He abandoned you, just as he abandoned my brother David in Spain. As far as I’m concerned, he doesn’t deserve you.” He stood up, pulling her into his arms. “Take as long as you want, my dear. Just make sure you come back to me.” He dropped a light kiss on Carys’s nose and stepped away.

      Sometimes Carys wished he wasn’t quite so careful of her reputation. If he would kiss her with all the passion she suspected he concealed and make her his, she was sure she wouldn’t feel so vulnerable around Jack.

      Unfortunately, whenever she tried to tempt him into a flirtation, he always pulled away. He smiled down at her now, obviously unaware of her complicated feelings. “Will you join me in the ballroom? I intend to have at least one dance before you disappear again.”

      Carys waited until he paused at the library door before she found the courage to speak. When he looked back inquiringly at her, she gestured to her diamond necklace and matching earrings. “I don’t think I should continue to wear these while I am still married to Jack.”

      Lord Oliver frowned. “I had them made especially for you. I asked you to consider them as a betrothal gift.”

      “I fear we have been a little premature.” Her rash promise to marry Oliver without considering her present husband suddenly seemed tawdry. She knew Jack had noticed her fine jewelry. Could it explain the flash of contempt she’d seen in his eyes? Did he believe she was already another man’s possession?

      Her fingers shook as she struggled to unscrew the earrings.

      Oliver’s strong hands closed over hers and stopped her. “Keep them, Carys. Return them only if you must. I meant them for you alone.” He placed her hand on his arm and led her toward the door. “At least wear them for me tonight. You cannot go to a ball half-dressed, my darling. What would people say?”

      Oliver’s gentle humor restored Carys’s courage and she squeezed his coat sleeve. She reminded herself that one of the reasons she found Oliver so attractive was his even temperament. Jack had always been volatile, dragging her into scrapes, daring her to prove herself, teasing her into losing her temper. Oliver was definitely more restful.

      He glanced down at her as they arrived in the ballroom. “That’s it, chin up. For here comes my mother and our illustrious hostess, the Duchess of Diable Delamere.”

      Carys had never met the new duchess, but she had met Oliver’s mother, Lady Amelia Rice, on many occasions. Carys knew Lady Amelia heartily disliked her and could well understand why. At forty, Oliver was considered one of the most eligible men in London. Despite his mother’s best efforts, he had steadfastly refused to look at any other woman but Carys.

      As Oliver made the introductions, Carys could only wonder what spiteful tales Lady Rice had poured into the duchess’ ear. She was surprised when the duchess, after an exchange of pleasantries, smiled and drew Carys away from the Rices with a gentle apology.

      “Would you mind promenading with me, Lady Llewelyn? My husband has absented himself on government business and without him by my side, I feel rather shy.”

      “You have made a good choice of companion then, Your Grace. If you are seen conversing with me, most people will leave you alone. My estranged husband has such a dubious reputation that most of the ton fear to talk to me, in case my disgrace is catching like the measles.”

      The duchess laid her hand on Carys’s arm. “Lady Jack, I didn’t ask you to walk with me because of that. I hoped, rather, that your beauty would attract attention and that I could disappear into the background.”

      Carys regarded the duchess, whose expressive face contained something far more arresting than mere beauty. She had the look of a woman who was well loved and the unconscious authority of an aristocrat. Even as Carys envied her, she doubted the duchess could be ignored in any situation. “It’s all right, Your Grace, I was only funning. Pray let us continue.”

      Carys followed the duchess around the edge of the crowded dance floor until they came to the large windows, which led out onto the paved balcony overlooking the square. It was too cold to go outside. Ice frosted the glass like delicate Brussels lace. Snow piled up on the stone ledges outside gave the exposed marbled floor a dangerous sheen.

      The duchess gestured Carys toward a rustic beribboned seat and sat beside her. She produced a lilac and silver fan and opened it with a snap. “I didn’t realize a ton ball could be so exhausting. I have shaken more hands and performed more curtsies than I ever imagined possible.” She gave a little laugh that begged Carys to join her. “I even began to feel some sympathy for the Prince Regent.”

      Carys couldn’t help but smile. “I cannot help but agree with you, Your Grace. I, too, find it a little overwhelming.”

      The duchess reached for Carys’s hand. “It is such a pleasure to finally meet you, Lady Jack. I hear that you live mainly in the country. Perhaps we can help each other cope with the mysteries of a London season.” She shrugged. “I have no idea how one is supposed to go on, and there is no point in asking my husband. All he says is that any place where he is welcome alone, I am not, and that if he finds me in any one of them he will beat me.”

      Carys caught a hint of exasperated laughter in the duchess’ face and responded in kind. “At least you have a husband, Your Grace. Mine disappeared some years ago and chose to reappear at your ball, of all places.”

      The duchess squeezed her fingers. “I know, and how shockingly bad of him to do so, although how very like him.”

      “You know my husband?”

      “Jack was employed as a nurse companion for my brother, Michael, for several weeks this summer. I have nothing but good to say about him, apart from the fact that he lied to us about his true origins.” The duchess sat back and studied Carys. “And now that we have met, I have another bone to pick with him. I shall take him to task about having the temerity to abandon you.”

      “He was not entirely to blame, Your Grace. I have my share of regrets too.” She bit down on her lip to stop herself from saying anything else. Seeing Jack must have upset her more than she’d realized if she felt comfortable blurting out her personal feelings to a woman she hardly knew.

      The duchess rose to her feet. “I see Lord Rice searching for you, so I will not keep you.” She glanced sideways at Carys as Lord Rice strode toward them, his mother trailing purposefully in his wake. “Sometimes I’m glad the duke’s mother lives a retired life in Brighton.”

      Carys tried to mask her amusement as the duchess smiled graciously at the approaching pair and raised her voice.

      “Lady Jack, would you do me the honor of calling on me tomorrow? I feel that we will deal extremely well together.”

      Carys sank into a dignified curtsey. “Thank you, Your Grace. I would be delighted.”

      As the duchess gave a decisive nod and walked away, Carys noticed that Lady Rice looked slightly less sour than usual. Oliver took her hand with a pleased smile.

      “I am glad to see you furthering your acquaintance here in town, my dear. I have been told that the new duchess, thanks to her husband, is in a position to wield considerable power if she chooses to use it.”

      “She is also very charming, my lord. I believe I will enjoy meeting her again.”

      With a disarming smile for her prospective mother-in-law, Carys allowed Oliver to sweep her into the dance. As she glanced up at him, she tried to ignore her conviction that Jack’s sudden appearance meant that nothing would ever be the same again.
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      Struck by an unaccustomed sense of unease, Jack lingered at the door and allowed the duke to precede him into the mahogany-paneled meeting room at the Foreign Office. The room reeked of privilege. Framed portraits of previous dignitaries glowered down from the walls, and thick brocade curtains deadened all sound from the busy street outside. What if the other men in the room, men of his own class, men Jack had probably been to school with, ignored him or, worse still, condemned the duke for bringing him at all?

      “Llewelyn, close the door behind you.” The duke murmured.

      Jack did as he was told and ventured further into the book-lined room. The table was so well polished that when the duke took his seat, his elegant form was reflected in the surface. To Jack’s surprise, there were only three other men present.

      Jack didn’t recognize the two men facing him. The third was an unwelcome surprise. The duke waved him to a chair and Jack sat opposite the two conservatively dressed men he assumed represented the Foreign Office.

      “Gentlemen, this is Lord Jack Llewelyn,” the duke said. “I believe he will be able to help us in this unprecedented situation. He has my complete trust and the authority to act on my behalf.”

      The older of the two men put on his spectacles and gave Jack a suspicious glare. “I am Sir Adrian West. I have the honor of knowing your father, Llewelyn. I’m certain you will do your best to help your country and not besmirch your family’s honorable name—again.”

      The sneer in his voice was unmistakable but Jack let it wash over him. He was too old to be cowed by the thought of his father’s wrath. If Sir Adrian was good at his job, he wouldn’t allow his prejudices to overcome his desire to capture Mrs. Forester.

      The younger man stood up and bowed, his sympathetic manner and soft features so at variance to his companions’ that Jack fought an instinctive urge to mistrust him. “My lord, I am Steven Gardiner, Sir Adrian’s secretary. I will be dealing with the day-to-day matters regarding this case.”

      Jack didn’t bother to rise as he nodded to the two gentlemen opposite him. “Sir Adrian, Mr. Gardiner. As the duke says, I am happy to be of service. Now what exactly can I do for you?”

      A heavily accented Welsh voice interrupted him. “Aren’t you going to introduce yourself to me, Llewelyn? It’s a long time since we’ve seen each other.”

      Jack drew in a harsh breath and turned toward his brother-in-law, who sat half in the shadows. Gareth’s red hair and freckles had faded in the intervening years, but his pugnacious personality seemed undimmed. The last time they faced each other was at dawn on Hampstead Heath with a pair of dueling pistols.

      “Good evening, Gareth,” Jack said. “It seems as if it is the night for family reunions. I am glad to see you have recovered.” His gaze flicked over Gareth’s left shoulder, where he knew he had lodged a bullet.

      Gareth’s left fist flexed and he brought his hand up to rest on the table. “I am well enough. Some wounds heal better than others.”

      Jack tore his gaze away from Gareth’s intense blue eyes. They reminded him of friendships lost, loyalties betrayed and the burden of living a life full of lies. The stuffy opulence of the room and the lingering smell of boiled cabbage threatened to overwhelm him. He had to remind himself to breathe.

      “I brought Mr. Evans in to help us because he not only speaks fluent Welsh but is a church pastor. He is also familiar with the area we intend to search,” the duke said, his sharp gaze moving between the two men.

      Jack smiled despite his surprise at Gareth’s choice of profession. As a young man he’d sworn he would never follow in his father’s footsteps. “He is as familiar with Wales as I am, Your Grace. I’m not sure if Mr. Evans mentioned it, but we were brought up together.” Jack stood and swept a bow in Gareth’s direction. “I also have the honor to be married to Mr. Evan’s sister.”

      Gareth shot to his feet, and Jack steeled himself against the anger he had deliberately provoked. “How dare you refer to my sister, you⁠—”

      “Gentlemen, fascinating as this family drama is, may we return to the matter in hand?” the duke asked. “Perhaps you can renew your acquaintance after our discussions.”

      Jack slumped back in his chair and after a tense moment, Gareth followed suit.

      “May I have the documents you collected from Mrs. Forester’s prison cell, Sir Adrian?”

      Sir Adrian passed a pile of strongly perfumed letters tied with a pink bow across the table. The left side of the bundle was scorched with burn marks and smelled of mildew.

      “We assume Mrs. Forester meant to destroy these. Luckily for us, when she threw them on the fire, they smothered the flames.”

      “She had a fire, in prison?” Jack commented.

      A tide of red suffused Sir Adrian’s mottled cheeks. “It seems as if Mrs. Forester found ways to get around her jailer,” he said stiffly.

      “I’ll wager she did.” Jack grinned, and Sir Adrian turned puce. “Did she have a fine feather bed and a maid to air her clothes and style her hair?”

      “It wasn’t quite like that, Llewelyn,” the duke intervened, the annoyance in his voice unmistakable, as was the glare he gave Sir Adrian. “But she certainly did live rather too well.”

      Gareth laughed, a harsh sound in the comfortable room. “You’d not know about being imprisoned, would you, Llewelyn? I seem to remember you fled after our duel to avoid that very fate.”

      For the first time, Jack truly looked at his old friend. Vivid memories of being chained to a stone wall, hand and foot, clawed at his gut. The stifling heat of the room closed in on him and melded into the blackened hell of his prison. He glanced down at his wrists, where his frayed shirt cuffs barely covered the scars left by the unforgiving manacles. “Don’t fret on my account, Evans. I might have escaped prison in England, but I suffered for my sins in a worse purgatory in Spain.” He unconsciously rubbed at his wrist. “And I’ve been imprisoned more than once, which is more than you have, I’ll wager. You seem so respectable now.”

      Something of his experiences must have shown on Jack’s face, because Gareth looked away. Jack’s wrath rose as he watched Gareth’s anger turn to pity and embarrassment. He’d rather face a French artillery regiment than that.

      With a muttered curse, Jack reached out and took one of the letters laid out on the table. He squinted to read the crabbed and cramped handwriting, which crossed the page vertically and horizontally in an effort to save paper.

      “Who is this Rose Edwards, Your Grace? Do you know her, Gareth?”

      Sir Adrian coughed. “We believe Mrs. Edwards is a cousin of Mrs. Forester’s. From the letters, we have deduced that they were close as children and have continued to correspond throughout their lives.”

      Jack ignored Sir Adrian and looked at the duke. “Are the letters in code, Your Grace?”

      “Parts of them are.” He turned to address his remark to the whole table. “My secretary, Michael Waterstone, Mrs. Forester’s son, has translated some of the code for me, although the complete meaning is still unclear.”

      Gareth picked up one of the letters and regarded it doubtfully. “With all due respect, Your Grace, are you sure Michael Waterstone is the best person to help you with this? Surely he is suspect because of his connection with Mrs. Forester.”

      Jack snorted. “Michael wouldn’t thank you for that. He hates his mother with almost as much passion as his sister does.”

      Gareth raised his eyebrows. “Are you are privy to the duke’s secrets, Llewelyn? You know Michael Waterstone and his sister well?”

      “If I may intervene and save you from further embarrassment, Mr. Evans. Michael Waterstone is not only my secretary but my brother-in-law.” Gareth Evans paled as the duke continued smoothly. “Which naturally makes his sister my duchess.”

      Jack tossed the letter he had been reading to Gareth. “I, too, can vouch for Michael Waterstone. His sister engaged me as his nurse-companion during the summer.”

      Gareth opened his mouth and then shut it with an audible snap when the duke stared coldly at him.

      Sir Adrian fussily unfolded a map and laid it out on the table. He jabbed a vague finger in the direction of Wales. “Mrs. Edwards resides on the south coast of Wales, near Swansea. I have marked the place. We are hoping Mrs. Forester has sought refuge with her.”

      Jack leaned back in his chair and propped his boot on the edge of the table. He ignored both Sir Adrian’s frown and the duke’s quiet smile. “How can we be sure Mrs. Forester didn’t mean for you to find these letters? It could all be an elaborate hoax. She might already have escaped to France.”

      Sir Adrian shook his head as he folded the map and gave it to Jack. “Impossible, my good man. All the ports in England are being watched. And we have no other leads. We have to follow this one.”

      “What if Mrs. Edwards is already dead?” Gareth spoke into the tense silence. “What if the letters are a complete sham?”

      The duke gathered up the letters and tied them up with the pink ribbon. “I will ask Michael to solve all the coded passages in the letters as quickly as possible. So far, they seem to be mere childish, girlish babble.” He glanced up at Jack, his gray eyes cold. “When Michael has finished, I want you and Mr. Evans to travel to Wales with all speed and find out the truth. If Mrs. Forester is alive, you will bring her back. All your expenses will be paid. I want this settled.”

      Sir Adrian and Steven Gardiner rose and bowed to the duke. Jack continued to sit, his eyes fixed on Gareth Evans, who remained seated as well.

      The duke waited until the government officials left before he, too, rose and inclined his head. “I shall leave you two to reminisce. There is a passable brandy in the decanters behind you. Please help yourselves. I will make sure you are not disturbed.”

      The duke shut the door behind him, leaving Jack and his erstwhile friend in complete silence.

      Gareth stirred. “Jack…”

      To stop him talking, Jack got to his feet and walked across to the massive sideboard, which held five cut-glass decanters and a sparking array of glasses. Jack grabbed the brandy and two glasses and brought them back to the table. His hand was a little unsteady when he poured the brandy, and some splashed onto the pristine table. He used his sleeve to mop up the spillage.

      When he looked up, Gareth was staring at him.

      Jack raised an eyebrow and Gareth smiled. “You would never have done that in the old days, Jack. You would have died rather than spoil your fine clothes.”

      Jack looked at his much washed coat sleeve and shrugged. “I have changed. Even I am capable of that.” His own bitterness shocked him. He took a hasty sip of brandy and allowed it to burn a fiery trail down his throat.

      Gareth took the other glass and raised it in a salute. “We have both grown up. I would not be so impetuous now.”

      “You did the only thing you could, Gareth. I walked out on Carys, and you were well within your rights to defend her.”

      “I should have given you a chance to explain. Even Carys was angry with me for forcing the fight upon you.” Gareth sipped at his brandy. “I was supposed to be your best friend. On reflection, I fear I let you down.”

      Jack gripped his glass so hard his knuckles went white. How many times had he dreamed of Gareth saying that to him? How many times had he called himself a fool for wanting to be believed by the one person he’d trusted throughout the whole of his life?

      “I never meant to walk out on Carys. I just wanted to thumb my nose at my father. I expected her to come with me.”

      His words sounded harsh in the hushed room. For a moment he regretted saying them aloud. They made him feel vulnerable. They begged a response from another human being. He thought he had taught himself not to look for that anymore.

      “I know that now. Carys screamed it at me after she reassured herself that I wasn’t going to die from my wound.” Gareth half-smiled. “I’m still not sure exactly why she wouldn’t come with you. She says she owes an explanation to you first before she can tell me.”

      Jack turned away from Gareth and stared down at his brandy. He knew why she had refused to leave with him, but he didn’t care to bring up the subject of his wife’s lover in front of her brother. Gareth had a fiery temper, and Jack didn’t want him challenging anyone else to a duel. “One of the reasons I came back to England was to sort out the mess I left behind. I’ve been unfair to Carys and to my family. It is time to mend some fences, whether my father wishes to or not.”

      Gareth put down his glass and held out his hand. “Well, shall we agree to work together for the duke? I would welcome the chance to become reacquainted with you. I don’t wish to preach, but since I’ve taken up my father’s profession, I’ve had a lot of time to consider my sins and hopefully learn how to forgive others.”

      A slight uncertainty in Gareth’s normally hearty voice brought Jack to his feet. He shook Gareth’s hand with a strange sense of relief. “I would welcome the opportunity as well, but you know I am still considered a social pariah, yes? Many will condemn you for seeking me out.”

      Gareth smiled properly for the first time. “For God’s sake, Jack, I am from Wales. I’m already considered only one rank above a heathen. You are just the sort of friend a man of my stamp would be expected to have.”
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