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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            FORMER LOVERS, PRESENT PARENTS

          

        

      

    

    
      The afternoon of December 14, 1824 at The Queen of Hearts, Stafford Street, Mayfair

      A light snow fell as Randall Roderick, Marquess of Reading, made his way through the brass-framed front doors of the newest gaming hell to capture the attention—and the blunt—of the bored young bucks of London’s aristocracy.

      At one time, Randall would have been one of those men. Sporting a full purse tucked into his elaborately embroidered waistcoat, Randall would have had thoughts of gambling until the wee hours of the morning. Afterwards, he would have enjoyed a tumble with a courtesan in one of the gaming hell’s elegant bedchambers before making his way to his townhouse in Westminster to sleep.

      The memory had him scoffing. Thank the gods that at the ripe old age of five-and-thirty, after fathering four bastard sons and a daughter, he had matured enough to swear off his rakish behavior, buy another townhouse—this one in Curzon Street—and had taken a wife.

      That had been six years ago.

      Constance Fitzwilliam Roderick, Marchioness of Reading, was at this moment home with their youngest boy—one of his two legitimate sons. The other had already started school at Eton. Before taking his leave that day, he had almost told her why he was paying a call at The Queen of Hearts.

      Almost.

      Randall stopped and stood just inside the entrance of the gaming establishment, long enough to allow his eyes to adjust to the dim interior. At this time in the afternoon, there were only a few of his colleagues at the faro tables, and no one was seated at the card tables designed for French Hazard.

      “What’s your pleasure, sir?” a young woman asked as she curtsied. Her red satin gown, so tight in the bodice it barely contained her rising moons, was styled after those from the century prior.

      Pulled from his reverie, Randall regarded the young woman who stood before him. She couldn’t have been more than his daughter’s age, and for a moment, he feared she was his daughter. “I need to speak with Miss... Mrs. Higgins,” he said with as much authority as he could muster. “Violet Higgins. Please let her know Reading is calling.”

      He had half a thought to ask after his daughter using her name—Rachel—but until he could determine the whereabouts of his only daughter, Randall thought it best he keep her identity secret. He had no idea what plans her mother might have for the young woman who would now be twenty years old.

      One brow arching at hearing his request, the young woman dipped another curtsy and said, “She’s not here at the moment, my lord, but I can take you to her.” She turned and hurried toward the back of the gaming room.

      Confused by her comment, Randall stutter-stepped to catch up to the young woman, his gaze darting about to take in the almost gaudy decor of the red and gold gaming hell. Decorative plasterwork coated in gilt covered the walls that weren’t papered in red or gold. His footsteps were muffled by a patterned carpet in the same colors. Gaming tables made from mahogany were surrounded by chairs upholstered in rich brocades. Multiple sets of double doors along the walls suggested there were other gaming rooms beyond, and a huge carpeted staircase, currently cordoned off with a thick gold rope, was obviously the means to access the brothel.

      When they passed through a set of double doors into a large dining room, he actually paused. The lingering scents of the dinner that had been served the night before had his stomach growling.

      “When is the next meal to be served?” he asked before he continued to follow the young woman to the far corner of the room.

      “Dinner service begins at eight, but our cook can make you something now if you desire,” she replied as she quickly glanced around. She pressed a hand to a paneled wall. A hidden door revealed itself as it opened, and she motioned for him to step through. She just as quickly closed it behind her. “The Queen would appreciate your discretion in not sharing how it was you arrived at her office.”

      Randall said, “Of course,” as he turned to discover that from this side of the wall, the door actually looked like a door.

      He continued to follow her up a flight of stairs and down a corridor that suggested they were no longer in the gaming hell but rather in an elegant house. The conservative decor was entirely at odds to what he had just paid witness to in the gaming establishment.

      The young woman went through one of the open doors, her conversation within briefly muted until Randall stopped at the threshold. He couldn’t see whoever it was she was speaking with, but he recognized the voice of his former mistress. Knew from the sound of surprise that tinged her response that she hadn’t expected him on this wintery day.

      Well, he hadn’t seen Violet Higgins in an age. All their contact over the years had been through correspondence. In his letters, he had made it very clear Rachel wasn’t to follow in her mother’s footsteps.

      Violet had agreed, so long as Randall saw to the tuition for her schooling. Randall had not only covered his daughter’s expenses for school, he had funded all of her expenses and most of Violet’s until Violet had arranged another protector.

      Now that he had seen the size and the decor of The Queen of Hearts, she had apparently arranged a rather lucrative settlement with someone. He knew the funds he had sent her over the years wouldn’t have paid for such a grand gaming establishment.

      “The Queen will see you now, my lord,” the young lady said as she dipped another curtsy and then hurried off down the corridor.

      Stepping over the threshold as if he expected a bomb might explode, Randall peeked around the door and allowed a happy sigh. “I rather doubt I would have recognized you if I saw you on the street,” he said as he moved farther into the room, his top hat clutched between his two hands.

      “Because I’ve grown old?”

      Randall shook his head as he approached the woman who stood behind a massive desk. “Because you’re more beautiful than you were when I last saw you,” he countered. He reached for her hand, and after a pause, she finally lifted it so that he could lean over the desk and take it to his lips. “How are you, Violet?”

      The former courtesan gave a quick curtsy before she sat in a wide chair behind the desk. “I am well. And you?”

      “The same.”

      “And married life?”

      He inhaled, determined to tell her the truth even if it might sting. “I find I rather adore it.”

      “Good,” she replied with a grin. “You’ve obviously received my latest letter.”

      Randall pulled the envelope from a pocket in his waistcoat. “Yesterday. Is she here?”

      Violet scoffed. “Not until tomorrow at the earliest. I thought I made that clear in the note.”

      “I cannot help it. I haven’t seen her in... eleven… twelve years,” he complained.

      “But I suppose you’ve seen her twin brother,” Violet accused, a note of bitterness apparent in her voice.

      Randall inhaled as if he was about to answer, and then let the breath out. “Not since he was at Eton. And only by a happy accident.”

      Obviously surprised by his response, any indignation Violet seemed to feel escaped in a long sigh. “How was he?”

      Pulling another note from a pocket, Randall held it out to her. “He was quite fine then. His father... his adoptive father... has been good about sending me updates about him on a somewhat regular basis. This was the latest I received from him,” he explained as Violet took the letter from him. “You may keep it and feel pride in knowing your son will be graduating from Oxford very soon.”

      “Oxford?” she repeated in awe. “Not Cambridge?”

      “Reginald will go to Cambridge,” Randall said, referring to his youngest illegitimate son.

      “Will I ever see Richard?”

      Randall winced. “If he ever comes to London, and if he should decide to gamble here, then... possibly,” he hedged. “Violet, he cannot know about us. Or about the arrangement that was made on his behalf.”

      “Why ever not?”

      “He has been raised as if he is the legitimate heir to a viscountcy,” he whispered. “He replaced a babe of about the same age that died shortly after his birth. I made a promise to his father that I would tell no one. That I would never claim him as mine.”

      Violet dipped her head. “I do appreciate that you allowed me to keep Rachel.”

      “I was never going to take her away from you,” he murmured. “Now, what have you heard from her? Was she able to hire a companion and travel after she completed finishing school?” He had sent funds when Violet mentioned Rachel’s desire to visit Italy prior to her return to British shores.

      “I do not think she enjoyed the experience,” Violet replied. “Which is why she’s coming here sooner than I expected.”

      “Sooner?” he repeated.

      “She was going to wait until the Season was about to start.”

      “Ah,” Randall acknowledged. “I am rather excited for her. She must be so happy to finally be making her come-out. She’ll no doubt have a line of young bucks ready to court her—”

      “Randall,” Violet interrupted. “Let’s get her back to England before we go making plans for her to wed. She may not even want to marry just yet. She’s only twenty,” she reminded him.

      He took a deep breath. “Of course. But do know that I have every intention of funding her gowns and such for her come-out. I can even arrange for a sponsor if you don’t wish me to do the honors.”

      Violet allowed a slight grin. “You can do the honors,” she replied in a whisper. “But please don’t expect she’ll marry well.”

      “Why ever not?”

      Angling her head to one side, Violet spread her arms out, her palms up. “I was a courtesan. I own a gaming hell—”

      “A rather lucrative one, it would seem.”

      “It is,” she agreed, her stance softening somewhat. “But Rachel is doomed to suffer for my choice of occupation.”

      “But she’s my daughter, too,” Randall argued, as if his rank could counteract Violet’s place in society. “Perhaps there is a man out there that will appreciate her for her and not for who her parents are.”

      Violet rolled her eyes, as if she thought him naive. “Perhaps,” she replied. “But you must also prepare for the possibility she will not wish to marry at all.”

      Randall looked so stricken, Violet feared she would have to locate a vinaigrette to revive him. The thought had a huge grin splitting her face. “Oh, Randall, you needn’t look so frightened,” she scolded.

      His expression didn’t change, and his next words had tears brightening Violet’s eyes. “Does she remember me, do you think?”

      “Of course she does,” Violet replied. For a moment—and only a moment—she regretted her decision to send her only child to the Continent for school. She hadn’t seen Rachel in several years, either, and only then because of a windfall that had allowed her to travel to Switzerland and to buy the building that eventually housed The Queen of Hearts.

      “She’ll be here tomorrow?”

      “She’s due on a ship bound from LeHavre,” Violet replied. “I think it’s expected to arrive mid-morning. But, please, don’t be there. I have a bodyguard seeing to her whilst she’s on this trip. He’ll pound you to a bloody pulp should you attempt to go near her,” she warned.

      Randall sighed loudly. “When, then?”

      Amused by his enthusiasm, Violet said, “The day after. Perhaps we’ll have dinner together,” she suggested.

      “In that dining room downstairs?” he asked hopefully. “Your cook must be—”

      “French, yes, and no, you can’t have him,” Violet said with a smirk.

      “How long have you been... The Queen of Hearts?” Randall suddenly asked.

      “Three... nearly four years now,” Violet replied.

      He gasped. “That long?”

      Violet tittered. “My, marriage really has changed you if you were unaware of my establishment,” she accused.

      He nodded. “It has, Violet. I am a different man than I was. A better father, too. And I wish to be that for Rachel.”

      Tears once again threatening, Violet inhaled deeply and said, “Well, I shan’t get in your way, but know this. She’s my daughter, too.”

      “Understood,” he agreed.

      With that, Randall, once again bowed over her hand before taking his leave of The Queen of Hearts.

      He had no idea his exit was witnessed by anyone of note.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            SECRETS OF A GAMING HELL

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at The Jack of Spades, St. James Street, Mayfair

      Sir Randolph Roderick stepped into the dimly lit gaming hell that had at one time been a bastion for faro and vingt-et-un players. Their dealers, most of them young women of questionable virtue, were known as the best in the business. The odds of the card game usually favored the player, but with a skilled and beautiful operator, the house broke even and instead made its money on the other offerings of the typical gaming hell—liquor, high-stakes card games, and the brothel on the second floor.

      Once Frank O’Laughlin had installed a billiards table in a space that had at one time acted as a smoking room, the clientele changed.

      So did reports of foreigners attempting to pass counterfeit currency.

      Randolph knew Frank bought his liquors from a reputable source, a broker who had a royal charter from the Crown. But when his deposits into the Bank of England started to include notes of questionable authenticity, he went on notice.

      Allow an agent of the Crown to investigate by acting as a client, or shut down his establishment.

      Frank agreed to not only host an agent to investigate, one who would act as a frequent gambler, but he went one step further. “I’ll supply an apartment in which he can live and a reward for when the damned frogs are caught,” he claimed.

      At no point had the suspected source of the problem been mentioned, although early intelligence reports did suggest a French connection. The Napoleonic Wars were a distant memory for most, but that didn’t mean the treachery of the French had been forgotten.

      Although Randolph was glad for the offer—there were times when he played billiards until well past three in the morning—he only took advantage of the apartment a couple of nights a week. He had a more than modest townhouse in Westminster, courtesy of the Reading marquessate, where he preferred to spend his nights.

      Even if Barbara no longer lived.

      The reminders of her were everywhere. In her bedchamber, where his gifts of an ivory comb and brush from Floris still decorated the dressing table and her gowns still hung in the elaborately decorated dressing room.

      In the breakfast parlor, where the sideboard featured an array of delicate pottery from Wedgwood, pieces she had personally chosen while on a trip to Stoke.

      In the dining room, where the Waterford crystal goblets added brilliance to his otherwise dull dinners.

      In the nursery, where Charlie’s bassinet sat in one corner and her oak rocking chair stood in another.

      And in the parlor, where her portrait, commissioned by her father upon her betrothal, still hung above the fireplace mantel.

      Twice he had ordered its removal, and twice he had stayed the order before the butler could see to carrying out the mission. “My son will wish to know his mother’s likeness,” he had said, usually after he recovered from his hangover.

      Thank the gods he could still play billiards when he was half-foxed. Vingt-et-un and French Hazard, not so much.

      He couldn’t seem to add numbers when his brain buzzed from too much alcohol.

      

      The burly dunner at the front door of The Jack of Spades gave Randolph a nod and checked the time on his chronometer. “You’re early,” he accused.

      Randolph waved a hand down the front of his body. “I need to change into different clothes,” he replied, annoyed by the guard’s comment. If the large, bald dunner, whose primary job was to collect the debts owed to the hell, knew his usual arrival time, then his marks might have noticed as well. “Next time, I’ll be late.”

      Randolph knew the men he was after were down a side street at The Ace’s Hole, a seedy public house that offered rancid meat pies, sour ale, and games of chance that definitely favored the house. The dice were loaded, as was the director who kept tabs on the proceedings.

      He knew because he had just come from there.

      Before that, his marks had been at Crockford’s, a hell that featured a varied clientele and existed for the sole purpose of separating their players from as much of their money as possible. Although a sharp eye could catch Crockford’s operators’ frequent attempts at cheating—their operators employed sleight of hand along with waiters that made sure to distract a player’s attention when a cheat was in progress—there were few when the drinks were encouraged and kept full.

      Randolph was glad his assignment was based primarily out of The Jack of Spades. If cheating happened, it wasn’t because Frank O’Laughlin encouraged it. In fact, the owner employed a number of crowpees to watch the play, not only to catch customers who might be cheating, but to keep an eye on the employees as well. Frank had just the week before fired a clerk and an operator for taking a baron for all he had, most of it through sleight of hand.

      Both were now employed at Crockford’s.

      Frank also didn’t employ any puffs. “I don’t want decoys playing with high stakes,” he had said when his director—the superintendent of the play—suggested it one night when the floor was quieter than usual. “Cheating will not be tolerated at the Jack,” he had added in a hiss. “You want to cheat? Go to Crocky’s.”

      Dressed in his most pedestrian clothes—worn trousers, a plain brown wool waistcoat, and a top coat from the turn of the century, Randolph appeared as if he were a down-on-his-luck farmer who gambled for the sake of his paltry existence.

      The deceiving appearance meant he now had over fifty pounds in his pocket, probably all of it counterfeit.

      After he changed into the garb of a well-to-do member of the gentry, he intended to win far more from the targets. He had overheard their plan—to finish their night at The Jack of Spades.

      Besides the difference in his clothes, he would change his overall appearance by wetting his wavy hair and combing it back from his face, shaving, and then donning a pair of spectacles that would have him perceived as a gentleman fresh from the country.

      He made his way through the gaming hell to the back and up the stairs to the first floor. His room, all the way at the end of the hall and facing the street, required he pass the doors of rooms belonging to vingt-et-un operators, crowpees, bartenders, waiters, and the gaming hell’s cook, a cranky old woman known for morning meals that rivaled an aristocrat’s wedding breakfast.

      Randolph looked forward to those breakfasts on the two or three days a week he woke up in the gaming hell. If he didn’t respect Frank so much, he would have made an offer to Annie to be the cook at his townhouse.

      His apartment was one of only two that featured windows that looked out over Stafford Street. Not that the view was particularly pleasant. Although poverty wasn’t rampant in Mayfair, desperation was for those who hoped to earn a shilling or two from its residents.

      A young woman who looked as if she hadn’t slept for several days was attempting to sell wilted flowers to anyone who passed on the street. A three-legged dog followed his charge, a young boy pulling a cart filled with limp vegetables.

      But the one sight that had Randolph pausing before stripping off his cheroot smoke-laden clothes was that of a familiar man taking his leave of a gaming hell across the street.

      The Queen of Hearts was anything but—a gambling den lined with red velvet walls and faux gold gilt decor that made most of its money from prostitution. The girls they employed were considered the equivalent of courtesans—well-dressed young women who were the daughters of courtesans, educated and trained in the bedroom arts from the time they were old enough to be bedded.

      The owner, fairly new compared to the owners of the other gaming hells and men’s clubs that lined the street, was an older matron who sported a mouche on one cheekbone and a white wig that was tall enough to house a colony of mice.

      So what had his father, Randall Roderick, Marquess of Reading, been doing in there?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            A WIDOW LEFT ALONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The following afternoon, in Bradley House, Curzon Street, Mayfair

      Despite the bleak, gray skies outside her first floor parlor window, Xenobia Dunsworth was smiling for the first time in an age.

      There were callers in her parlor.

      And she wasn’t wearing black, lavender, or gray.

      In fact, she had instructed her lady’s maid to find the brightest colored gown in her wardrobe so that she might greet her callers looking her very best. “Something that portends the holiday,” she had said in response to her lady’s maid’s query earlier as to what she might like to wear that day. “Christmas is only a week away, Sullivan, and although I no longer have a husband with whom to share it, I intend to celebrate.”

      She was fairly sure Sullivan looked as if she were about to faint at hearing her proclamation. “Don’t faint on me now,” Xenobia warned.

      “Oh, I wouldn’t dare, my lady,” Sullivan replied. She was quick to pull out a frock in a color that could best be described as poppy red, except that some draper thought it better to use the French term, coquelicot.

      Xenobia didn’t care. The gown had a blush appearing on her pale cheeks and enhanced lips she had surreptitiously dabbed with a bit of color.

      

      “Now that you are out of mourning, we shall expect you at all the entertainments,” Julia gushed as she helped herself to another Dutch biscuit. Lady Julia Comber, a cousin by way of her mother, had been Xenobia’s closest friend since the death of her husband, Baron James Dunsworth. James had been Xenobia’s very best friend her entire life.

      “It is too bad there are so few here in London during the winter months,” Lady Pettigrew lamented. The elderly viscountess, an inveterate gossip, eyed the remaining cakes as if she were keeping count of who had consumed which ones and how many.

      “April is not too far away,” Lady Caroline Chamberlain remarked. Despite his age, her husband, Viscount Matthew Chamberlain, was the head of the Foreign Office.

      “I fear I have been forgotten by the ton as it has been so long since I attended even the theatre,” Xenobia lamented. James had died in November of 1823, which meant she had essentially been out of sight for over a year.

      And out of sorts.

      To lose her very best friend to pneumonia had been devastating. Then, to suffer alone for so long, with only Julia with whom to spend time when her cousin could manage to be away from a growing family, had her stitching and needlepointing until her fingers bled. She had taken up drawing, although her efforts had yet to look like whatever it was she was attempting to draw. A wish to escape her reality had her reading every novel she could borrow from the circulating library.

      The Gothics kept her awake at night. The mysteries were predictable. The humorous stories barely made her smile.

      “Well, I really must be going,” Lady Pettigrew announced suddenly.

      “So soon?” Xenobia replied, a quick glance at the mantel clock showing the viscountess had only been in her parlor for half-an-hour.

      “Yes, well, I must pay a call on your neighbor. She is so rarely in town,” she replied, referring to Countess Middleton.

      “Of course. I’ll see you out,” Xenobia offered as she moved to stand up.

      “Oh, there’s no need. Look. Chesterfield is here,” the older woman said, referring to the butler. With that, Lady Pettigrew sailed out of the room, the butler quickly escorting her down the stairs and to the front door.

      Xenobia realized then that Eugenia Pettigrew had arranged for Chesterfield to interrupt them after exactly thirty minutes. She turned her attention on Julia and Caroline. “I do hope you’re not going to leave, too,” she murmured.

      Julia angled her head. “Not for a few more minutes,” she replied as she helped herself to another cake. “Now that she’s gone, I feel as if I can speak freely and eat.”

      Dipping her head as she attempted to suppress a knowing grin, Xenobia did the same.

      Caroline grinned as she took another cake. “I’m of the same mind as you, even if I am not eating for two any longer.” Despite her age, the viscountess had given birth to her third child just a few years earlier. “Besides, Chamberlain said he would be late for dinner this evening.”

      Julia and Xenobia exchanged quick glances. Xenobia knew first-hand what a comment like that could mean. Caroline caught their concerned looks, though, and leaned forward.

      “It’s not an affaire, unless you’re referring to his devotion to his job. He’s got his men after counterfeiters now,” she whispered hoarsely. “Apparently, there are about to be some arrests made.” This last was said in a manner suggesting she was sharing a secret.

      “Counterfeiters?” Julia repeated. “You mean, fake bank notes? I thought that had been solved a few years ago? All those women they put to death?”

      Xenobia cringed at remembering the Bank of England’s efforts to stop counterfeiters. Their agents had caught mostly women passing the bank notes—many of whom had no idea they were doing so. Those making the counterfeit notes were rarely discovered and prosecuted. “As long as there is paper money instead of coin, there will always be counterfeiting. At least, that’s what James used to say,” Xenobia said before refilling Caroline’s teacup.

      “Chamberlain would agree with that,” Caroline replied. “Apparently his agents are after some foreigners who are bringing it in from another country. I’ll just let you guess which one.”

      Julia inhaled. “France?”

      Caroline nodded.

      “But, how are they passing them?” Xenobia asked.

      “In gaming establishments. Here in Mayfair. In St. James Street, in fact,” Caroline replied. “That street has become nothing but men’s clubs and gaming hells,” she complained. She suddenly glanced at the clock over the fireplace mantel. “And speaking of St. James Street, I must head in that direction. I’ve an order in Jermyn Street to pick up.”

      Julia and Xenobia said their farewells to the viscountess and returned their attentions to their tea.

      “I received a letter from the Continent a few days ago,” Xenobia murmured, reaching for a folded missive that rested on a side table.

      Furrowing a brow, Julia seemed to consider the comment a moment before her eyes rounded. “From Rachel?”

      “Indeed. She’s returning to London. I expect she’ll arrive this week,” Xenobia said with some excitement. “I have missed her so.”

      “Is she well?”

      “Very, although I am under the impression she did not enjoy her attempts to travel after she finished school,” Xenobia commented. “Italy was too hot and France was too cold. Spain was too sunny and... well, I don’t think she was prepared for just how long it took to get anywhere of note.”

      Julia winced. “I share her thoughts on that matter,” she replied. “And I am glad she is returning. But where will she stay?”

      Unfolding the letter, Xenobia leaned over and showed Julia the address Rachel had included with her missive. “Well, at least it’s in Mayfair,” Julia murmured. Then she grimaced. “She doesn’t wish to marry, though, does she?” she asked in a whisper.

      Xenobia swallowed. “I rather doubt it. I believe she intends to be an independent woman, even if her father probably has other plans for her.”

      “I am glad she has kept her expectations low. Although...”

      “What?” Xenobia asked, once it was apparent Julia wasn’t going to finish her comment.

      Julia shook her head. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a fleeting thought of some men who have yet to marry,” she murmured. “So it’s true the Earl of Middleton still lives next door?” she asked, remembering Lady Pettigrew’s comment about paying a call on the Countess Middleton.

      Xenobia furrowed a brow. “Yes, as does his wife when she is in town,” she replied, hoping Julia wasn’t thinking to pair Rachel with the much older earl. The man had sired two sons, though. Luke Merriweather, Viscount Wessex, was already married and had a son while his younger brother, Mark, was still unattached—and probably too young to consider matrimony.

      “It’s been an age since I’ve seen any of them,” Julia remarked.

      Frowning at her cousin’s words, Xenobia thought it best not to ask what Julia had in mind. From the time they had been young girls giving their governesses a difficult time, Julia had excelled at causing trouble. She’d even gained her husband by way of accepting a wager. Believing he was merely a groom in her father’s stables—and not knowing he was the second son of an earl—she had agreed to make him into a gentleman in time for a ball.

      Alistair Comber probably had no idea what he was agreeing to when he accepted her offer to make him into a gentleman.

      Julia had succeeded, but only because Alistair was already a gentleman. Despite how cross the two had been with one another during those few weeks of him learning to dance, dress, bow, and speak, they ended up happily married to one another.

      “Are your children well?” Xenobia asked, deciding it best she change the subject.

      Waving a hand in the air, her cousin Julia rolled her blue eyes and gave her head a shake. Every last golden blonde strand remained in place. “Everyone is fine. Juliet has decided horses will be her life—and her father is doing nothing to disabuse her of the idea.”

      “Perhaps he shouldn’t,” Xenobia countered. “By the time she’s old enough to wed, there will be men who will appreciate a fine horsewoman more than they do now.”

      Julia allowed a shrug. “Perhaps.” The word didn’t hold much hope.

      “What of your son?”

      “Jamie has a head cold, but he’s the last to have it. Alistair says there will be four new colts in the Harrington House stables this spring. And this one...” She paused and leaned back as she placed a hand over her rounded belly. “Has learned how to kick.” She straightened as much as she could. “I am worried about you.”

      Xenobia’s eyes widened. “Why?”

      Julia sighed. “You’re all alone. You’ve lost your best friend—”

      “You needn’t make it sound as if I misplaced him.”

      “—and you’re still young enough to find another and become a mother. You’ve always wanted children,” Julia went on, ignoring the interruption.

      “I am nearly five-and-twenty years old,” Xenobia said in protest.

      “But you’re not dead.”

      Xenobia blinked. The words had sounded as if they were a scold.

      “I was recently introduced to a gentleman whom I think you should meet.”

      “Julia,—”

      “My husband thinks the world of him, I believe because he knew what to do with Jupiter.”

      “Jupiter?” Xenobia repeated, thinking she referred to the planet.

      Whatever could a man do to Jupiter?

      “His horse, of course. Now, I’m going to see to it you two meet—”

      “Julia!”

      “Just give him a chance, Xenobia,” Julia insisted. She paused a moment and dipped her head. “I believe he has suffered much like you have, given his wife died in the childbed.”

      Xenobia relaxed into the settee. “Is... is he an aristocrat?” She struggled to recall if she had heard or read anything about a lord having lost a wife to childbirth in the last year.

      Julia angled her head as if she were attempting to solve a math problem in her head. “He is certainly related to one,” she finally hedged.

      “But I haven’t met him?”

      Her cousin shook her head. “Doubtful, unless you’ve been at Tattersall’s or the race track.”

      Xenobia rolled her eyes. She hadn’t been to the Derby or the Ascot in years, and she had never been to the auction house featuring horses. “You know I have not.”

      “Well, then. It’s settled,” Julia announced as she struggled to stand up, the evidence of her pregnancy making itself apparent. “I’ll send you a note as to when you can expect him. I’m off,” she said, at the very moment Chesterfield once again appeared on the parlor threshold.

      “Thank you so much for coming,” Xenobia said as she watched her friend take her leave. “And Happy Christmas!”

      Allowing a sigh, Xenobia regarded the tray of cakes and helped herself to the last one. With no one to watch, she ate the entire piece with a second cup of tea as she considered Julia’s comment.
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            A CALL MOST CURIOUS

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at Middleton House in Curzon Street, Mayfair

      Having endured an hour of listening to gossip shared by four older harpies in his mother’s parlor, Mark Merriweather nearly kissed Pennyworth when the butler appeared on the threshold and indicated with a crooked finger that his presence had been requested elsewhere.

      Feigning annoyance at the interruption, Mark bowed to the assembled ladies, made his apologies, and joined the butler at the door. For the first time in nearly an hour, he inhaled air that wasn’t scented with the heavy perfumes the women seemed to favor. “I cannot convey just how happy I am that you thought to save me,” he whispered, breathing deeply once again in the hopes to rid his nostrils of the last vestiges of the cloying scents.

      Pennyworth furrowed a bushy brow. “I fear I cannot take credit for the interruption, sir. You have a caller.”

      Mark straightened. “I do?” No one ever called on him. They called on his father, the Earl of Middleton. They called on his mother, the Countess of Middleton. They sometimes called on his brother, Luke, apparently not knowing he had moved to his own townhouse in Westminster upon his marriage to Analise Lancaster six years ago.

      The only person he could recall ever asking for him was Christopher, Earl of Haddon, and then only because they were scheduled to play cards at The Queen of Hearts, and Haddon had offered to drive.

      He had accepted the offer—Haddon had a phaeton that was the envy of every young buck in Mayfair—but would never do so again. The ride to Stafford Street had been as frightening as it had been exhilarating. Not once, not twice, but three times Mark was sure he would be thrown from the bench as the earl took the turns entirely too fast. They had made it to the gaming establishment in one piece, but Mark was sure he had aged a year that night.

      At hearing Pennyworth’s throat clearing and a quiet, “Sir?”, Mark shook himself from his reverie.

      “You can bring him to my study,” he instructed.

      The butler cleared his throat again. “Your caller is Lady Comber, sir.”

      Mark blinked before his brows furrowed. He knew of Lady Comber, of course. She was married to Alistair Comber, the man who saw to acquiring horses for the various Middleton equipages through his work at Tattersall’s. Mark might have danced with her at a few balls over the years, but at no point would he expect her to pay a call on him. “You can bring her to my study,” he said, not sure where else they could meet given the parlor was still in use.

      “Yes, sir.”

      Pennyworth headed for the main stairs while Mark took the corridor in the opposite direction and used the servants’ stairs to get to the ground floor. He entered his office only a moment before the butler’s knock. “Come,” he called out as he settled behind his desk.

      He grimaced when he realized a week’s worth of correspondence and invoices was scattered about the desk’s polished surface.

      Well, that’s what happened when he didn’t have a man of business, he supposed. The week before, he had discovered Mr. Traynor had been stealing from him.

      Embezzling.

      The amounts were not a lot—small enough to hide in the accomptant’s overly frequent pay vouchers—but over the course of a year, they had added up to nearly a hundred pounds!

      Too embarrassed to discuss the matter with his father, Mark had simply given the man his notice of dismissal and warned him that should he discover any more funds missing from his account, he would report him to the magistrate.

      Mr. Traynor pretended ignorance on the matter until Mark held up the sheets from the ledger containing the damning information, and Traynor quickly took his leave.

      Without a man of business to see to his business—a public house in Westminster—Mark might become buried in papers.

      Pennyworth opened the door and announced his caller.

      Lady Comber sailed into his study before dipping a quick curtsy. Mark stood and moved to the side of his desk. He bowed and reached for her gloved hand. “This is a surprise, my lady,” he said before brushing his lips over the kid leather.

      “For me, as well, Mr. Merriweather,” Julia said as she settled into the only chair on the other side of the desk.

      Mark blinked, not bothering to hide his expression of confusion. The effect was amplified by the lock of hair that dangled onto his forehead, apparently too stubborn to remain with the rest of the dark hair atop his head. “Would you like tea?”

      She shook her head. “No, thank you. I’ve just come from having tea with Lady Dunsworth,” she replied.

      “Ah, the widow next door,” Mark replied. “She is no longer in mourning?”

      “She is not, but she is not why I’ve come to see you,” Julia said. “I’ve come about you.”

      “Me?”

      “And your lack of a wife.”

      Mark blinked as he exhaled, her comment nearly as effective as a punch to the gut. “My lady?” he managed as he wondered what his mother might have arranged behind his back.

      She was usually the one to bring up his lack of a wife.

      Without preamble, Julia asked, “What exactly are you looking for in such a creature?”

      Knowing his jaw was left slack from her first comment, Mark made sure to clamp his mouth shut upon hearing her second. “Truth be told, I didn’t know I was looking, so I’m not sure what I would want.” He had to resist the urge to roll his eyes when he heard his white lie spoken aloud.

      “Oh, poppycock, Merriweather,” Julia countered. “I’ve known you for... how many years now?”

      Mark finally settled in his chair and gave her query some thought. “Nearly our whole lives, I suppose,” he murmured. Even if they were only acquaintances, they were nearly of the same age. When the earl was in town for Parliament, they attended the same entertainments.

      “Is there a reason you haven’t yet wed?”

      Scoffing, Mark stared at her. “I don’t really believe that’s any of your concern.”

      “Of course it’s not,” she agreed.

      The admission had Mark shaking his head.

      “But tell me anyway,” Julia insisted.

      Furrowing a brow, Mark asked, “Why?”

      Julia angled her head to one side in a manner he supposed she used on her husband when she grew impatient with him. “I come with news that you might find... useful,” she whispered.

      Mark stared at her a moment, his gaze darting to the papers scattered across his desk. The only news he would find useful at the moment was word of an available man of business. Or a secretary.

      Well, he could write his own correspondence. He’d been doing so since he finished university.

      News of an available bookkeeper, though? That was news he could use, and he decided to tell her so. “Does she do bookkeeping?” he asked.

      Julia blinked before she seemed to think on his query. “I rather imagine she could,” she replied. “She was always very clever when we were younger,” she added. “And all women are raised to keep household accounts, of course.”

      Mark’s eyes widened. “You are?”

      Once again angling her head to one side, Julia huffed. “It is part of the responsibility of running a household,” she replied. “Now, when were you thinking to buy or let a townhouse of your own?”

      That sensation of being punched in the gut once again had the air going out of Mark. “My lady, I haven’t given it any...” He allowed the sentence to trail off when he remembered that only a half-hour ago, when he was trapped in the parlor with his mother’s callers, he had wished for his own place.

      Nothing too elaborate. Bachelor quarters in The Albany would do, although he thought the leases there were a bit too expensive. He sighed and amended his response. “I suppose I could look into the matter. With an agent,” he added.

      “Good,” Julia said as she gave him a brilliant grin. “Now, tell me what you’d prefer in a wife. Besides the skills to keep your books?”

      Without thinking of how she had outmaneuvered him, Mark shrugged and said, “Well, she’d have to be amiable and not insipid. I cannot begin to tell you how insipidness has ruined the current crop of young ladies.”

      “Of course,” Julia said, finding she couldn’t disagree. “Go on.”

      “Well, I suppose it wouldn’t be too much to ask that she be... attractive?” he hedged.

      “Not at all,” Julia agreed. “In fact, I have reason to believe she’s quite beautiful. What else?”

      About to ask who the beauty was, Mark instead began to wonder if Julia was going to charge him for matchmaking services. “Not too tall,” he said, momentarily allowing his mind’s eye to capture a vision of the woman he would like on his arm. “She has to be able to ride a horse.”

      “Oh, I’m quite sure she can do that,” Julia mused.

      Visions of a dark-haired beauty, her long locks spread out on a pillow beneath her head and her entire body beneath his had Mark’s cock responding with an arousal he hadn’t felt in a very long time. “Long hair,” he whispered. “Not too young. Twenty, at least. Educated, if possible. I should like to carry on a conversation of some import over dinners.”

      Julia watched as the second son of an earl put voice to his desires. He seemed lost in his thoughts as he recited the traits of his perfect wife while the entire time, Julia tried to imagine what Rachel Roderick looked like now that she was eight years older than when Julia had last seen her.

      “I suppose I should mention the need for a modest dowry. Something I can use to ensure she and the children are taken care of when I die,” he said with some awe, as if he had never before given a thought to his own mortality.

      “And if it’s more generous than that?”

      Mark stared at Julia for a full five seconds before he gave a start. “All the better I suppose, but now you have me worried.”

      “Why? So far, she fits all your criteria,” Julia claimed, even though she didn’t know Rachel’s height or if she could do arithmetic well enough to do his books.

      “She does?”

      Julia lifted one of her shoulders.

      “There’s a catch, isn’t there?” he said.

      Unable to keep a wince from appearing, Julia finally sighed as she held up her thumb and forefinger and pinched them together. “Oui, petite,” she replied in a whisper.

      Mark pounced. “I knew it. There’s always a catch,” he said with good deal of disappointment. “Out with it,” he added on a sigh.

      “She’s an aristocrat’s daughter,” Julia stated, noting how he seemed surprised to hear it. “But she was born on the wrong side of the blanket.” Staring at Mark for a moment, she was surprised when he still seemed to be contemplating a possible match.

      “When can I meet her?”

      Julia blinked. “Well, I have reason to believe she might have arrived in London today, and if that’s the case, she’ll be...” She winced again, attempting to remember the address in the letter Xenobia had shown her. She was fairly sure it was on the back side of The Queen of Hearts, which made sense if Rachel was going to live with her mother for a time.

      “Where? She’ll be where?”

      Julia jerked back at hearing the desperation in the man’s voice. “The Queen of Hearts. Or at least, the owner there has a room reserved for her in a... a private residence. She won’t live in the gaming establishment, of course,” she stammered.

      Julia wasn’t really sure of any arrangements Rachel’s mother might have made on behalf of her daughter, but she knew Rachel would be under her mother’s roof for at least the first few weeks of her stay in London.

      What happened after that depended on if Julia could find a husband for her.

      For a moment, Mark looked confused, and then he slowly frowned. “So, she is or is she not an employee of The Queen?”

      Her mouth dropping open at the insinuation her friend might be a prostitute, Julia quickly stood and said, “She is most certainly not.” A wave of light-headedness had her wavering at the very moment Mark had joined her in standing. When his eyes widened at seeing her momentary distress, he was about to step from around the desk and make an attempt to break her fall should she faint. Julia put up a hand to stop him. “I momentarily forgot I’m not to do that,” she whispered.

      “Do what?” he asked in alarm. “Faint?”

      She gave him a quelling glance. “Stand up quickly. The baby doesn’t like it.”

      “Baby?” The note of surprise in his voice had Julia rolling her eyes.

      “Fear not. I won’t be giving birth anytime soon,” Julia replied. “But I will take my leave. It looks as if you’ve quite a lot of business to see to,” she added as her gaze swept over his paper-littered desk. “Do give my regards to Lord Haddon when you see him this evening.”

      Mark shook his head. “How is it you know I’m playing cards with Haddon this evening?”

      Once again, she gave him a look of disbelief. “It’s Wednesday,” she replied, and with that, she dipped a curtsy and took her leave of the study.

      Left standing with his mouth open and his brows furrowed, Mark contemplated his caller’s words and decided he and Haddon really needed to change their ways.

      It seemed they had become predictable.

      He had become predictable.

      Settling back into the desk chair, Mark regarded the papers on his desk and decided to do what he could with them.

      All the while he saw to his correspondence, he imagined a dark-haired beauty and what it would be like to be married to her.

      It was nearly an hour later when he realized Lady Comber hadn’t told him how much he would owe her for her services as a matchmaker.
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            A DAUGHTER’S RETURN TO LONDON

          

        

      

    

    
      Meanwhile, at The Queen of Hearts, Stafford Street, Mayfair

      With a bit of trepidation, Rachel Roderick opened the door to the bedchamber her mother had said was hers. Given the gaudy decor she found in the gaming hell two stories below—red velvet trimmed in faux gilt—and the preponderance of pink in the parlor, she expected to find a similarly outrageous situation behind the dark wood-paneled door.

      Instead, the bedchamber was a model of restraint in the art of decorating.

      A deep blue velvet canopy draped from the ceiling above the blue velvet-clad bed. The furniture was French, although Rachel couldn’t say from which King Louis it took its style. The drapes matched the counterpane while sheer white ruched fabric separated them from the two clear glass pane windows.

      Beneath her feet was a carpet that looked as if it had never been trod upon.

      Tempted to remove her slippers—as much to test the thickness of the rug as to ensure she didn’t track anything onto the floor, Rachel instead moved quickly to the bed and set her valise upon its smooth surface.

      “Will this do?”

      Rachel whirled to find her mother, Violet Higgins, standing on the threshold. As shocked as she had been to see the owner of The Queen of Hearts in her high white wig and scandalous red satin gown upon her arrival at the gaming hell only the hour before, Rachel was equally surprised to see Violet looking a decade younger and dressed far more conservatively now. “Mother?” she guessed.

      Despite her age—she had to be at least forty—Violet giggled and moved to pull her daughter into a hug. “You needn’t tease me,” she scolded.

      “I didn’t recognize you,” Rachel replied. “You look... so young. Slimmer. And your hair—”

      “Is not white, it’s true,” Violet acknowledged as she waved to her coiffure, her natural brown hair streaked with chestnut strands and coiled into a fetching bun atop her head. A number of curly loose strands decorated the back of her neck and her temples.

      The tops of her breasts had barely been contained in the bodice of her red satin gown. Now they were hidden beneath a sprigged day gown. “What I wear as the owner of this establishment is merely a costume,” Violet explained as she motioned for Rachel to join her in one of the blue floral upholstered chairs in the adjacent sitting room.

      Rachel took a moment to open her valise and remove a few items before she pulled out a fabric-wrapped box. She moved to the chair her mother indicated, but she paused to offer the box to Violet.

      “What’s this?” her mother asked as she gingerly reached for the box.

      “A gift. I wanted you to have something from Switzerland.”

      Violet examined the fabric covering, her eyes brightening with tears. “You didn’t need to—”

      “Mother. You’re not crying, are you? It’s merely a gift,” Rachel whispered. “Although maybe you will cry when you see what it is,” she added as she settled into the adjacent chair. She sighed at how comfortable it felt, especially considering the seats she had been forced to sit in during the course of the past fortnight.

      After the rocky coach ride from Zurich to Le Havre, the tumultuous trip across the Channel, and the hackney ride from Wapping, Rachel welcomed the sensation of not moving.

      The tall, muscled chaperone who had accompanied her was blessedly quiet for most of the trip, but Rachel had decided it was more because he didn’t speak French. He obviously knew English, though, for she had been shocked the first time he spoke to her, sounding not at all like a full-grown guttersnipe, but rather a refined gentleman.

      Violet removed the fabric wrapping and then used a fingertip to trace the seams of the box until she discovered the well-hidden hinges and then turned it around on her lap. Gripping what she determined to be the lid, she lifted it an inch and peered inside, as if she feared whatever was in there might come popping out.

      “It won’t bite, Mother,” Rachel said with a chuckle.

      The sound of chimes—several of them, all different—had Violet giving a start, and the lid dropped back down. She gasped and then opened it completely, staring at the revolving cylinder that played music as small pins plucked its surface. “I’ve always wanted one,” Violet breathed when the tune came to a stuttering halt. “How do I...? What makes it play?”

      Rachel reached over and pointed to a small protrusion. “Just turn that until it feels tight, and then let go.”

      “I’ll break it, I’m quite sure,” Violet countered as she passed the box to Rachel. “Will you?”

      Shocked at hearing her mother’s claim, Rachel took the box and wound the stem several turns. “You won’t break it, and even if you do, any watchmaker in town can fix it,” she claimed. Rachel held the box for Violet until the older woman took it from her. “Tell me, is it true what you said in your letter? About a come-out for me this Season?”

      Violet blinked at hearing the change in subject. “Well, of course. You’re twenty now, and it’s well past time you had a Season.”

      Rachel experienced the familiar sensation of excitement coupled with fright. As much as she wanted a Season, she knew it could be fraught with issues.

      She was the illegitimate daughter of a marquess and a courtesan. A madame. Although her father had recognized her and given her his name, she had no idea if he would welcome her should she meet him at any of the social events. She was under the impression he had funds set aside for her dowry, but she had no idea of its value.

      “Do you think Richard will attend any of this Season’s events?”
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