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      “Good sir, I think perhaps you’ve had enough tonight,” Emrys Grey, proprietor of the Devil’s Playground gentleman’s club, eased the bottle of rye out of the grasp of one of his longtime patrons, a baron of advancing age who still believed himself a young buck when it came to wine, women, and song.

      Right then, it was “song” the baron had been indulging in, warbling like a demented seagull, causing other members to pause their gaming and carousing and glare askance at him. That, Emrys well knew, was bad for business.

      The wheel of the club needed to keep spinning all night long in perfect rhythm in order for him to make as much money as smoothly and easily as possible.

      “Ah, Grey! In me cups, I am.”

      “I see that,” he said gently. Rys really did like the old fellow, truth be told. The fellow had been born a third son to a country squire and had worked his way up from foot soldier to toiling for the home office with an awarded title. He was a bluff, genial sort. “May I suggest you go with Vanessa here and let her play you a song on her pianoforte for you to sing along with?” In private, he added silently.

      “Capital idea!” The old man’s rheumy eyes fastened on Vanessa’s low-cut bodice and well-displayed assets.

      “It is, isn’t it? I’m brilliant.” He eased the old man to his feet, and the fellow reeled, slinging an arm around Vanessa’s sturdy shoulders. She was one of his stronger ladies and would do well with the baron.

      “Come along, sir. I love to sing, and I’m an accomplished player.” They wended their way off toward the private rooms, and Rys nodded at one of his attendants to follow and make sure no one ended up in a heap on the floor.

      He chuckled, heading to the mostly hidden spiral staircase that led to his observation area. It was just a library walkway, but from that vantage point he could see everything that happened on the gaming floor.

      Rys liked to make the rounds himself every few hours.

      “Ah, Grey. It’s packed tonight.”

      Unsurprisingly, his second-in-command, Harris Manford, was already in place high above. “It is. That’s good for us, hmm? Any issues besides the Warbling Baron?”

      Harris chuckled. “No. Not really. I’m watching Sir Stephan Leybourne. He’s deep in his pockets and losing fast. But he has the frantic mien of a man who needs money and thinks he’ll hit big.”

      “Does he indeed?” He searched the crowd, finding Leybourne at a table with several other men, betting heavily on the hand he held in cards. “Have you asked about to see what his trouble might be?”

      “Not yet, no.” Harris shrugged easily, his shoulders moving under his well-cut evening kit.

      Grey did admire the man’s shoulders, and Harris was far too circumspect to mention it. That suited him to the ground.

      “I shall, then. I need to know what scandal he’s brewed up.” Rys kept a weather eye on all social and political scandals in the city, just to make sure none of the dung that got thrown landed on him.

      “Help yourself. I have a Very Important Guest arriving in twenty minutes for dinner and a private room with Lena.” He could hear the capital letters as Harris pronounced the words.

      “Indeed?” That designation always meant someone who ranked as a duke or higher. Perhaps a royal.  “I won’t keep you then.”

      “A brandy at closing?” Harris smiled, his eyelines crinkling up with it. It amused Harris, always, to cater to someone royal or very high in the instep, who would no doubt deny they even knew of the club’s existence.

      “Absolutely.”

      They made a point of not drinking until all the business was done. But they did indulge with a brandy or whisky once the receipts were counted.

      “See you then.”

      Rys grinned, then leaned on the railing to survey the crowd. Contrary to what ladies often believed, men gossiped. All he needed to do was find one of his best sources in residence this evening and gently prod Leybourne’s story out of him.

      The sight of a tall, broad-shouldered man striding through the crowd, splitting it like the prow of a ship divided water, made him frown. There was something very familiar about the man, but not because Rys recognized him as a patron.

      He squinted, trying to place the fellow, and when he did, he stood straight abruptly, his hands gripping the railing he’d just been leaning on.

      That particular man was definitely not a member of Rys’s club.

      He strode to the stairs, practically leaping down to the gaming floor, and he had to orient himself, looking for that shining head of golden hair.

      When he found his quarry, he saw one of his attendants had already stopped the man, politely blocking his way.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” Jack was saying as Rys moved close enough to hear the exchange. “This is a members-only club. I’ll have to ask ye to leave.”

      “I need to speak to Emrys Grey immediately.”

      “Mr. Grey is a very busy man.” Jack no doubt thought this was just another brother or friend of some dissolute wastrel coming to plead for someone’s vowels, or IOUs, or for Rys to stop allowing their supplicant to gamble in his club any longer.

      He knew better.

      “I insist.”

      “You can’t⁠—”

      “Here I am, Jack,” he said, keeping his voice low and well-modulated. He would not let his surprise, or the anger that raged in his gut, show. “I shall take over here.”

      “Sir?” Jack’s eyebrows rose sharply.

      “Go on, then.”

      Jack nodded, leaving him and the man to stare at one another.

      “Grey.” Those blue eyes blazed at him, full of a fire he had no name for yet. He was certain he would hear all about it, whatever it was. Whatever his damn family had sent this man here for.

      His upper lip curled, and he kept his tone low, if curt as hell. “Lucian Fitzwilliam. What the hell are you doing in my club?”
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      Luc studied Emrys Grey, noting how different he was now from when Luc had known him as a lad in Gloucestershire.

      He still had glossy raven’s wing hair and eyes as gray as smoke. But he was honed now, all youthful softness gone, lines carved around his eyes and mouth. There was a dangerous air to him that befitted a gaming hell owner rather than the fourth son of a marquess…

      He pursed his lips, evincing disapproval. “You haven’t been answering your correspondence.”

      “Certainly I have. Just not any that originates from my family. Those I don’t even open.”

      “You’re going to want to hear this.” Luc glanced about. “Is there somewhere we can speak privately?”

      Rys’s fists clenched at his sides, and a muscle ticked in his jaw.

      Luc knew this was going to be difficult, but he hoped Rys would at least listen.

      “Come along, Fitzwilliam.”

      He followed when Rys turned on his heel and strode away, wondering if Rys called him by his surname because he was unaware that Luc’s father had passed, or if he just didn’t care to call him Angelsey, which was his designation as the current earl.

      They walked to a hall just off the gaming floor, lined with opulently carved doors. He wondered if these were where the ladies of the club plied their trade, but when Rys opened the door, he saw it was a private gaming room, and that it lay empty.

      Rys closed the door behind them. “I’m a busy man, as Jack said. You have five minutes.”

      “I’ll get right to the point then.” He moved farther into the room, putting a bit of distance between himself and Rys, because he’d been able to feel the intense heat of Rys’s body standing so close, which disturbed him. “Your brother Owen, the marquess, has passed.”

      Rys’s expression remained mostly impassive. It was the slight widening of his eyes, the way his well-shaped mouth went the tiniest bit slack… those things told Luc how shocked he was. “I see. Well, you have delivered the news. I am not expected to attend the wake, I am sure.”

      He blew out a frustrated breath. “Rys.”

      “No.” Rys slashed a hand through the air. “My father made it very clear when he tossed me out on my eighteenth birthday that I was dead to him if I didn’t do what he commanded. Owen never countermanded that when he took the title.”

      That much Luc couldn’t argue with. Rys was the fourth son of a marquess, and he’d been more than just a spare. He’d been downright superfluous. So even though Rys had wanted to buy a commission and become a military officer, his father had decided Rys would be a vicar.

      Clearly, he was unsuited to that. The man ran a gaming hell, for God’s sake.

      “I know that was difficult for you, Rys, but⁠—”

      “Do you, Lucian?” Rys drawled out his name and  raised one dark eyebrow. “You are your father’s golden boy.”

      “My father died five years ago.”

      Now Rys blinked, then his expression changed to one of chagrin. “My sympathies, Fitzwilliam. I had not heard, and I try to keep informed of the peerage.”

      “My father had vacated Town for the country house to convalesce. It’s not surprising you didn’t know if you weren’t reading letters from the family. It hardly rated a mention in the scandal sheets.”

      “Well, I apologize for my unwise words.”

      “Fair enough.” In fact, Luc hadn’t expected the apology, and he appreciated it.

      Rys strode to a sideboard tucked along one wall, lifting a bottle. “Whisky?”

      “I would take one, yes.” What he had to convey to Rys was unpleasant at best, so they might both need the fortification.

      Luc studied Rys as he poured liquor into two cut crystal glasses. There was an opulence to the Devil’s Playground that he’d never seen in a hell before, a sheen of sophistication that hid the sin just enough to make it seem imminently desirable. And that stood to reason, as the club sat along the same street as White’s and Brooks’.

      And then there was Rys. He was hardly the gangly young man Luc had last seen nearly twelve years before.

      He was the picture of dangerous masculine grace. And beauty. Which he shouldn’t notice.

      “So what is it you want, Fitzwilliam?” he asked, coming to hand Luc a glass. “Or should I call you Angelsey?”

      “You may call me Luc, Rys. You’ve known me since you were five.”

      “Mmm.” Rys sipped his whisky. “So?”

      Impatient bastard. “As I said, your brother has passed.” And Luc had been Owen’s best friend, which was how he knew Rys in the first place. He was five years older than Rys, two years younger than Rys’s oldest brother Owen, and this whole situation made him itch with rage.

      “And I said thank you for the news. I’m sure Owen’s son will be a fine marquess.”

      Luc gritted his teeth. “There’s more to it.”

      “Do tell,” Rys drawled with heavy irony in his voice, but his silvery gaze had sharpened.

      Luc took a deep breath, knowing what came next would pour oil on the flame he’d already set ablaze. “Owen was murdered, Rys.”
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      Rys tightened his hand on his glass of whisky to keep from dropping it. Of all the things Lucian Fitzwilliam could have said, that was the least expected.

      “Well, if you are concerned that I am the culprit, I assure you, I have not seen Owen in perhaps five years.”

      “I am well aware of your disastrous last meeting.”

      Rys chuckled without any real humor. Yes. When his father had passed, he’d gone to the funeral procession and graveside service, since he had not been invited to the wake. Owen had confronted him angrily, his other brothers backing Owen’s play, and he’d left before seeing the old bastard in the ground.

      “I am running out of patience, Luc. Tell me what it is you want.”

      “I know you had your differences but, unlike your father, Owen was a good man, Rys.”

      He would not dignify that by scoffing, and he controlled his face with steely resolve. “He was your best friend, so I shall allow you to think that.”

      “He was, at least as far as his duty to the title was concerned. The tenants loved him, the estates flourished, and his wife⁠—”

      “Christ.” His wife. Rys scrubbed a hand over his face. “How is Hannah?”

      “Devastated.” Luc sighed, tossing back some of the whisky in his glass. “But she’s going to be fine, provided the person who killed Owen doesn’t come after her children.”

      “Good God.” Shaking his head, Rys waved his free hand in the air. “If he was such a good man, why would someone kill him? Trust me, my dear Fitzwilliam, in my long experience with the seedier side of life, good men don’t get murdered.”

      “They do when they have two utter bastards for brothers.” Luc dropped that like someone dropping a dog turd in the punchbowl at a society ball. And it floated there between them for long moments.

      Rys went still except for his heart, which started to race. “Surely you do not think that Daffyd or Arthur had aught to do with this?” The two brothers between him and his oldest were hardly fine, upstanding paragons, but murder?

      Luc’s eyes flashed blue fire, his hand clenching on his glass. “I do. And so does Hannah. Which is why I’ve come to you.”

      Rys stared. “I have less to do with them than I did with Owen.”

      “I know. Which is why you can help me to figure out what happened. They will never believe you would bestir yourself to help with Owen’s wife and son.”

      Stunned, he shook his head. “They would be right. Why would I do that?”

      “Because you have access to a world far beyond the peerage, and contacts within it as well, that I cannot begin to fathom. You can put out inquiries.”

      Rys wasn’t sure what the feeling was that squeezed his chest. His disdain for his family and his longstanding pain at their rejection mixed with his long-suppressed care for his brother, who he had adored and admired as a child, tagging along with Owen and his friends on so many occasions.

      “No.”

      “Rys—”

      “I said no. It is not my affair.” His brothers could go to the devil.

      “Hannah and the children are living in fear, Rys,” Luc said quietly, stopping his pacing to watch him intently. “They are afraid to leave the house, afraid to eat the food the servants give them. Young Gareth is the legal heir to the title, but he is under Daffyd’s guardianship until he reaches majority. Who’s to say he won’t be next?”

      “How old is the child now?” Rys asked, unholy curiosity prompting him.

      “Fifteen.”

      “Ah.” He could see the conundrum for his brothers, if they were indeed colluding to take over the title. At fifteen, young Gareth was old enough to know if the guardianship was being mismanaged, because Owen would have been grooming him to take over since he was in short pants. “Nearly a man, then.”

      “Yes. And yet still a boy.” Luc sighed, then drank down the rest of his whisky. “And a danger to anyone who might be looking to fleece the estate.”

      Fascinated in spite of himself, Rys leaned his bottom on the gaming table, crossing his booted feet at the ankles. “Do you really think Daffyd or Arthur did this? How did Owen die?”

      “He was shot in the chest leaving his club. The ball took him in the heart, killing him almost instantly.”

      “A footpad then.”

      Luc snorted, the sound indelicate for such a finely dressed gentleman of the Ton. “You know as well as I do that most miscreants in the city cannot afford firearms. This was a deliberate assault.”

      “And what makes you think my other brothers did the deed?”

      “Or commissioned it,” Luc interjected. He set down his glass to start counting off on his hands. “One, Daffyd has recently been gambling to excess at the Carnival of Dionysus, among other more usual clubs, such as Brooks’. I have no doubt he’s deep in debt by this point. And Arthur is known for spending lavishly on his mistress, a stage performer who is open to the highest bidder, as it were, and on his horses, which he procures at Tattersall’s.”

      Rys watched, his attention arrested by Luc’s hands, which were long-fingered, lean, and yet powerful instead of delicate. He looked like an angel, as his mother had always said, but he was all male. And Rys was a fool to notice.

      “Two,” Luc said as he pulled down another finger. “Hannah tells me there were some bitter, loud arguments in the weeks leading up to Owen’s death. She wasn’t privy to the subjects, but she could hear the raised voices, and Owen was left quite tense.”

      “But he did not confide in her? Or in you?”

      “No. I asked him about it when I saw an exchange at our club between him and Daffyd, and he told me he was looking into the entailment’s accounts but had nothing he was able to share yet.”

      “Is that it? It could be coincidence.” All men of the Ton had some dissolute proclivities. It hardly made them murderers.

      “It could. But since Owen passed, Daffyd has been gambling every night, and Arthur is in the process of procuring a townhome.”

      “I’m sure my father left them an inheritance. There was a great deal of money that was not entailed with the title.”

      Luc’s smile was razor sharp and false, and he ticked off another finger. “Three. Your father left everything to Owen to administer. Daffyd and Arthur got an allowance. Your father determined that Owen was the only one he trusted of the three.”

      Hearing that had him gritting his teeth, his jaw aching with the force of his molars grinding. Once again, he was confronted with the fact that he had been disowned, and that his hateful old bastard of a father had not thought about him at all, not even in his plans for death.

      “Yes, well, how droll.” Rys strode to the door, opening it and gesturing through the portal. “As entertaining as this has been, I have no intention of helping you, so I suggest you take your leave.”

      “Rys…”

      “My answer is no. Goodnight, Fitzwilliam. I shall send an attendant to see you out.”

      Instead of waiting for Luc to leave, Rys fled.

      He couldn’t bear to be in the man’s presence, feeling the weight of his stare and his judgment, a moment longer.
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      “He won’t help?” Hannah sat stiffly on the settee in the parlor, hands clenched in her lap.

      “He says not.” Disappointed he might be, but not surprised. Rys had been ill-treated by his family, and no one could deny it. Perhaps only Luc and Hannah knew how much Owen had regretted their lost relationship in the past few years, but Owen had never acted on it, had he? Having a brother who ran one of the most notorious gaming hells in London was simply too scandalous for a reconciliation.

      Owen hadn’t been able to move past that and reach out, and now it was too late.

      His best friend’s widow made a low, distressed noise. “What am I going to do?”

      “I shall help you,” Luc told her, trying for a gentle tone. “You know that.”

      “I do.” She gave him a tremulous smile. “And I adore you for it. But you have your own affairs to attend to. Your own title and an heir to boot. I cannot expect you to spend all your time keeping me and Gareth safe.”

      “Mmm.” That was true enough. Dammit. “Damien is at school, though, as you know. So I do have some time to commit to you.” He missed his son like a sore tooth, but he was an heir to an earldom and would benefit from attending Eton and learning to deal with his peers. So off to school he had gone.

      She chuckled. “You are very kind, Luc.”

      “I am worried about you and about Gareth.”

      She nodded, pulling at a wrinkle in her black bombazine skirts. Sadly, widow’s weeds washed her out, making her appear even more pale and tragic. “I am afraid to send him back to school.”

      Luc pondered that. “You’re afraid of him being attacked while he’s there?”

      “Yes. He’d be all alone.”

      “He would be… But he would also be away from— from everything here.” One never knew who might be lurking, so he and Hannah tried to refrain from mentioning her brothers-in-law.

      “I worry about that too.” She shook her head. “I worry about everything. Oh, Luc, I miss him.”

      “I know. So do I.” He and Owen had not been as close in recent years as they had been as children and young bucks at university, but they had seen each other several times a month to play cards and have a brandy, and he had attended all of Hannah’s functions at the house. Owen had been a good friend.

      “Perhaps I can engage a guard for him,” Luc said.

      “To watch over him at school?”

      “Yes.” He would have to find someone he could trust, which he had no idea how to do, since bribes were easy enough to accept, but surely it could be done. “Then he could be away from here and less of a temptation. It would be harder to get to him at Eton.”

      “Then we should proceed with that. I’ve had Mr. Helstrom tighten down on the accounts, moving money about so there is less of it to access. I can pay a salary.”

      “Then I shall try to engage someone as soon as possible.” He rose from the armchair he’d planted himself on. “As soon as I have someone, you can make the arrangements to send Gareth back to school.”

      “Thank you, Luc. I do not know what I would do without you.”

      “Neither do you need to know.” He smiled, even though he did not feel up to it, and sketched a bow. “You have a companion coming for the day?”

      “Lady Kerrington. She and I grew up together. I trust her.”

      “Good. I shall see you again soon.” He left before he could offer even more help. He had promised Owen, many years ago, that if something should happen to him, he would aid Hannah and her children.

      And he was trying to live up to that promise.

      He turned on one booted heel and headed for the foyer, where the butler handed him his hat and gloves. “Thank you, Lawson. By the by, where is Gareth?”

      “His lordship is with his sisters in the playroom, my lord. They are working some sort of dissection.”

      Luc assumed that meant a puzzle made of wood and paper, not some hapless animal like a mouse or a bird that the children had found deceased. The governess might object to that.

      “Perfect. Thank you. Should Lady Hannah need me, I will be at my club.”

      “Very good, my lord.”

      He walked to the door, and Luc was on his way down the townhouse steps when he saw Daffyd Grey step out of a carriage and start toward him.

      “Angelsey,” Daffyd said curtly, stopping him at the foot of the stoop. “What the devil are you doing here?”

      He firmed his mouth into a straight line for a moment, showing his disapproval of the greeting. “Paying my respects to your brother’s widow.”

      “Bah. You’re sniffing about her like she’s a bitch in heat.”

      “Daffyd! You will not speak so about the lady.” He clenched his hands to keep from grabbing Daffyd’s cravat in one hand and shaking him.

      “She is my sister-in-law, and I am the guardian of her son’s sizeable fortune. I will speak as I please.” He got a sneer that made him nearly blind with anger.

      How had this man come from the same family as Owen and Rys? How? Their father had been a stern old fool, but he hadn’t been… dissolute. Not like the middle two sons.

      Daffyd had been afforded the military commission Rys had so desperately wanted, and he had been sent down from it in disgrace for striking a superior officer. He was simply a ne’er-do-well and a wastrel.

      “And if I were interested in her after her mourning?” He wasn’t, but Luc had a burning curiosity to see Daffyd’s reaction.

      “Don’t even attempt it, Angelsey. If anyone is to marry the bitch, it will be me.”

      Stunned, he almost rocked back on his heels. He began to understand the depth of Daffyd’s depravity. Marry the widow and possibly somehow dispose of the only boy child, and Daffyd would have the title neatly sewn up. Dastardly, but effective.

      “She won’t have you,” he pointed out.

      “She won’t have a choice. Those widow’s weeds protect her now, but they won’t forever.” Daffyd brushed past him, shoulder glancing off his and forged into the house.

      Picking up his hat where it had fallen on the ground and dusting it off, Luc changed his mind about where he was headed.

      It looked as though he needed to pay another visit to the Devil’s Playground.

      Luc had to see Rys, had to convince the man this was dire. He needed the goddamn help, because he had no idea what to do next.
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      “My lord, you have a visitor.” His butler accosted him in his study, interrupting his glass of brandy and his novel, which he’d been trying to enjoy despite his racing thoughts focusing on his twice-damned family.

      Rys rolled his eyes. “Jarvis, how many times have I told you not to call me that?” he asked his butler.

      “Ever since you hired me, my lord. However, you are the son of a marquess, and thus, a lord. And I must address you as such.”

      “God save me from old servants.”

      Jarvis had been a footman in his father’s household when he’d been a boy, and when he had sent ‘round to the service to procure a butler, Jarvis had turned up, stating that he had been waiting for just this job for an age.

      “Regardless, I am not receiving.” He was spending a rare night at home, his second-in-command Harris taking the club for the night. He had been out of sorts for two days thanks to that damned Lucian Fitzwilliam and his wild theories about Owen’s death, and he needed a night of quiet away from the noise of the Playground.

      “The man is most insistent, my lord.”

      “It’s not one of my brothers.” Surely not.

      “No, sir. It is Lord Angelsey.”

      “The devil you say.” What the hell was Fitzwilliam doing accosting him at his house? Portman Square was far enough from Grosvenor and Park Lane, respectively, where Angelsey’s own and his family townhomes sat. He’d always felt safe from their prying eyes in his corner townhome that lurked along the outer edge of society here.

      “Send him away.”

      “My lord…”

      “Jarvis, who is the employer here?” Really, the fellow was insufferable. “Send him off.”

      “Too late.”

      He whipped his gaze up to meet Luc’s where the man stood in the doorway. “How dare you push your way in here?”

      “I dare because I need to speak with you.” Luc strode into the room, looking for all the world like an avenging angel.

      “Shall I have Mrs. Jarvis bring tea, my lord?”

      “Good God no.” He waved Jarvis away. “Leave us be. And no listening at the door.”

      “Aye, my lord.” Jarvis’s tiny grin made him bite back an oath. Disrespectful bugger.

      “What do you want?” he ground out once the door had shut behind Jarvis.

      “I need your help.” Luc took off his coat and his evening jacket, tossing them over a chair, leaving him in shirtsleeves and waistcoat.

      “I already told you I will not assist you.” Was the fool really going to ask him again? And why was the “fool” so damn attractive? That way lay madness.

      He knew where to find his companions, and it was not in the Ton.

      “You did.” Luc glanced about, then spied his brandy decanter and strolled across the room to help himself. “Would you care for one?”

      “Damn, you are a brave one, aren’t you?” Rys glanced at his glass, though, and grabbed it up to hold it out. “If you please.”

      Chuckling, Luc came to take his glass, fingertips grazing his hand, and a spark seemed to zip up his arm. He hid any reaction, he hoped, but he did watch that tight arse clad in slim, well-cut evening trousers as Luc walked away.

      Might as well get something out of this.

      Luc filled both glasses, then brought his back, going to Rys’s desk to lean on the edge rather than sitting. “So, I was speaking to Hannah today.”

      He entered the conversation as if Rys actually knew him, actually had contact with his damnable family.

      “And?” was all he managed.

      “And she’s afraid to send Gareth back to Eton.”

      He pursed his lips. “What has that to do with me?”

      “And then, as I was leaving the house, your brother Daffyd confronted me.”

      That had Rys raising a single brow. “About what?”

      “He accused me of wanting to marry Hannah. And he told me he was going to do just so when her mourning period was up, and then he would be more than simply the guardian to the new marquess.”

      The other eyebrow flew up despite himself. “He said that to you.” Then he frowned. “You’re already married.”

      Luc’s face went dark, his cheeks a dull red, his eyes flashing. “I thought you kept up with the peerage. Word at White’s is you know everything about everyone who bears a title in case you need to use it against them.”

      “Yes, and?” He had deliberately avoided anyone connected to his family.

      “And yet, you did not know my father had passed. And you did not know that my lady wife died only a few years into our marriage during childbirth. That did make the scandal sheets.” Luc tossed back the whisky.
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