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        To those who served in the armed forces,

        then and now—thank you for your service.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A GAMBLER CONSIDERS THE ODDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Early in 1810

      The markers were spread out on the top of a large mahogany desk, spread out so their numbers were more impressive—or depressing—to anyone who dared a glance. “What the hell is going on?” Maxwell Higgins, Earl of Greenley, asked with a hint of menace as he regarded the man who stood before him. Sober for the first time in several days, Greenley felt a dull throbbing in the back of his skull that made it hard for him to concentrate. “Who bought those?” he added, realizing the markers had been held by several different gaming hells scattered around London. Swallowing hard, he realized he might be in some kind of trouble, but for the life of him, he couldn’t figure how his gambling markers would have him escorted from Brook’s—in the middle of a game of hazard—to Whitehall. He still held the dice in one hand!

      Although it was his first visit to the Foreign Office, he never expected to be confronted by evidence of his gambling in one of the offices located therein. Especially the office of Matthew Fitzsimmons, Viscount Chamberlain.

      “The Crown,” Matthew, replied in answer to the earl’s query as to who had purchased the markers. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Does the number surprise you?” he asked, giving the earl his most stern expression.

      In all honesty, the markers didn’t amount to much. A few hundred pounds, perhaps. It was the amount of money the earl lost on a regular basis in the form of large denomination coins and pound notes that had the viscount concerned.

      Greenley sighed before shaking his head. “I suppose not,” he replied. “But, why? I could easily pay these off—”

      “But you didn’t. How much do you suppose you have lost this past year?” Alex Bradley asked, his posture much like the viscount’s. “In the form of cash?”

      The earl turned to look at the other person in the office, as if noticing him for the first time.

      “Who is this?” Greenley asked of Viscount Chamberlain, his tone suggesting he had no patience for the proceedings.

      “Alex Bradley,” Matthew replied with a hint of impatience. “He’s our agent on this operation.”

      Although Alex was considerably younger than Matthew, he had more experience working in the field, his assignments taking him away from London for months at a time. For this particular assignment, Alex had agreed to take on the persona of a traveling gentleman who enjoyed card games. It was his intention to follow the money once it left English shores and determine where it was going, with whom, and how it was spent.

      “Operation?” The earl shook his head, wondering why he had been escorted to the Foreign Office at three in the afternoon on a rather brilliant day. A drink had just been delivered to his table by one of the footmen at exactly the moment Matthew Fitzsimmons appeared and requested a moment of his time. Before he knew it, he was stuffed into a smelly hackney and on his way to Whitehall. He remembered thinking he could have been enjoying a day of sailing, or a trip to his hunting lodge, or a ride in Hyde Park.

      Or finishing his game of hazard!

      Truth be told, he wouldn’t have been doing any of those other things no matter the weather. Ever since the death of his wife shortly after the stillbirth of their fifth child, Maxwell Higgins had taken solace in alcohol and gambling. Although he didn’t usually do either to excess, even he had noticed his nights ending later in the morning and his losses mounting. He rarely gambled on credit, making sure to bring banknotes and a few guineas with him to the higher-end gaming hells he preferred.

      His opponents had at one time been familiar gentlemen, fellow members of the House of Lords at Parliament. The past few months had featured new opponents, however. Men he had never seen before. They all seemed to be gentlemen—well-dressed and well-spoken—some claiming to have moved to London from more rural locations or visiting the capital on business. Their manner of speech implied they were British. Now that he was in Viscount Chamberlain’s office in Whitehall, the Earl of Greenley wondered if there was more to his opponents than he realized.

      “British money has gone missing,” Matthew stated with an arched eyebrow. “Thousands. Hundreds of pounds every night. Bank notes and coins get spent in the form of lost bets, but they don’t end up back in circulation or in accounts at the banks.”

      Greenley frowned. “So? Maybe people are saving their money in their mattresses,” he countered.

      “Or maybe it’s being taken to the Continent,” the viscount replied, his impatience with the earl apparent. “To France. Used to fund spy networks, or buy ammunition, or pay for Napoleon’s latest palatial house.”

      Sighing, Greenley shook his head. “What has this got to do with me?” he asked in exasperation.

      As if on cue, Alex stepped forward. “You’ve been identified as an easy mark. You play with guineas and pound notes. You lose far more than you win. You’re an easy target for someone looking to leave a gaming hell with a good deal of cash.”

      The earl swallowed, realizing that Alex Bradley was describing exactly what had been happening lately. Greenley glanced at Viscount Chamberlain, knowing the man had been working in the Foreign Office since before he inherited the Chamberlain viscountcy. “Are you charging me with a crime?”

      “No,” Matthew replied with a shake of his head. “We are, however, appealing to your sense of patriotism in the hopes you’ll assist us with our mission.”

      Intrigued, Greenley straightened in his chair. “What do I have to do?” he asked carefully, his eyes flitting between the viscount and the agent.

      “Gamble. With men you don’t recognize, or perhaps with those that you do but don’t know well. Lose just as you usually do...” At this, Greenley’s frown changed to a scowl. “... And simply provide us with the amount you lost and the name or description or the name of the man who won most of it if you know it. We’ll take it from there.” He didn’t add that there would be other agents watching the gaming—watching and reporting back to him.

      His expression appearing dubious, the earl regarded the viscount for a moment. “What’s in it for me?” he countered, not especially impressed with their plans for him.

      “Money to gamble.”

      The earl jerked his attention back to Alex. “How much?”

      The agent had to suppress the urge to sigh. Even though giving money to a man who was addicted to gambling with the hope he would use it to gamble was a sure bet, his operation still had a budget. “We’ll start with fifty pounds a night for three nights a week and see how it goes,” Alex replied, trying hard not to wince as he said the words. His annual salary wasn’t even as much as what would be spent in a month on this operation!

      He studied the earl’s reaction as he made the comment, and he wasn’t disappointed when he saw Greenley’s eyebrow arch in appreciation. “You can supplement your bets with your own funds, of course, but we won’t be reimbursing you for any losses you incur,” Alex warned. “Nor will we be buying any of your markers.”

      Greenley nodded his understanding. “If I don’t agree?”

      Alex traded a glance with Matthew. “The Crown will attempt to collect on these markers, which means you’ll have to pay them off,” he replied with a nod toward the markers spread out on the mahogany desk. “If you do, you’re free to gamble away with the understanding there won’t be anyone coming along to bail you out should your losses mount up again.”

      The earl dared a sideways glance at the viscount. “And if they don’t succeed in collecting?” Although his coffers were still rather healthy, they were far lighter than they had been when he inherited the Greenley earldom from his father. Still, he was fairly sure he had the funds necessary to dispatch the markers and still see to his regular expenses. There wouldn’t be any funds to use for gambling, however. At least, not until the next harvest. He would be back to having to use markers in the meantime should his losses continue.

      Matthew sighed. “Debtor’s prison,” he stated with a nod.

      Greenley frowned, about to accuse the viscount of blackmail. He was an earl, for God’s sake! He had to still himself, though. In his rather sober state, his reasoning was far more logical than usual. If the Crown made good on the threat, there would be repercussions. Even if he did agree to the scheme, there was a chance his continued gambling could draw more attention to him and to his heirs. “What about my family?” His sons were nearing their majorities, one daughter had made her come-out, and another would do so in a few years.

      “Your sons are free to continue their lives in London or in Staffordshire at your estate there,” Matthew replied with a shrug. “I would recommend you send Lady Beatrice to live with a relative. She would do well to have protection since you aren’t home much to provide it,” he said quietly, referring to the earl’s youngest child.

      Tamping down the sudden anger he felt at the insult, Greenley had to admit the viscount had a good point. “I will not send Barbara away, though,” he stated firmly. “She’s... she sees to the household. Pendleton House needs her,” he said, referring to his mansion near Grosvenor Square.

      Ever since his wife’s death, he had avoided spending much time at the house, preferring to stay at his club or in a series of high-end gaming hells during the afternoons and nights. At least he made it to his own bed in the early morning hours, although there were times he wondered how he got there. His drinking had increased with his gambling, he knew. “Besides, Barbara has made her come-out and might land a husband during the upcoming Season,” he added with a hint of hope in his voice.

      Although the idea of his oldest daughter marrying and moving out of his house held little appeal, it wouldn’t be fair to keep her there if she had an opportunity for an advantageous marriage. If he sent her to Staffordshire, he rather doubted she would find a husband worthy of her. He could imagine her arguing with him on the matter, wondering how he would be able to manage without her.

      At least, he hoped she might. He hadn’t spoken with her much lately.

      “Anything else I should know?” Greenley asked, wishing the throbbing in the back of his head would cease.

      Alex exchanged glances with Matthew again. “Depending on how much you lose and who pays witness to it, you may become the on dit in London,” Matthew warned. “The gossips love to remark on those they think might be headed for a fall.” He paused a moment. “And you cannot tell a soul you’ve agreed to do this.”

      Greenley nodded his understanding. If the Crown was going to fund his gambling from now on, he wouldn’t have to touch his coffers. A deal, to be sure. A deal with the devil, perhaps. “I’ll do it then,” he finally stated. “When do I start?”

      Alex allowed a wan smile. “Tonight, if you’d like. Just remember, though, you have a limit,” he added with an arched eyebrow.

      Sighing, Greenley gave a shrug. “Understood.”

      When told she would be moving to Staffordshire to live with her aunt, Lady Beatrice took the news in stride, especially when her father assured her she could return to London when it was time for her come-out in a few years.

      Lady Barbara, on the other hand, wasn’t as happy to learn she would be staying in London. Although she was fine with seeing to the running of the Pendleton House staff and grounds, she no longer had the support of friends she had met while attending finishing school. Most were young matrons now, married and mistresses of their own households. Some even had children. Others had moved to their family’s estates in other parts of England.

      Besides the lack of close friends with whom to confide, she found the subtle change in her father’s behavior rather alarming. Ever since her mother’s death, Greenley seemed to avoid spending time at Pendleton House. His already late nights grew later, his drunkenness more frequent. Rumors of his excessive gambling reached her by way of whispers behind gloved hands. When she asked him about it directly, Greenley told her she had nothing to worry about. “Besides, I am not allowed to tell,” he would say. “But rest assured, all is well.”

      Except all is not well, Barbara thought. She couldn’t help but notice the stares of other ladies when she paid calls or visited the local lending library. When she shopped, she was sure clerks were watching her, thinking she would steal their wares since they seemed to doubt she had the funds to pay for them.

      When the butler pulled her aside to ask if staff salaries would be paid on time that year, her alarm only increased, although when she spoke with her father on the matter—during one of his rare sober days—he promptly came up with enough money to cover salaries as well as provide modest bonuses for everyone on the staff. He even gave her fifty pounds with instructions she should purchase a new wardrobe. But when she asked how much he planned for her dowry, the earl merely shrugged and said the amount was negotiable.

      More concerned than ever, Barbara realized she needed a way out, an escape plan that would allow her to exit Pendleton House and the scandal surrounding her father. With the Season about to start—Easter was mere weeks away—she turned to the only man for whom she had ever felt the least bit of affection. He wasn’t an ideal solution. He wasn’t a man she had ever imagined marrying. He might be the son of a marquess, but he had plans for a career in the British Navy, plans that would keep him away from England for years at a time.

      Given his dedication to duty and figuring he would be leaving London once he received his orders, Barbara knew she had very little time to secure an offer of marriage, very little time to arrange a quick wedding and take her leave of London. Desperate to see her plan come to fruition, Barbara spent the few weeks leading up to Easter seeing to it the gentleman paid calls only on her, that he danced with her at early spring soirées, that he took her and only her on rides in Hyde Park. When an opportunity to spend time in Lord Weatherstone’s garden presented itself, she made sure they were there together. And then, on his last night in London, she made sure she spent it with him. The entire night.

      When he finally put voice to an offer of marriage during his final night with her, Barbara accepted—despite the fact that her plan had failed.

      Failed on every level but one.

      There wasn’t enough time for a quick wedding—he would be departing London the following day. There wasn’t another place she could go to live while he completed his tour of duty.

      But she accepted his offer anyway.

      For at some point during her seduction of William Slater, Earl of Bellingham and heir to the Devonville marquessate, Barbara Higgins fell in love with the man. Fell in love and then had to say, “good-bye” as she watched him sail away.

      Returning to Pendleton House, the massive mansion occupied by only servants and her father, Barbara resigned herself to a lonely life.

      Damn him, she cursed nearly every morning and every night. Damn him all to hell.

      For the next few months, Maxwell Higgins, Earl of Greenley, enjoyed a rather interesting status as a gambler who consistently lost but always came back for one more game. Everyone in the aristocracy gossiped how long the earl could continue losing at the gaming hells before he would run out of money. Talk of debtor’s prison was a frequent subject in Mayfair parlors during afternoon tea. And yet, the man seemed unconcerned, and so talk died down for a time.

      That is, until the evening he learned something about Barbara. Something so shocking, his alcohol-addled brain had him reacting in a manner that assured he would never again see his daughter. At least, not if she could help it.

      A few weeks later, Alex Bradley bagged his band of money smuggling bandits—a collection of spies tasked with helping France fund their war effort—so the Crown no longer supplied the earl with his gambling allowance. He was forced to use his own funds to feed his habit.

      Although his luck was no better when he gambled with his own money, the Earl of Greenley occasionally won a game or two, his winnings sometimes in the form of money or jewelry or the deed to a piece of unentailed property. As he had done in his earlier gambling days, the money would simply end up at the next gaming hell. The jewelry was sometimes pawned or added to his late wife’s collection.

      The deeds?

      Although he considered using them as collateral, he decided they would do him more good if he kept them. He could always sell them if he needed to restock the Greenley coffers.

      How fortuitous, then, that he always gave the deeds to his solicitor, Andrew S. Barton, Esquire, for safekeeping.

      Fortuitous for someone else as well, for without his knowledge, one of those properties had become his oldest daughter’s home.

      Where else could Barbara go? Her father had banished her from Pendleton House, after all. And even if he hadn’t, she couldn’t stay in London.

      Nor did she ever want to go back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            BROTHERS ENJOY A BRANDY ON THEIR LAST DAY AT SEA

          

        

      

    

    
      May 1818

      “One more day.”

      William Slater, Earl of Bellingham and commander of the British naval vessel HMS Greenwich, looked up from the map he was studying. “The winds favor us,” he agreed as he moved to shake hands with the man who stood in the threshold of the captain’s quarters. The intruder was not quite a year younger and bore a remarkable resemblance to him. But then, half-brothers usually did.

      “I was actually referring to your position, Commander,” Stephen said, giving Will a raised eyebrow. The handshake turned into a punch into his upper arm. “Ow!” he added as he moved to rub the spot, rather stunned at Will’s assault.

      “Don’t remind me. I can’t decide if I’m looking forward to the life of a gentleman, or if I should request that the War Office deny my request to resign my command.”

      Stephen regarded his brother for a moment. “After six years, I know I want dry land under my feet,” he said with a nod. “Especially given the lack of action on the high seas.”

      The Greenwich hadn’t shot more than a single ball from one of its seventy-four cannons in over a year, and that had been done to warn a pirate ship off its pursuit of a civilian vessel on its way past the Straits of Gibraltar.

      Will gestured toward the overstuffed chairs at one end of the cabin. “Share a brandy with me? I promise I won’t report you to your commander,” he teased.

      Stephen allowed a wan smile. “I can only stay a few minutes,” he said. “I go on duty soon.”

      Will frowned and pulled out his chronometer, stunned to find the time much later than he thought. “You and me both,” he replied. “Christ, I spent far too much time on this last report,” he said as he pulled two tumblers and a decanter of brandy from a cupboard. He poured a finger’s worth into each glass and offered one to Stephen. “To England,” he said, his chin lifting.

      “To the Devonshire marquessate,” Stephen countered.

      Will gave a nod and sighed before taking a drink. Although the brandy had come from France in the form of contraband taken from a pirate ship off the coast of Africa, he rather doubted it was their best these days. Perhaps his father’s study would offer a better vintage. Certainly the scotch would be excellent. His uncle, Donald Slater, distilled the best in Northumberland.

      “You haven’t met him, have you?” Will half-asked, realizing the bastard son of William Slater, Marquess of Devonville, had rarely been to London, at least, not since his mother had moved him to Kent when he was four years old.

      Stephen shook his head. “I have not, at least, not as an adult.” He took a sip of the brandy, closing his eyes as he felt the liquor burn the back of his throat. “But he owes me nothing.”

      The commander took another sip of his own brandy before frowning. “He is your father. You were born to his favorite mistress, or so my mother claimed many a time whilst I was growing up.”

      Stephen winced at the comment. Although he was a bastard, he had been raised in a rather wealthy household, the only son of Marie St. Clair, an apparently celebrated courtesan from France who had escaped before the Revolution and made her way to London about the time William Slater was in the market for a mistress. Although the man’s marchioness was already with child—with Will, in fact—the marquess had sought the services of Marie thinking his wife wouldn’t welcome him back into their marriage bed once an heir was born.

      He had Marie with child before his first-born was six months old.

      “Mother has told me similar tales,” Stephen agreed. “But she also said the marquess would only see to my expenses until I reached my majority,” he added, finding it odd he hadn’t discussed his situation with his half-brother the entire time they had known each other—the two years he had been assigned to the Greenwich. Given the differences in their ranks, it seemed safest to simply side-step the issue at first, so neither brought it up before a night of shore leave found them at the same public house in Spain. A few tankards of beer and a number of tapas plates, and the two were fast friends.

      One of his brows furrowing, Will shook his head. “I do not think he will turn you away if you deign to visit Devonville House,” he claimed. “In fact, I am most certain he will claim you as his son and see to it you’re set up with an allowance. Not a generous one, perhaps, but at least enough to allow you to buy a modest townhouse and take a wife.”

      Having discussed the situation with his mother, Grace Burroughs Slater, when he was about to leave for his first voyage as a naval officer—that had been nearly eight years ago—Will knew his father was sorely mistaken in his beliefs about his mother. At least, by then, the two had returned to life as a married couple, the marquess claiming he had only ever loved her. Too bad Lady Devonville died and left the marquess a widower four years later.

      Poor Hannah, he remembered thinking. His only sister missed her come-out that Season, and then again the following Season when their aunt died. Hannah was one-and-twenty before she finally made her appearance at London’s ton events, but it was no surprise to him she had been offered marriage the next year.

      “Our sister is a countess now,” Will announced.

      Stephen frowned. “Countess of Gisborn, is she not?” he half-questioned.

      Will gave a look that suggested he was impressed by his brother’s comment. “She is. Henry Forster isn’t your typical aristocrat, though,” he said. “Farmer first, inventor second, lands in Oxfordshire,” he added. “Or vice-versa.”

      Stephen grinned then, remembering what he had learned of Oxfordshire and the Cotswold lands therein. “Let me guess. They live in a country manor amongst herds of sheep. She plays Little Bo Peep by day and Countess of Gisborn by night.”

      Will laughed out loud, a sound that Stephen realized he had never before heard. “Not if Gisborn has anything to say on the matter. Father wrote in one of his letters that he hates sheep.” He sobered. “And you really shouldn’t say such things of my sister. Hannah is...” He sighed, rather sorry his sister hadn’t made a match with a gentleman who preferred London year-round. Or at least for part of the year.

      Word from his father had it that Hannah and Henry lived in Oxfordshire year-round and that Henry hadn’t yet claimed his seat in Parliament. Apparently the man thought his first priority was to his tenant farmers and the village nearest the Gisborn farms. But at least his earldom hadn’t suffered severe famine as had most of England after the Summer of 1816. Apparently the earl had built greenhouses in which to grow fruits and vegetables, and he managed to keep his farmland drained of excess water during the rains that fell most of that summer.

      “I hear she rather likes the life of a farmer’s wife,” Stephen said, his head angling to one side, not adding that he had the word direct from her hand. His half-sister had been sending him letters ever since she learned her brothers were assigned to the same ship. Stephen wondered if Will had been the one to share the news. “I should like to meet her, though,” he added hopefully. “Will I be allowed, do you think?”

      Will considered the question. He had to give his brother chops for his willingness to jump into the life of a gentleman. “I think she will be very happy to learn she has another brother—”

      “You haven’t told her?” Stephen interrupted, alarm evident in his features. Well, that confirmed that Will hadn’t been the one to inform their sister, which meant that their father had been the one to tell her. “Christ! I had hoped to travel to Oxfordshire to meet her before the snows,” he said with frustration.

      Will grinned. “I have not. Perhaps Father has mentioned you in his letters, though,” he said carefully. After a moment, he added, “I have written her with instructions to be prepared for a surprise. A good surprise.” His grin suggested he was teasing his brother.

      “You bounder!” Stephen countered, deciding the joke would be on Will when he discovered Hannah had known of Stephen’s existence for some time. She seemed most glad of it, which had him hoping she would be as welcoming in person as she was in her writings.

      “Watch it! I am still your commander,” Will claimed. He lifted his chronometer from his waistcoat pocket. “And we’re both supposed to be on duty now,” he added with an arched eyebrow.

      Stephen was up and out of his chair in an instant. “Permission to report to duty, Commander?”

      Will nodded and raised a finger to his forehead. “Permission granted,” he replied, giving his brother another punch in the arm.

      He watched as his slightly younger brother took his leave of the cabin and rolled his eyes. There were times like right now that he rather wished he were the bastard son and that Stephen was the legitimate son. Tomorrow, he would return to London and once again be the Earl of Bellingham, heir to the Devonville marquessate. Although it was merely an honorary title, it was a title none-the-less.

      The very last position Will was interested in attaining was that of Marquess of Devonville, but as the oldest—and only legitimate—son, he would one day be the marquess.

      From his perch at the bow of the Greenwich, Stephen watched the white caps rush past and wondered if he had made the right decision. He could have simply continued serving in the British Navy, perhaps made a career of being a navigator, although he knew he would have to do so on a different vessel with a different crew. The Greenwich was due to undergo repairs while docked in Wapping and wouldn’t return to service for several months.

      Choosing a life in London certainly held more appeal. There was the opportunity to meet more members of the opposite sex, to be sure, but there was also the promise of a life that didn’t include sleeping in a hammock every night among a dozen other men and days spent on the deck of a ship bobbing on the ocean, miles of water in every direction.

      Having lived a comfortable life with his mother, either because of her profession or in spite of it, Stephen found he missed the comforts of a house. The accoutrements of a well-appointed home. The idea of a wife and children. If what his half-brother had said was true, he might be able to secure such a life.

      The thought that he would have to rely on his father to provide the funds for such a life rankled, though. He wasn’t a good enough gambler to think he could fund his life at the gaming tables. His skills as a navigator would no doubt be worthless in a city, although his ability to read and write must be of some worth, he thought. He could speak and understand several languages. He could dress himself without the assistance of a valet. He could get along with even the most disagreeable men aboard ship. But as to how he would apply his limited skills to life in London, he had no idea.

      Movement off on the port side of the ship had him lifting his spyglass to his right eye. Closing his left, he finally spotted the spray of a whale on the horizon. At least, that’s what he thought he was seeing when he realized the arc of water wasn’t indicative of a whale. Or any other sea creature.

      Land.

      Jesus! Stephen glanced at the sails and noted how they were all unfurled and all filled with wind. Will wasn’t joking when he said the winds favored us, he realized as he lifted his spyglass again and studied the horizon. Even in the growing twilight, he could make out the silhouette of a land mass. Hurrying to the wheelhouse, Stephen entered and rushed to pull down the maps of the coasts of Spain and France. He knew they had been somewhere near the Bay of Biscay the night before. Could we have already passed by Brest?

      He leaned out of the wheelhouse and took another look at the horizon. Guernsey, he realized. We’re in the English Channel!

      Stephen found his brother leaning over the railing on the starboard side, his attention on the moon just then appearing above the western horizon. “We’re in the Channel,” he said quietly, not wanting to startle his brother.

      Will chuckled. “I wondered how long it would take for you to realize where we were,” he countered with a grin. “As I said, the winds favor us.”

      Stephen punched Will in the shoulder. “You must have a favorite ladybird,” he accused before moving back to the starboard railing.

      Will frowned and turned around to address Stephen’s retreating back. “She is not a ladybird, I assure you,” he stated firmly. “And you shall stay far away from Lady Barbara Higgins or risk a musket ball in your gut.”

      Stephen straightened before turning to regard his half-brother.

      Barbara?

      Well, this was news. “I shall avoid every Barbara at all events, Commander,” he responded with a salute.

      Will dipped his head, rather surprised by the vehemence in his threat. Even after nearly eight years, it was thoughts of Barbara Higgins that had him climbing out of his bunk every morning. Thoughts of Barbara that kept him warm at night and wondering as to what might have happened to the love of his life. It wouldn’t be long now, he hoped. Wouldn’t be long before he found her and pulled her into his arms and made her his wife.
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      The following day in London

      Stephen and Will disembarked from the HMS Greenwich at the same time, both complaining of sea legs and an inability to walk straight until they were on the pavement and could hire a hackney. They made their way to Devonville House in Mayfair, a Palladian mansion located on the edge of Hyde Park in Park Lane. A magnificent structure lit with gas lamps and surrounded by neatly trimmed bushes and flowering plants, Stephen thought it the most impressive house he had ever seen.

      “Come on,” his older brother said as he plucked his coat sleeve and led the way to the double-doors at the top of three steps. Topiary bushes trimmed into spirals flanked the doors, and the lion-head knocker seemed to scowl at them as they waited for a butler to answer.

      “What about our trunks?” Stephen whispered, jerking on his waistcoat in an effort to straighten it.

      Will grinned. “The footmen will see to our luggage,” he answered, nodding in the direction of several liveried men who were already making their way to the hackney.

      When the door opened, Will didn’t wait for the butler to step aside but merely stepped up and into the house. “Good evening, Hatfield. I am home from the wars,” Will said lightly.

      Stephen was forced to suppress a grin—nay, an out-and-out laugh at the startled expression displayed on the butler’s face. Weren’t butlers usually known for their impassive expressions and unflappable manner?

      “Lord Bellingham!” the butler finally said, his gaze dancing back and forth between Will and Stephen, as if he were trying to decide which was really the Earl of Bellingham.

      “My brother, Stephen, but I rather think you’ve already sorted that,” Will announced as he made his way to the marble stairs, Stephen tagging along behind and to the side of his half-brother, his gaze taking in the stately vestibule and grand hall leading to the curved marble staircase.

      “Should I have a guest room readied?” Hatfield called out from where he still stood in the vestibule.

      Will turned around and regarded the butler. “That would be capital. He can take the bedchamber next to mine,” he said with a nod.

      “Your correspondence is in the study, my lord,” Hatfield stated as Will and Stephen moved to make their way up the marble stairs.

      Will paused at the bottom step. “Correspondence?” he repeated. “Already?”

      The butler arched an eyebrow. “News of your impending arrival has been noted by many, my lord.”

      “You needn’t call me that, Hatfield,” Will interrupted, rather surprised to find the butler hadn’t changed a bit since Will had last seen him. “But I am a bit curious as to who knows I have returned,” he added. He hadn’t exactly sent a note to The Times. A quick missive to his father, William Slater, outlining his plan to resign his commission in the navy and return to English shores, had been penned only a month ago and sent on a packet the following day. The mail service had obviously improved if others in the ton knew of his arrival on English shores.

      Or my father has been spreading the news, he considered.

      Taking a breath, as if he had to fortify himself, Hatfield canted his head to one side. “The marchioness has been most enthusiastic about your return,” he said carefully. “I did not mean to eavesdrop on her conversation when she hosted morning tea last week, but I could not help but overhear her comment about your imminent arrival.”

      Will stiffened. In his absence, his father had married Cherice Dubois, the widow of Baron Winslow, almost exactly a year after the viscount died. Although Will had never met the woman who was now his stepmother, he had heard of her. Even when her husband had been alive, men apparently worshipped at her feet and made sure her dance card was always full at balls. Somehow, the Marquess of Devonville had managed to court and marry her, seemingly within a week of the anniversary of Winslow’s death.

      Well, his father was a marquess. A handsome man, he supposed. And he was rich.

      Although William Slater, Marquess of Devonville, claimed to have loved Will’s mother, he certainly hadn’t made it clear to her with his early liaisons with a string of mistresses. At least the two had finally spoken of their mutual affection, for the last years of his mother’s life had apparently been spent in marital bliss.

      William Slater’s last missive to Will had included a post scriptum about how much he had loved Will’s mother. “I miss her every day, and I so wish we had more time before she passed. As a result, I intend to remain faithful to Cherice for all my days. Please accept her into our family. I have asked your sister to do the same, and she has assured me she will.”

      The words had been powerful, for Will had loved only one woman his entire life. He could only hope to find she still felt the same way about him—and that she was still available for marriage.

      He hadn’t heard a word from her in over six years.

      “Is Lady Hannah in residence, by chance?” Will asked, thinking he would like to introduce his sister to their half-brother.

      Hatfield blinked and straightened. “Lady Gisborn is in Oxfordshire at Gisborn Hall, Lord Bel... my lord.”

      Stephen’s eyebrows arched. “My lord,” he mouthed when Will glanced in his direction.

      “I’m an earl, but in title only,” Will whispered.

      Stephen blinked. “What does that make me?” he asked, sotto voce.

      “Bastard half-brother of an earl,” Will responded in a hoarse whisper, amusement apparent in his response. Raising his voice and turning his attention back to the butler, Will gave the man’s response some consideration. Although he knew the Earl of Gisborn disliked London, he still rather hoped the couple visited on occasion. Just because Henry Forster hadn’t taken his seat in Parliament didn’t mean Will’s sister couldn’t make an occasional trip to London.

      “Gisborn,” Stephen whispered, wracking his brain to remember what he had attempted to learn in the past week from an old copy of Debrett’s Peerage and Barontage Will had given him. “Learn this, and you shall have no trouble at Society events,” he had been instructed. Stephen had read the tome every night before blowing out the candle next to his hammock, so his first reaction was to frown and shake his head. “Did she truly marry an old fart of an earl?” he asked in alarm. “I thought you said she was married to a farmer?” he whispered.

      Will glanced from his brother back in the butler’s direction. “My first thought, as well,” he admitted, hoping Hatfield would provide some more information. “But I know his name is Henry, and he’s an inventor and a farmer, and the old fart was much older.”

      The butler angled his head again. “Henry Forster, Earl of Gisborn, inherited his title over two years ago when his uncle died without issue. He has not yet claimed his seat in Parliament, although there is some thought he might do so for the upcoming session.”

      Stephen straightened, his head angling back as if someone had attempted to take a swing at him. “Henry?” he repeated. “The nephew. So he is the farmer and inventor.” This last was said with a hint of satisfaction, as if he was proud of having correctly remembered his study of Will’s copy of Debrett’s Peerage and Barontage.

      Hatfield nodded. “The very same, Mr...” The butler paused, as if he just then realized he hadn’t been introduced to Stephen by any name other than his given name.

      “Slater,” Will piped up. “Father recognized Stephen as his son when he was born,” he added with an arched eyebrow.

      Stephen’s eyes lit up. Oblivious to the conversation between his brother and the butler, he appeared to have reasoned out something. “Since my half-sister is married to an earl, what does that make me?” he asked, a grin splitting his face when he realized he could claim two brothers as earls and a marquess for a father.

      “The bastard half-brother of a countess,” Will replied, giving Stephen a quelling glance.

      “With an uncanny resemblance to you, my lord, if I may be so bold,” Hatfield stated, his hands clasping behind his back.

      Will and Stephen turned their attention on the butler and then on each other. Dressed as they were, in similar breeches, waistcoats and topcoats, they only appeared different due to their hairstyles and footwear.

      “Point taken,” Will acknowledged. Realizing they had been loitering too long, Will motioned with his head toward the stairs. “Seems we have correspondence to read,” he said with an arched eyebrow.

      Stephen nodded and turned to the butler. “Thank you,” he said, giving the man a slight bow.

      Will rolled his eyes. “There’s no need to bow to a servant,” he admonished his brother, missing Hatfield’s bow in Stephen’s direction.

      “I know, I know, I grew up with them, too, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t acknowledge their service,” Stephen said.

      Nearly pausing on the stairs at his brother’s comment, Will angled his head and instead considered the words. He supposed Stephen was right. An occasional nod or ‘thank you’ couldn’t hurt, he supposed.

      The two of them had made their way up the steps and to a set of large double doors left slightly ajar. Will opened them and strode into one of the most elegant rooms Stephen had ever been in during his entire life as the bastard son of Lord Devonville. Although his mother’s country manor in Kent was beautifully appointed—Marie St. Clair wouldn’t have it any other way—this room was richly paneled with dark woods, the coffered ceiling ornate but understated, the draperies made of tapestry, the furniture dark and heavy. A scent of tobacco—probably from a cheroot rather than a pipe—hung in the air. This is a man’s room, no doubt. He couldn’t imagine his mother in here.

      “Whose room is this?” he asked as he watched Will open a set of drapes. Light flooded the mahogany-paneled room. A massive desk backed by a leather chair took up the middle. A series of paintings lined the two walls that didn’t feature shelves and shelves of leather-clad books. A Grecian couch sat in front of the window that overlooked the side yard.

      “Father’s study.”

      Stephen’s gaze fell onto a painting of an aristocrat, his visage appearing as if it were an older version of himself. “Our father, I presume?” he half-asked.

      “Grandfather,” Will corrected him. “He was an admiral when that was painted. Took his seat in Parliament, attended sessions maybe one or twice and never again, so our father made sure to do so,” he explained with a wave. “He was shipboard most of his life, but finally agreed to take a desk at Whitehall for his last few years.”

      Stephen frowned. “What about his other son?” he asked, remembering there was an uncle somewhere in the world.

      Will had to suppress a laugh. “You really did study that book, didn’t you?” he teased, giving another glance in the direction of his grandfather. “Uncle Donald lives in Northumberland. Owns a distillery. Makes the best damn scotch in all of the British Isles,” he claimed. “With any luck, that’s what we’ll find in one of these,” he added as he lifted a cut crystal decanter from the sideboard. He pulled off the stopper and took an experimental sniff. His eyes closed as he seemed to revel in the scent. “Luck!” he called out before pouring generous dollops into two tumblers. He held out one to his brother.

      “Our uncle distills scotch?” Stephen half-asked as he took the tumbler and gave it a sniff. He straightened and closed his eyes. “Oh,” he purred. “We never had anything like this,” he whispered as he took a cautious sip. “So smooth.” He took a large drink and held it in his mouth a moment. After he swallowed, he regarded his brother for a moment. “If our uncle is a distiller, what does that make me?”

      Will shook his head. “Bastard nephew of a distiller,” he said before taking a drink of his own tumbler. “Jesus, the stuff we took off of those last pirates wasn’t even this good,” he whispered. He allowed his gaze to span the room before it settled on a silver salver covered in white folded parchments. A closer inspection showed his name written on most of them. “Well, it seems we have some reading to do,” he murmured. He tossed a note in Stephen’s direction.

      His brother caught it easily, one of his eyebrows arching up as he studied the feminine script on one side. “This is for you,” he said.

      “Read it,” Will ordered.

      Frowning, Stephen set down his glass and took a seat in a leather chair, a sigh escaping as the padded cushions seemed to swallow him in comfort. He slid a finger beneath the wax seal and unfolded the snowy white parchment. “The honor of your presence is requested at The Lord and Lady Weatherstone’s annual ball,” he started to read.

      “Yes,” Will interrupted.

      Stephen arched a brow. “Yes?” he repeated.

      “Yes. Put that in the ‘yes’ pile,” he instructed. “It’s one of the best balls of the year, made more so because Lord Weatherstone lives right across the street. If tradition still holds, then his back gardens will be the choice locale for naughty assignations.” He said this last as he waggled his eyebrows and remembered that he and Barbara had shared their first kiss in those gardens.

      Another missive flew through the air. Stephen caught it and dutifully opened it. “The Lord and Lady Torrington request the honor of your presence at Worthington House—”

      “Yes,” Will interrupted, before he straightened and arched an eyebrow. “Lady Torrington, did you say?” he asked as he paused in his effort to open an envelope.

      “Uh huh,” Stephen responded, wondering what had his brother looking so confused.

      Will reached out for the invitation Stephen held. His brother gave it to him and he studied the even script. “Did you see pigs flying when we were on our way here?” Will asked then, a smirk appearing on his face.

      Stephen gave a snort, understanding his brother’s query. “I take it Lord Torrington wasn’t expected to marry?”

      Will shook his head, thinking to say something like, “Not in my lifetime,” but thought better of it. “Well, he’s an earl, so he was expected to marry at some point, I suppose. I just didn’t expect it would be before me,” he responded with a wry grin. “Nor did I expect it would be to my aunt. Our aunt,” he amended when he noticed how Stephen stared at him.

      “On Father’s side?” Stephen asked, his eyes unfocused as he struggled to remember the names of the immediate family. “Adele Slater Worthington?” he guessed.

      Will gave him a nod indicating he was impressed. “The very same. Can’t say I’m surprised she would end up a countess. She was once married to a man who made his fortune in steamships.”

      Stephen gave this information some consideration. “So what does that make me?” he asked with a quirked lip.

      Will had to suppress the urge to laugh out loud. “The bastard nephew of a countess, I suppose,” he said before he hurled another missive in his half-brother’s direction. “Anyway, an invitation to one of Aunt Adele’s musicales is the most coveted invitation of the Season since she manages to get the best sopranos and musicians to perform. You have to go.”

      Catching the folded parchment between his hands, Stephen frowned before returning his attention to the invitation to a musicale. “Isn’t Lord Torrington your godfather?” he asked, looking up just in time to catch another flying envelope.

      “He is,” Will acknowledged, impressed his brother would make the connection.

      “What does that make him to me?” Stephen asked, ready to say, “A bastard’s godfather.”

      But Will considered the question and shook his head. “Good question,” he replied. “It’s not as if we need a godfather at our age,” he added, one brow furrowing.

      “He must be ancient,” Stephen murmured.

      It was Will’s turn to frown. “Hardly,” he replied. “Forty...” He paused a moment, his gaze directed at one of the paintings. “Three or four, I think.”

      Stephen nodded, not about to counter his brother’s assessment of ‘hardly ancient’. “And his character?”

      Will looked up from another envelope he was unfolding. “Depends on his mood, I suppose. But he’s a good man to have on your side should you find yourself in a scrape.”

      Stephen wasn’t about to tell his brother he had no intention of finding himself in any scrapes. He did have every intention of making the best of any connections he could arrange whilst in London. Just because he was a bastard didn’t mean he couldn’t find a comely woman to court and marry. The money he had saved over the years would supplement anything his father might bestow on him in the way of an allowance so that he might even have enough to let a townhouse. He knew how to read and write, so he expected there might be opportunities to work as a clerk.

      He caught another invitation and opened the corners. Two lines into the script, and he realized it was truly meant for his brother. “Love letter,” he announced before handing it over to Will.

      One eyebrow furrowing, Will set aside the invitation he had just read to a soirée at the Duke of Huntington’s townhouse and quickly took the missive. He read the feminine script, hoping it might be Barbara’s. He finally shook his head in bewilderment. “Since I have never met this chit, I hardly think this can be called a love letter,” he countered, turning over the scented paper to look for a return address.

      “Do you know who she is, though?”

      Will shook his head. “Miss Comber?” he replied as he checked the signature. “Just a letter of introduction, it seems. Says she is looking forward to meeting me at a ball as she is new to London.” He shook his head, wondering if the chit might be a cousin.

      “Rather fast of her, isn’t it?” Stephen asked, never having heard of a young lady sending a letter to an unmarried man—unless they were betrothed.

      “She could be related to us, actually,” Will murmured, deciding he would ask his father when he had the chance. “Or maybe she’s an Aimsley,” he murmured as he struggled to remember who was related to whom. “Who is that one from?” he asked as he noticed Stephen holding up another bright white pasteboard.

      Stephen glanced up from the invitation to a musicale. “Lord and Lady Morganfield—”

      “Put that in the ‘yes’ pile,” Will ordered. “Our father and Morganfield are close. Politically,” he added when he noted Stephen’s arched eyebrow. He set aside the letter from the unknown chit before reading the names on all the other notes on the salver. “Damn,” he whispered. All this correspondence, and not a single note from Barbara.

      What the hell had happened? He had received letters from her for several months following his departure from London, and then... nothing. His own letters to the daughter of the Earl of Greenley had gone unanswered—and unreturned. Had she met and married someone else? Despite her promise she would remain true to him as he completed his duty to King and Country?

      Well, there were ways he could find out without making a damned fool of himself. A visit to her father’s house might be the first step, he considered. Or a carefully worded query at Brook’s. He winced. He didn’t particularly want to be dragged into an evening of gambling that might go on all night. Especially his first night back in London.

      “What will he think of me, do you suppose?” Stephen asked, his eyes lifting from a cream parchment invitation to a ball.

      Pulled from his reverie, Will glanced in his brother’s direction. “He, who?” he asked, shaking his head as if to clear it.

      “Our father,” Stephen whispered hoarsely.

      “I suppose that all depends on your character, young man,” a voice tinged with the barest hint of a Scottish accent spoke from the threshold of the study.

      Stephen stood up, the pile of notes on his lap fluttering to the Aubusson carpet as he turned to regard and bow to the Marquess of Devonshire.

      “Father!” Will said with a broad grin as he moved to embrace the marquess.

      But William Slater’s attention was bouncing back and forth between the two brothers. “Jesus. I thought it would be easy to tell you two apart, but...” He allowed the sentence to trail off as he wrapped an arm around one of Will’s shoulders and indicated Stephen should join him with the other.

      Stunned at the welcome, Stephen moved to shake his father’s hand. “Stephen Slater, my lord. It’s an honor to finally make your acquaintance.”

      The marquess completed his hug with Will and regarded his bastard son. “I do believe the honor is mine,” William replied with a nod. He stilled himself before taking Stephen’s hand and pulling it—and Stephen—into a bear hug. “I once loved your mother, but damn I could have throttled her for keeping you from me,” he murmured.

      Stephen’s eyes widened at this bit of news. Having always been curious as to how he would be accepted—or not—by his real father, he found himself rather surprised the man seemed happy to meet him. Happy to acknowledge his existence.

      “Had I known you would be this welcoming, I would have called on you years ago, my lord,” Stephen said with a nod.

      “They’ll be none of that ‘my lording’,” William countered as he gave Stephen a quick nod and turned his attention back to Will. “Looks like you found the scotch,” he added with a wry grin.

      Will shrugged. “Uncle makes the best I’ve ever tasted,” he replied. “And trust me, we’ve tried enough scotches in our time to know. Should I pour you one?”

      The marquess regarded his older son for a moment. “Of course,” he agreed. He took a look at the invitations and notes scattered about his desk and in the hands of Stephen, who had reached down to pick up the ones that had fallen to the carpet. “Your stepmother has been telling the entire ton you were on your way back to London. She wanted to be sure you would have a full schedule, I suppose,” he said as he angled his head toward the salver.

      “She did an excellent job,” Will remarked. “I do hope some of those will include Stephen, though.”

      His father glanced back and forth at both his sons. “Even if they didn’t, no one would know which is which unless you were in the same room, and even then, I rather doubt they could tell you two apart,” he stated with a grin. “Rather like Norwick and his brother, although David is no longer with us.”

      Will frowned. “He wasn’t that old, was he?” he countered. “Or did he lose a duel?” he added, remembering the earl had at one time owned a brothel and a gaming hell. Perhaps something from his past had taken away his future.

      It was William’s turn to frown. “He died in a traffic accident in Oxford Street,” he said with a hint of warning. “Broke his neck. His twin brother, Daniel, is the Earl of Norwick now.” He accepted the tumbler of scotch Will offered him. “Will you two be at dinner this evening?” he asked.

      Will nodded. “Dinner sounds great.”

      The marquess turned his attention to Stephen. “I do hope you plan to take a room here at Devonville House. At least, until you have a place of your own?” he added.

      “Thank you for the offer,” Stephen replied. “And, yes, I will take you up on a room. I’m hoping to find employment as a clerk or...”

      The marquess grinned at him. “All in good time, my son. I’m sure the War Office could use a man with your knowledge, but in the meantime, there is a Season to be experienced. Let’s see if we can’t get you two married off, now shall we?”

      The brothers stared at one another and then at their father. “Married?” they repeated in unison.

      William Slater chuckled. “Nothing like the word, ‘marriage’ to strike fear in the heart of a young buck, is there now?” he teased.

      Exchanging glances again, Will and Stephen nodded. “Nothing like it,” they agreed.

      Unless you’ve already found your true love and she’s no longer willing to marry you, Will thought with a grimace.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 4


          

          
            MARRIAGE ON THE MIND

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning

      “Might I have a word?”

      William Slater looked up from his newly ironed copy of The Times to find his oldest son peeking into the breakfast parlor. “Aye,” the marquess responded as he waved Will into the room. “Come on in. Have some breakfast.” When he realized Will wasn’t necessarily there to eat, he added, “What is it?”
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