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Chapter One



November 1817, Cadieux’s Gambling Club, London


Gabriel Cadieux rubbed his tired eyes and looked again at his ledger. He hunched his broad shoulders and settled his big body in his chair. He could have hired a bookkeeper to deal with such matters, but he preferred to keep a close watch on his monetary incomings and outgoings. That way no one could cheat him. The members of his staff were handpicked for their honesty and loyalty, but temptation was everywhere, and there were already too many people eager to relieve him of his hard-won blunt.


Five years ago at the tender age of twenty-two, Gabriel had won what was now Cadieux’s Gambling Club from the original owner. The man’s arrogance and his disbelief that someone so far beneath him could best him at cribbage had ultimately been his downfall. He had lost his club and, in trying to win it back, had increased the stakes and therefore lost a great deal of money besides. That night was the beginning of Gabriel’s rise from nothing to something, and his chance to make a success of a life that until then had been lived on the edge of poverty and respectability.


Not that he was respectable now. To own a gambling hell was not exactly a respectable occupation. Some titled gentlemen did own them, and ladies too, but that was usually through necessity rather than choice. Gabriel did not fool himself into thinking he would ever be considered an upright citizen. He knew what he was and was perfectly content with it.


Now he ran his eye down the columns of figures, adding them up in his head, and was pleased to discover it had been a particularly lucrative night.


As usual his hard-earned profit gave him a feeling of immense satisfaction. That he, an unwanted bastard from a foundling home, should find himself in such a comfortable position. He had been lucky, certainly, and his head for figures had been enormously helpful when it came to gambling—especially in skill-based games such as cribbage. But he wasn’t like most of the gentlemen who frequented his club, bored and desperate for entertainment. If losing everything on the turn of a card or the roll of the dice made them feel alive, then Gabriel was not going to dissuade them, even though he didn’t understand that sort of mindset. He was pragmatic and hardheaded, and any risks he undertook were carefully thought out. He told himself he would never bet his home and fortune on the fall of a card. On the whole he was satisfied with his life as it was and had no intention of altering it.


That wasn’t to say he could not be generous when it suited him, and sometimes when it didn’t. He would do anything for his two best friends, and he had been known to toss a coin to the street beggars, especially if they were children.


He poured himself a glass of claret and leaned back, admiring the ruby red color against the lamplight. French, no doubt. Charles had a contact in the government who turned a blind eye to import and excise. Charles Wickley, his friend and partner in business, made himself very useful in various ways but particularly when it came to supplying the club with top quality spirits. Add to that the excellent chef he had employed to prepare two suppers nightly, and Gabriel was beginning to wonder how he had ever managed without him. Charles Wickley and Freddie Hart, both from the same foundling home as Gabriel, were his best friends then and today. Family was not always born of the same blood, or so he had discovered over the years.


Voices drifted up from the gambling rooms down-stairs. Someone gave a drunken shout. It was late and although there would still be games being played—vingt-et-un, loo, or whist, among others—the final supper had been served. Soon his “guests” would be staggering off to their beds. The staff would then have the task of cleaning up and preparing the rooms for tomorrow night, when the whole thing would start again. In the early days, Gabriel had mingled a great deal more in those rooms. There were always men who had listened to the tales of Gabriel’s exceptional skill, a skill that had raised him to his current place in the world, and were keen to topple him from his perch.


Occasionally Gabriel would play them, but the truth was he didn’t enjoy the thought of losing. The club wasn’t a recreation for him or a way of showing off. It was work. A means to an end. And these days he preferred to keep his distance from chancers with nothing to lose, such as the boy he had once been.


Cadieux’s was his, and he wasn’t about to risk it. He might have traveled a long way from his bleak childhood, indeed he was a fortunate man, but he would never forget where he came from, and he never wanted to go back.


He ran a hand over his face, feeling the rasp of his whiskers, and yawned. It was late, probably close to four in the morning. He tugged at his necktie, loosening it, and yawned again. He really should go to bed. His servant had lit the fire in the small chamber off his office, making everything comfortable. Gabriel paid for rooms elsewhere but most nights it was more convenient for him to sleep at the club.


A step sounded outside his door. He looked up.


Whoever was at the door tapped loudly.


No one bothered him unless it was important. A drunken player who had lost everything and wanted to blame the club rather than himself, or maybe it was Charles come upstairs for a late-night chat. It couldn’t be Freddie. He was currently in the north of the country with his regiment, although he was due back any day.


Gabriel set down his glass. “Come in!”


The door opened and a woman stood there. She was wearing a hooded cloak over her gown, but the light on the landing was too dim to see more. She stepped inside his office and closed the door firmly, before turning to face him. She lifted her hood from her hair.


Gabriel hadn’t asked for female company. His regular visit to the establishment he favored wasn’t until tomorrow, and he was picky when it came to bed partners. Watching as she hesitated just inside the room, a mixture of shadow and light disguising her features, he could sense her unease. Her gaze flicked about her, lingering on the bookcase on the adjacent wall. He suspected he already knew why she was here. He drew breath and opened his mouth to speak, but she got in first.


“Mr. Cadieux?” She didn’t sound like a native of this part of London, her voice far too refined, and now that she was closer, neither did she look like one. A lady. Not in the first flush of youth, not a debutante, but neither was she long in the tooth. Perhaps twenty-four or twenty-five, with dark hair glossy in the glow of the lamp and light eyes in a heart-shaped face. There were shadows under those eyes, and her wide mouth was drawn into a thin line, as if she was laboring under some difficulty.


“Madam,” he began, attempting to bring their conversation to a close before it could begin. Once again she circumvented him.


“Sir,” she said firmly. “I wish to speak to you about my brother, Sir William Tremeer. For his sins, he is a regular visitor to your gambling establishment. But you are probably aware of that.” She waved a pale hand toward the ledgers on the desk before him. “I’m sure he features often in those pages.”


She was correct. Sir William had been slouched over the hazard table earlier this evening, losing. His friend, an older boy, had smirked and egged him on to “throw the dice one more time” because his luck was bound to change. So not really a “friend” then, in Gabriel’s opinion. Charles had noticed too and had warned Tremeer to go home. The boy was barely a man, innocent and foolish, the perfect victim to be fleeced by a more experienced gambler. Gabriel and Charles had discussed the matter, and both agreed this was not the sort of client they wanted in the club.


Cadieux’s was known for honest dealing among its clientele, and young, naïve, and with barely a penny to his name, the boy was running with a particularly reckless crowd. Some of the club’s older players were shaking their heads and talking about going elsewhere. Gabriel could have banned him from Cadieux’s, but that reckless crowd was made up of some of his most lucrative customers. The difference between them and William was they had the money to cover their debts, and he didn’t. His losses to the house had been considerable and were still outstanding.


“Madam,” he began again.


“Miss Vivienne Tremeer.”


Gabriel sat back with a sigh. It wasn’t often he had a lady in his office, and from the sound and look of her, she was the genuine article. “I don’t mean to be rude,” he began, when he meant just that.


“My brother has lost a great deal of money in your club, sir. Money he does not have. He tells me that you have not demanded payment so far. I’m not sure why you have been so lenient. Perhaps you think it a kindness. I hope so, because I have come to ask you whether you would consider forgiving his debt entirely.”


Gabriel found himself staring into her eyes. They were light gray and surrounded by thick dark lashes. She was rather lovely, despite the strained look on her face. Gabriel knew little of ladies’ fashion, but he thought her gray cloak covered a gown that was plainer than those usually worn by the gentry. Although perhaps she had dressed down to come to his club. That she was here at all was not unheard of, but it was unusual. The last lady who had come to beg him to “forgive” a debt had sobbed and wailed and flung herself all over him.


Vivienne Tremeer didn’t look as if she was going to do any of those things, and he found he liked her the better for it. Not that he was about to agree to her request.


“I’m afraid I cannot do that,” he said at last. “It is not my habit to forgive debts. Paying a debt may be a matter of honor, but it is also a matter of business, and your brother knew this when he came to play at my tables. If he thinks he can send his sister to beg me to—”


She didn’t let him finish. Her silk skirts whispered as she moved closer, coming to a stop directly opposite him. Gabriel knew a gentleman would rise to his feet, but he was no gentleman.


“He hasn’t sent me to beg,” she retorted, and he could see the tension in her slim body, as if she were strung so tightly that at any moment she might snap. “I came of my own accord. He cannot pay you.”


Gabriel let his gaze slide over her. “I’m sure someone in his family will find the money,” he said unsympathetically.


She laughed but there was no humor in it. “The bailiffs have taken most of our belongings, our house in Cornwall is falling down, and the only reason my aunt offered us shelter is because she has a horror of scandal. This may tip the balance in favor of the debtors’ prison.”


He said nothing, watching as she took a breath and appeared to gather the tatters of her self-control. There was something admirable in that, but he knew what was coming. He felt his stomach twist. Perhaps he could head her off before she spoke the words he dreaded.


“It’s no use offering to share my bed, Miss Tremeer,” he said gruffly, frowning darkly at her. “I do not accept physical favors in lieu of cold hard cash. I’ve never found it nearly as satisfactory.”


Her gray eyes sparked and lit up like a bonfire. She was furious, but she held it back, the rage bringing color to her cheeks and causing her hands to clench into fists as they rested on his desk.


“Not if you were the last man alive,” she hissed.


He watched her turn, back straight, and walk away with long strides. The door slammed behind her.


Gabriel took a sip of his claret. He found he was smiling and wasn’t sure why. Then, deliberately setting his glass aside, he put Vivienne Tremeer from his thoughts and went back to his ledgers.















Chapter Two



Vivienne had taken only two steps down the stairs and she was already regretting her wretched temper. Yes, the man was arrogant and rude, but she should not have let his words fire her up. She had come here for the sake of Will, and now her outburst had probably made matters worse. Cadieux might even demand the debt be repaid immediately, and then what would they do?


She settled her hood over her hair—at least it offered her some protection if she was to meet anyone she knew. Unlikely, but not impossible. A great many gentlemen seemed to frequent Cadieux’s, and one of them might see her and tattle to her uncle. She was not so concerned the Viscount Monteith would care what she did, but he would be sure to speak of it to his wife, Vivienne’s aunt, and she would care.


With a sigh she continued downward toward the shadows at the bottom of the staircase. She didn’t see the man approaching her until he was nearly in front of her, and then they both gave a startled jump and came to a stop.


He was a skinny fellow, neatly and plainly dressed, but with a fussy look to him. From an early age Vivienne had learned to sum up people upon first meeting; it was imperative when at any moment one might be confronted by a bailiff or one of her stepfather’s unpleasant cronies. She thought this man had the look of a gentleman’s steward or secretary.


“Ma’am,” he murmured politely, cool eyes sliding over her with scorn. He was judging her morals and she realized he thought her on a visit to Cadieux’s for the sorts of reasons Cadieux himself had spoken of. Vivienne lifted her chin and gave him her best baronet’s daughter stare. To her satisfaction he dropped his gaze and bowed, before they proceeded to pass each other with difficulty on the narrow staircase.


He continued upward and she reached the lower corridor, pausing there a moment to take a deep breath and gather her thoughts. Will was waiting for her out in the coach. She dreaded telling him that her appeal to Cadieux’s better feelings—he had none—had failed.


Cadieux’s deep voice echoed in her head: I’ve never found it nearly as satisfactory. If she’d had a pistol, she might have shot him. She couldn’t remember when a stranger had ruffled her feathers quite so thoroughly.


Above her she heard the visitor knock on the office door and open it. “Mr. Cadieux? I have some rather urgent news for you,” he said, and then the door closed again, cutting off their conversation.


Vivienne hoped it was bad news. She was not normally a vindictive person, but life had worn her down, and recently she had begun to feel it more than usual. Her father the baronet had died when Will was still in his crib, and then her mother had remarried a scoundrel and a waster. Richard Sutherland had spent everything he could get his hands on, and would have sold Tremeer, their small estate in Cornwall, if it hadn’t been left to Will. Vivienne had good reason to know just how devious Sutherland was, but she had still been dumbfounded when yesterday a letter arrived from old Mr. Davey, the lawyer who had handled her family’s legal matters for decades. He had informed her that Richard Sutherland had been to see him, and Sutherland had drawn his attention to a clause in her father’s will that he believed could be used to overturn it. The clause in question was copied in the old man’s shaky hand.




Tremeer, house and lands, I leave to my only son William, to be held in trust until he turns twenty-one years if he be judged to be of sober character. If he be judged to be profligate, then he shall not inherit and I leave the dispensing of my estate to the discretion of my trustees.





As Mr. Davey pointed out, the wording was open to interpretation. Did the baronet mean that Will must be of sober character on the day of his twenty-first birthday, still three years away, or must he be judged to be of sober character in the time before that birthday? It would be up to the trustees to show fiduciary responsibility, and act in the best interests of the estate. One of those trustees was Mr. Davey, and the other Sir Desmond Chamond, a neighbor of the Tremeers and also the district magistrate.


Does Mr. Sutherland have any proof that young Will is behaving in a manner that might be described as “profligate”? the old man inquired in his letter.


The letter had thrown Will into a terrible panic, and he had admitted, when Vivienne had insisted, that he was in trouble. Deep trouble. The figure he mentioned took her breath away. A figure it would be impossible for them to repay in the next few days, weeks, or maybe ever. And yet they must try.


She had decided to see Cadieux at once—Vivienne judged herself to be the more likely to inspire Cadieux’s sympathy—and perhaps the damage to Will’s reputation could be repaired before Sutherland took advantage of it or the trustees became aware of it.


Really it was the worst news. Vivienne already blamed herself for their flight to London, although Will had insisted on coming with her. Their plan had been to stay with their father’s sister, the Viscountess Monteith, until Will turned twenty-one, when he and Vivienne could safely return to Tremeer and take charge of the estate. With the power of his inheritance and the trustees behind him, Will would send Sutherland packing and hopefully begin to repair the damage their stepfather had caused.


But what if the estate was taken from Will and they were cast adrift? There would be no going home, ever, and they could not expect Aunt Jane to pay for their upkeep indefinitely. As it was, she begrudged every penny she spent on them. Vivienne had been grateful when she took them in, but she suspected her generosity was tempered by the knowledge that she would look bad in the eyes of her friends and peers if she did not. This way she could accept their congratulations on her Christian benevolence… and their sympathy for being lumbered with such disappointing relatives.


Vivienne had overheard Aunt Jane’s tête-à-têtes with her friends enough times to know how she felt, but one conversation in particular stuck in her mind: You are so good, Jane! I don’t know how you can do it. I’m sure I couldn’t take on that girl… Of course the speaker had been quickly hushed when they saw her lingering in the doorway.


Because she was that girl. The scandalous one. The one whose reputation was ruined beyond repair and was therefore nothing but a burden on her kindhearted aunt. Never mind that the scandal had not been of Vivienne’s making and certainly not her fault, unless showing kindness to one’s neighbors could be said to be a fault. Another crime that she could lay at Richard Sutherland’s door.


No, they could not stay with Aunt Jane any longer than necessary, and at the same time their aunt must not hear of Will’s gambling debts. Their only hope was to return to Tremeer in three years’ time, and now that hope was at risk.


The more Vivienne looked at their situation, the more the trap they were in seemed to narrow. Or perhaps it wasn’t a trap, but a mine, like the ones her father had owned. As a girl at home in Cornwall, she had listened wide-eyed to stories of cave-ins and rising water levels, and men struggling to breathe as the earth pressed down around them. She felt a bit like that sometimes. Trapped and gasping for air and waiting for rescue, while horribly aware that no one would reach her in time.


She slipped through the door from the kitchen, ignoring the smirk from the server she’d bribed to let her up to Cadieux’s office. In hindsight a waste of money, but she’d hoped that all the rumors were wrong and that the man had a heart instead of a lump of stone beneath his white linen shirt.


His necktie had been undone to show the strong column of his throat, and his shoulders broad and strong. Oh yes, he was a handsome brute. Dark hair curling around his ears and tumbling over his brow, dark stubble on his jaw and cheeks drawing attention to his pink lips, and eyes black as the winter storms that came in from the sea at Tremeer. But as Vivienne well knew, sometimes the worst men were the most attractive.


The bookcase troubled her though. She had already decided Gabriel Cadieux was an uneducated, cruel fellow to whom nothing mattered but raking in as much profit as he possibly could. But would such a man own that quantity of books? So many that they were all but bursting from their shelves, and obviously well read. It didn’t fit with her image of him. A vicious gambling house owner did not read romantic novels. More worrying than the anomaly of such a man enjoying fiction was one particular book on those shelves. A book Vivienne knew only too well. Seeing The Wicked Prince and His Stolen Bride had thrown her for a moment, until she reminded herself that by now there must be a great many persons in the country who had purchased, borrowed, or stolen a copy.


Outside she breathed in the chilly air. The coach was waiting around the corner and she quickened her steps. This was not a safe area for a lone woman to linger, and their coachman, Jem, had not wanted to remain here for longer than five minutes. He had raised his bushy brows at her while she had assured him that her visit was of the utmost importance.


She and Will had known Jem since they were small, and he had stayed on at Tremeer after their father died. He was always good for a visit to the stables and a ride on the back of one of the quieter horses. Of course most of the horses were gone now, sold off to pay Sutherland’s debts, and eventually Jem had been let go. His final task had been to see Vivienne and Will safely to London eight months ago, to throw themselves upon the mercy of Aunt Jane. Worried about Jem and breaking the link with her past, Vivienne had given her aunt a heartfelt speech, listing Jem’s long service and sterling qualities, and pleading with her to employ him. Perhaps the viscountess was feeling particularly charitable that day, or perhaps she saw Jem for the jewel he was, and she had agreed to take him on.


“There you be, maid.” Jem called her by that affec-tionate Cornish word for girl, and it always warmed her heart. He was standing by the horses, his old tricorn hat pulled down around his ears. These days he might be more grizzled, but he was still fiercely loyal to the Tremeer siblings, and Vivienne was forever grateful for it.


“I reckon we have a gang over there working up the courage to rob us of our worldly wares.” He nodded toward the corner where the shadows were deepest.


She doubted anyone would be brave enough to tackle Jem. He might be getting on, but he was big and bulky, and in his younger days he had excelled at bare-knuckle boxing.


“Thank you, Jem, we can go home now.”


“All good?” He shot her a shrewd look.


“More or less as I expected,” she said as he handed her up into the coach.


Will had been slumped wearily in the corner but as Jem closed the door, he struggled into a sitting position. There was a stain on his new waistcoat, but she tried not to let it make her cross. Her brother was five years her junior, and she had always seen it as her duty to look after him, until the scandal of eight months ago when he had come to her aid.


“Did he agree?” Will said anxiously, hope shining in his gray eyes so like hers. He was a slender boy of eighteen, handsome and good-natured, and it was only after they had come to London that he had changed. For the worse, unfortunately. It wasn’t his fault, or not entirely. The charming but naïve young gentleman had been easy prey for sophisticated Londoners like Mr. Germaine.


“Vivienne?” Her brother spoke again, impatiently. “What did he say?”


“As we expected he said no. He’s an unmannerly bully and—”


She’d hardly finished speaking when Will flung himself against her, breaking into noisy sobs, and she held him, stroking his dark hair as she murmured soothing words that meant nothing.


“I’m so sorry,” he said, choking on his emotion. “I won’t ever do it again, Viv. I won’t, ever. If we can only extricate ourselves from this, then I will join a… a… monastery.”


Vivienne bit her lip. “That is a good thought, but I doubt it will do. Although I suppose it might show you are of sober character.”


Their grandfather Tremeer had been far from sober. A spendthrift and a gambler, he had left his son an estate weighed down with debt, and a lesson he had never forgotten. At least that was what Vivienne believed was behind the clause in her father’s will. The baronet had been determined Tremeer would never again fall into unreliable hands, and because he had died before Will was old enough for his character to be judged, he had taken sensible precautions. Vivienne and Will had known nothing of that clause, and until he came to London Will had never gambled, so it would not have been an issue. The city had changed matters, but if they could wipe the slate clean… 


Vivienne took a breath. “I have my nest egg,” she began, a suggestion she had made before. “Two hundred pounds might—”


And as before Will protested, shaking his head wildly. His eyes looked rather wild too. “No! Two hundred pounds won’t be nearly enough. Besides, that money is yours and I refuse to take it. You might need it when I am in the Marshalsea,” he added glumly.


“Then we will have to tell Aunt Jane.”


“She will wipe her hands of us, send us back to Cornwall, and it is not safe for you with Sutherland in residence.” His protests grew louder, and although Vivienne shushed him, she feared he was right. Aunt Jane would be furious with Will for risking his inheritance.


“She won’t let Sutherland take the estate,” she said, when he had calmed down. “She hates him, you know that.”


“How do you know she won’t keep it for herself? Aunt Jane might overturn the will and cut me out entirely.”


Vivienne supposed there was always that possibility. Aunt Jane had grown up at Tremeer and still had an attachment to it, even if she abhorred her brother’s family.


“Don’t tell her yet,” Will begged. “Perhaps Cadieux will change his mind?” His gloomy expression brightened. Her brother was about to have one of his flights of fancy—his moods recently had been careering wildly up and down—staggering home while dawn was breaking was taking its toll. “Perhaps after one glance he is now smitten with you, and will agree to anything you ask of him!”


Vivienne shook her head but couldn’t help smiling at the thought of Gabriel Cadieux so agreeable. “I very much doubt he is smitten with me, Will. And even if such a thing as love at first sight were possible—which you know I gravely doubt—he is the sort of man whose heart will never rule his head.”


“You believed in it once,” Will said gently. “Before you-know-who.”


“And that just shows you what a fool I was.”


Will let her bitter statement pass, returning to the subject. “What if Cadieux’s head tells him it is more practical to forgive my debt than to try to wring water from a stone?”


Vivienne doubted very much that was ever going to happen either. Cadieux looked as if he would have no trouble refusing a crippled child a bowl of porridge. But for Will’s sake, and perhaps because she wished it were so, she agreed to wait a little longer.


Will gave her a sly glance. “There is always Annette. I’m sure she would loan us the money.”


She quickly quashed that suggestion. “I am not asking our cousin to dip into her pin money for us, Will. Remember what happened when she paid for the hire of your horse when you wanted to go to that boxing match outside London? Aunt Jane will only find out, and poor Annette will have to forgo another one of her pleasures as a punishment.”


“She doesn’t do anything but read books,” Will grumbled.


The memory of Cadieux’s overburdened shelves sprang to mind, but she pushed it away again. “Nonsense. And even if she does read rather a lot, she doesn’t deserve to have her pleasure taken away from her because of her kind nature. I won’t do that to her. I know I was feeling less than charitable toward her last year, but that is all forgotten.”


Will smirked. “I still can’t believe you wrote that book. And that Annette had it published!”


“It wasn’t meant to see the light of day,” Vivienne said, but refused to be diverted. “Let us wait before we tell Aunt Jane. I have written back to Mr. Davey to instruct him to keep his ear to the ground when it comes to Sutherland and the will, and to send me word posthaste if he learns of anything more. Remember you do not reach your majority for three years, so perhaps he thinks he has plenty of time.” Although knowing her stepfather, once he had a sniff of the money the estate would bring him, he would begin scheming.


As if reading her mind, Will said, “I don’t know how he found out about my debt.”


“He is a gambler himself, you know that. Some of his friends may have seen you at Cadieux’s or word may have filtered back to Tremeer. But I think if he was certain about your situation, he would already have set about trying to overturn the will. We have to trust that Mr. Davey will be on the lookout and warn us in good time.”


They fell into a dispirited silence.


Will leaned his head against her shoulder, and Vivienne rested her cheek on his soft hair. Their mother had rarely been available to spend time with her children. Once she remarried the awful Mr. Sutherland, she had been too busy with his constant demands and trying to keep everything they owned from being carried out to pay his debts. Vivienne had stepped into her mother’s shoes when it came to her brother, although she hadn’t realized how reckless he had become once they came to London. Mr. Germaine, whom Will now claimed to be his best friend, constantly led him astray. The man was wealthy enough, and so losing every night at the card tables didn’t worry him, but he knew Will was poor and still allowed him to lose, in fact actively encouraged it! Vivienne just hoped her brother would see for himself how thoughtless his friend was, quite unlike a true friend, because the one time she had tried to open his eyes to Germaine’s behavior, she and Will had their worst argument ever.


Germaine is my friend, my only friend, and if you knew how he had stood by me… how he rescued me from several unfortunate s-situations… Without him I would have been so much worse off. If you knew, Viv, you wouldn’t be so hard on him.


Vivienne hadn’t wanted to ask what those “unfortunate situations” were, but it wasn’t difficult to guess what young gentlemen got up to in London.


Outside the coach window, the city had changed from the grubby streets around Cadieux’s Gambling Club to the more salubrious avenues in the west of the city. Aunt Jane lived in Mayfair, in a square where only the most blue-blooded of aristocrats had their town houses. Old Georgian houses and old wealth. Not that the word money would ever be spoken aloud by her aunt and uncle. If one had wealth and breeding, then one spent one’s days in leisure. Vivienne’s hopes of finding employment for herself, and with it a mite of respect and independence, would be shot down without a second thought.


Her thoughts drifted back to Cadieux, seated behind his desk, his dark eyes watchful. What drove a man like that to become successful? Was he self-educated, as the books seemed to suggest? She realized she knew nothing about him other than the rumors Will had shared with her, and the conjuring of her own angry imagination. The outcome of their conversation might have been disheartening and disappointing, but it wasn’t a moment she would soon forget. The man wasn’t what she had been expecting. Heartless, yes, but also intriguing. Blunt and insulting, and yet charismatic. Indeed, she had not met anyone quite like him.


No, whatever happened, she would not soon forget Gabriel Cadieux.















Chapter Three



Grantham Estate, Sussex, England


The late November sky was gray, and rain had made everything soggy. A perfect day for a funeral. The little group by the Ashton mausoleum—a building as gray as the sky—were all dressed in black. Gabriel had expected to see more mourners, but of course the disgrace would have kept many of them away. He recognized the lawyer who had visited him, although he had forgotten the man’s name. The fellow stood beside an elderly woman seated on a chair and wrapped in a heavy fur-lined cloak. Several servants huddled miserably nearby—no doubt the faithful few who remained with the Ashton family through thick and thin. Gabriel’s gaze passed swiftly over them and stopped on the six daughters of Harry, the late duke, his father. The illegitimate daughters. Gabriel’s half sisters.


They stood dutifully in a row, from oldest to youngest, heads bowed and hands clasped in a manner that seemed too good to be true.


Just then the eldest girl glanced up, and he had an impression of bright eyes and a sulky expression, before she lowered her face again. Gabriel bit back a smile. As he had suspected, their obedience was only skin deep.


“That’s them then?” Charles murmured in his ear. “The six half sisters who go with the title?”


“They look harmless enough,” Freddie said. His auburn hair and scarlet ensign’s uniform seemed almost obscenely bright under the glowering skies and the mourners in black. “Pack them off to school is my advice, Gabe.”


Freddie had just returned to London with his regiment, and when he heard Gabriel was to attend the late Duke of Grantham’s funeral, he joined Charles and tagged along. For support, they declared, but Gabriel suspected it was more for entertainment. Not that he minded. He was extremely glad to have his two best friends at his side.


“Your advice isn’t particularly useful,” Gabriel responded.


Freddie wasn’t to be repressed. “What about the mother? Shouldn’t she be playing her part?”


“Lady Felicia,” Gabriel said. “I don’t know. Perhaps she is prostrate with grief.”


Freddie snorted. “Prostrate with rage you mean. You’re the bloody duke!”


Gabriel’s mind was still reeling from the unexpected visit to his office by the Ashtons’ lawyer. It was like a plot from one of the novels he devoured, but the dry little man who had come bearing the news did not look like he approved of fiction as a pastime.


“You are the legal heir to the dukedom of Grantham. Your mother, Eugénie Cadieux, the duke’s mistress, was in fact his legal wife. She and Harry, your father, married in secret. She was a penniless French émigré—very beautiful I believe.” The man cleared his throat, having strayed from the point.


For a moment a face fought to clear itself from the shadows. A long-ago face. A beautiful woman with long dark hair who smiled down at him and whispered endearments. Gabriel forced himself to concentrate.


“The late duke’s mother was unaware of the first marriage at the time of her son’s marriage to Lady Felicia. Eugénie died when you were three years old, and you were placed in St. Ninian’s Foundling Home for Boys. This was done at the request of the late duke’s mother.”


Gabriel gave the man a baleful look. “My grandmother sent me to a foundling home?”


He avoided Gabriel’s eyes. “That is so. She believed the marriage with Lady Felicia to be the only legal union and therefore only she could produce a legal heir. It wasn’t until Harry’s death that the error was discovered.”


“‘Error’? He committed bigamy.”


The lawyer ignored that. “The truth may never have been brought to light, but the priest who performed the marriage of your mother and father came forward and refused to be hushed. He insisted that he had been silent too long and the matter was on his conscience.” Gabriel knew that the efforts to “hush” the man must have been robust, but evidently his conscience was even more robust.


“There are other children?” he asked with shocked curiosity.


“None who are legitimate. Your late father had six daughters with Lady Felicia, but they have now been declared bastards. You are the only legitimate heir to the dukedom and the Grantham estate.”


A wave of dizzy nausea washed over him. He could hear his heart beating fast. He watched, speechless, as the lawyer bowed obsequiously low before him and called him “Your Grace.” Because it didn’t seem real. Surely it was a dream.


But it hadn’t been a dream.


“I’m not going to accept the title,” he reminded his friend. “I’m saying no.”


Charles raised an eyebrow, his fair hair tousled by the breeze. His handsome face appeared thoughtful as he recited facts that Gabriel already knew. “If you don’t accept the title and all that goes with it, the daughters will receive nothing. Will be nothing.”


Nothing. The word was stark, reminding him of his own past. Most men would probably jump at the chance of being a duke, but not Gabriel. His immediate response had been “No.” As a self-made man, he didn’t need a coronet to make himself feel worthy, and he was proud of his achievements. All he knew of dukes was that they were idle fellows who expected others to fetch and carry, a concept completely foreign to him. He had even more reason to refuse the offer now that he knew the truth of his beginnings and why he had been placed in a foundling home. Abandoned as a little boy when he could have grown up in a proper home. Why should he disrupt his life now to sort out the problems of those who had never given a damn about him?


But these girls standing before him, the privileged daughters of a duke, how would they survive if thrown upon the mercy of the parish? Unlike Gabriel, Charles, and Freddie, they had not learned to make their own way, and according to the lawyer, if Gabriel did not take up his unexpected windfall, then everything that belonged to the Dukedom of Grantham would return to the Crown.


It is what they deserve, that little boy’s voice spoke angrily in his head. For tossing you away when your mother died and trying to hide the truth. His older and more pragmatic self knew why they had done it. Eugénie had been a poor, exiled foreigner, and Lady Felicia had the sort of aristocratic connections a family like the Ashtons craved. Eugénie was a mistake, Gabriel was a mistake, and so they had drawn a line through them.


But was any of that the six girls’ fault?


He swallowed as his emotions seesawed. The sick feeling had returned to his stomach, with the addition of a hard kernel of worry and doubt. He was no loving brother, and the thought of taking on such a burden… his head ached.


Gabriel watched as the church minister finished droning on and the coffin was carried into the stone building where so many generations of Ashtons were contained. He shuddered, imagining being locked in there with sneering strangers, and decided he would rather be tossed into the Thames. The lawyer had insisted he come here today, despite Gabriel having no intention of agreeing to sip from this poisonous chalice when he was perfectly content with his life as it was. Perfectly content.


The lawyer might have said more, but if he did, Gabriel couldn’t remember it. At the time, he had been busy trying to process the man’s words, trying to come to grips with his stunning revelations, trying to believe this was not some feverish nightmare and orphan fantasy come true, all rolled into one. It was accurate that to be part of a family was the dream of every abandoned child, and those from St. Ninian’s were no exception, but Gabriel and his friends had always been determined to make their own way in the world. They did not expect favors, or dreams to become reality; they were equal parts hard graft and single-minded ambition, with a dash of refusing to give up thrown in.


No, he told himself he didn’t care that he had been given a family on a silver platter—a tarnished one probably—but all the same his new circumstances felt painfully real and raw.


He was a duke, part of the peerage, the nobility, and only the Prince Regent was higher in the land than he and his ducal peers. It was so far outside of his sphere—upbringing, education, aspiration—as to be ridiculous. Surely dukes were made from the moment they were born, molded into the required form, and not plucked from obscurity? Polite society would never open its arms to him in welcome. It would laugh at him for aping his betters. He would be an outsider in its ranks rather than inhabiting his current comfortable position as gambling hell proprietor.


But there was more to his decision than a fear of being mocked. Gabriel could shrug that off if necessary. The truth was Grantham was drowning in debt. Gabriel was an astute businessman, and he had contacts in that world, and it didn’t take him long to discover the extent of his new family’s financial ruin. His father had been the worst kind of duke, spending and spending and never putting anything back. If Gabriel agreed to become the next duke, he would have to turn the disaster around. It would be almost like starting all over again from the bottom. Did he want that? Was the title worth it?


The night the Ashtons’ lawyer came to give him the news, Gabriel had drunk more claret than was his habit, and Charles had joined him. They’d thrashed out the pros and cons, asking questions they could not answer, and woken with aching heads and no solution to the problem other than Gabriel’s stubborn determination not to agree to it.


“I’m happy as I am,” he had told Charles. “I like beginning each morning knowing exactly what the day holds.”


“Do you?” Charles had replied. “Sounds boring to me. Where’s the challenge in that? Maybe you need a change, my friend.”


A white flower had fallen from one of the wreaths that adorned the coffin as it was carried by the pallbearers into the maw of the family tomb. The delicate blossom had landed on the muddy ground in front of the youngest of the duke’s daughters. Gabriel watched as the little girl stared down at it, then across to her oblivious siblings. Thinking herself unobserved, she stooped to pick it up, only to lose her balance and stumble. Her hands went to the muddy ground and she let out a distressed wail, before straightening up and holding out her hands in front of her as if not quite knowing what to do with them. Abruptly her little face crumpled.


Gabriel felt every sinew in his body tighten as the need to go to her rescue overcame all other concerns. The sensation was as unfamiliar as it was pressing, and he wasn’t sure what to do with it.


At the same moment the stern-faced woman standing behind the girls—a governess or a nursemaid—moved swiftly to haul the child back in line. Her voice was a sibilant hiss, but the effect of her words was immediate obedience. The sister next in line took her sibling’s grubby hand in hers, and after a few hiccuped sobs, peace was restored.


Gabriel started as Charles elbowed him in the side. “Poor little mite,” he muttered. “First thing you should do is toss the governess out on her arse.” Then, with a sly, knowing glance at his friend, continued, “If you take all of them on, of course.”


Gabriel rubbed a hand over the bunched muscles of his jaw. “I’m not taking them on. I told you. I’ve refused.”


“Standing firm, huh?”


Maybe the little girl had sensed their interest, because now her sad eyes turned on Gabriel. Suddenly all six of the sisters looked up, as if they were acting on some sort of unspoken directive, to stare at him. The eldest sullenly, the second eldest shyly, and all the way down the line to the smallest, whose woebegone face broke into a brilliant smile. It was as if the sun had come out on this wretched occasion, and despite himself, Gabriel felt his lips twitch.


“I can see how firm you’re standing,” Charles whispered beside him. “Not tempted at all.”


This time Gabriel ignored him.


“Your Grace?” The lawyer had appeared and was bowing before him. “If you will come with me? The family wishes to meet you and discuss arrangements for the future.”


He remembered the man’s name. “Very well, Mr. Arnott, but I assure you I have not changed my mind.”


“Of course not, Your Grace,” he said soothingly. “You must do as you feel best. We are all in your hands.”


Arnott set off toward the house, which was at some distance from the family cemetery. A jumble of chimneys and gables in stone the color of butter rose above grand old trees. The place looked old, and a bit of a mess, as various generations of Ashtons had added to it. This was Grantham, where his father, Harry, had lived and which now belonged to Gabriel.


If he wanted it.















Chapter Four



The Grantham estate was close to the Sussex coast in the south of England. The family name was Ashton, headed by the Duke of Grantham, and they considered themselves one of the leading families, having been here since Henry VIII ruled England. They had been active in the most important decisions throughout history, usually pulling strings from the sidelines. Scandals weren’t unknown throughout those centuries, in fact Gabriel was sure there were plenty, but still he wondered if it would be his fate to go down in Ashton history as the most scandalous member of the family.


The grounds of the estate were vast, with swaths of green lawn and mature trees in every direction. The sea must be close though, because Gabriel could smell the salty air, so very different from the musty waters of the Thames. Just as this place was very different from the crowded, jumbled buildings of London, where he had grown up and now resided.


He thought he might have liked to wander about before he gave up his unwanted inheritance, but Arnott was setting a cracking pace. Charles and Freddie spoke in low voices, glancing anxiously at Gabriel every now and again, but he ignored them. The question he really wanted answered was one he couldn’t answer, and neither could they.


Why him? Why had he been handed this terrible gift? Why not Charles, who would make an excellent duke, with his charming manners and friendly smile. No one would question why Charles should take on the reins of Grantham. Or even devil-may-care Freddie, who would certainly cut a dash as a duke. Gabriel knew he was not a social animal, he was solitary and intense and liked nothing better than to lose himself in the figures in his ledgers or the stories in his books.


They passed under a gatehouse, which Charles said reminded him of the Tower of London. “Are we going to have our heads chopped off?” he said with a grin. Freddie snorted as they walked across the graveled area that led to the front door. They were met by an ancient butler in blue and silver livery, who looked as if he had never smiled in his life.


“Welcome to Grantham, Your Grace. My name is Humber. The family awaits you in the state drawing room.”


Gabriel, who would have preferred to turn and make haste back to London, nodded brusquely and followed Humber’s dignified steps.


Freddie caught Gabriel’s gaze and rolled his eyes with a smirk, while Charles had grown suddenly quiet, his usual good humor nowhere to be seen. Perhaps it was the atmosphere. The place was certainly grand, and it was difficult to pretend they were comfortable in such regal surroundings. The vestibule, with its marble columns, checkered floor, and hushed mood, made Gabriel want to whisper. He looked up at the glass dome high above, through which the gray sky threw its cool light upon them. The butler led the way up a curved staircase, and Gabriel noted the family portraits glaring down at them, before they reached a wide, carpeted corridor. A procession of doors with gold embellishments hinted at the opulence within, until at last Humber paused at a set of double doors and opened them wide. Before Gabriel could enter, the man spoke in a sonorous tone. “His Grace the sixth Duke of Grantham.”


It did not help. Gabriel was already laboring under the burden of being in such an unfamiliar and taxing position, and he had to wonder why the servant had announced him in such a way when his old master was barely cold in his coffin. Charles muttered a curse, and Freddie stifled a laugh. Gabriel’s gaze caught the butler’s for a second. There was a glint of satisfaction in the man’s eyes, as if he had fulfilled some long-held promise to himself, before he stepped aside and the drawing room came into full view.


Walls were papered in stylish silver and blue, reminiscent of the servants’ livery, while lush landscapes hung at various intervals, and the portrait of an elegant dark-haired woman dressed in the fashion of the mid-eighteenth century stared back at him from above the mantel. The furnishings were upholstered in pale pinks and greens, sometimes striped, and a gold clock adorned with cupids sat on a side table, while beeswax candles helped alleviate the dullness of the day beyond heavily draped bay windows.


It was a room designed to exhibit the family’s wealth and power, a tactic meant to intimidate, and Gabriel flushed as he realized he had been gawping about him like a chimney sweep let into the big house. Quickly he turned his attention to the gathered family members, grouped by the lit fireplace, and saw that they were equally as fascinated by him.


The old woman who had been at the graveside held center stage. She was obviously a person of importance, a close relative. Her posture was rigidly proud, the diamonds circling her throat incongruous against the mourning black of her clothing. Perhaps, like the room she commanded, they were meant to intimidate, and the dark eyes fixed on him were coldly authoritative. Gathered around her were the six daughters, the girls assuming the same obedient poses as before, their heads bowed. Until the oldest one shot him a heated and resentful glance from beneath her lashes. He caught a hastily repressed grin from the youngest girl, and then the oppressive silence was broken.


“Your Grace.” Mr. Arnott was back by his side.


“Mr. Cadieux does not merit the courtesy of being ‘Your Graced,’ Arnott. He has not agreed to assume the title, nor the duties that go with it.” Of course it was the old woman who spoke, her face a myriad of wrinkles, like a frozen puddle in winter when the ice has begun to crack.


“You’re right, I haven’t agreed,” Gabriel said. “I—”


“You must. It is your duty,” she interrupted.


“I beg your pardon, madam, but I have no duty to this family. I was abandoned at birth.”


The six girls exchanged startled glances, as if they were not used to the old woman’s pronouncements being met with dissent.


Something glinted in those dark eyes. Surprise? Disgust? Perhaps it was approval. He didn’t have time to decide, because when she spoke again, her words pushed everything else from his head.


“I remember well. I was the person who persuaded my son to abandon you.”


Beside him Charles stiffened, and, thinking he was going to launch himself at the creature, Gabriel put out an arm to stop him. He had forgotten Arnott still hovered at his side until the lawyer spoke again, this time his tone censorious.


“Mr. Cadieux, may I introduce your grandmother, Her Grace, Margaret, the Dowager Duchess of Grantham.”


His grandmother? Of course it was, he realized. Who else could it be? He clearly remembered Arnott’s words to him in his office when he first learned of his windfall. His father’s mother had placed him in a foundling home to clear the way for her son to marry a better prospect and produce a better heir. This woman seated before him so callous and uncaring had done that to him.


An image came to him then. A child’s memory, murky and dusty with time and distance. A woman with dark eyes like his own, and an icily posh voice. He had been called into the superintendent’s office when he was ten years old. By then he had been a resident of St. Ninian’s for almost seven years and knew nothing else. The woman had been seated by the window, and at first he hadn’t seen her. He had answered the super’s questions sulkily. Yes, he had been a good boy. Yes, he had minded his manners. Yes, he knew his alphabet and his tables. The questions answered satisfactorily, a silence fell, and that was when the woman spoke.


“The child seems bright enough, and he looks like Harry.” She had said it with a hint of regret. “A pity he is a bastard.”


“Your son has how many daughters now, Your Grace?” The superintendent sounded sympathetic, but knowing the man’s sly tone, Gabriel was aware he was only pretending.


The woman’s mouth turned down in disappointment. “Too many. We are praying that this time Lady Felicia will deliver him a son and heir.”


“Who are you?” Gabriel interrupted. “Why are you here?”


“Boy, mind your manners!” the superintendent began with a growl, but the woman held up a hand to stop him.


She rose to her feet, and although he was already a tall boy, she was still taller. “I am nothing to you,” she said frigidly, “and you are nothing to me. As for why I am here… I hardly know.” She turned to the superintendent. “I have seen enough. I will not come again.”


Gabriel stared back at his grandmother, reliving the memory. Why would the dowager visit him at the foundling home years after she had sent him there? He could ask her, but he wasn’t sure the answer would help ease the sudden ache in his heart. His grandmother had abandoned him, tossed him aside as soon as his mother was gone, and the only reason she was speaking to him now was that she had been forced into a position that gave her no choice.


His silence had lasted too long.


“You have nothing to say?” the dowager said. “Did you think me dead?”


“No, madam.” He spoke the truth through stiff lips, any need he might have felt to be polite gone. “I hoped you were dead.”


The eldest of the girls gave a burst of shocked laughter, hurriedly covering her mouth and pretending to cough. She was ignored. The dowager did not so much as flinch. “Well, I am very much alive,” she said forcefully, “and intend to remain so until the Ashtons take their place once more as one of the first families in the land.”


He said nothing, and perhaps she took his silence as a judgment upon her actions, launching into an explanation of sorts. Gabriel did not think she felt any guilt though, and he would not have expected her to.


“At the time I sent you away, I thought you were of no consequence. Harry had married Lady Felicia and then proceeded to do his best to produce a son, unfortunately to no avail. We had all but given up thought of a male heir, and then Harry died and to my surprise I learned you were in fact the legal heir. And before you accuse me of child cruelty, I chose St. Ninian’s for you because it had a fine reputation for educating boys and finding them worthy occupations.”


She thought she had done well by him. Gabriel wondered if she had any understanding of how much he had lost by being abandoned. Yes, he had had an education and the chance of a worthy occupation, although he had never taken up the apprenticeship with the bookkeeper. Yes, he had left the foundling home with a burning desire to succeed. But what about love and care, kindness and tenderness? Surely even a bastard deserved an occasional hug and a soft word or two? Things he never had. Yes, he had his friends, but his mother was dead and his father unknown, and his grandmother had abandoned him.


“I assume she doesn’t consider owning a gambling house a worthy occupation?” Freddie murmured beside him with a smirk.


The dowager hadn’t finished. “You do not have to like me, Cadieux, just as I do not have to like you. We are here to do our duty, and yours is to step up and become head of this family.”


“And if I have no desire to do so?” His voice sounded harsh and dry.


Her gaze held the disdain that was becoming familiar to him, and her eyes were as dark as his. Gabriel had always assumed his eyes came from his French mother, but he saw now they were his grandmother’s eyes. The realization was not one that pleased him.


“You have a gambling hell, I believe?” she asked, her mouth curled in derision. “You won it in a game of chance. Oh yes, I know all about that. And yet you knew you would win because you are a man who weighs up the odds in any given situation. Looks at all possible sides to an argument.” Her cold smile told him his expression had betrayed his surprise that she had bothered to learn his character. “There is no risk here either. All you have to do is agree and sign some papers that Arnott will place before you, and you will become the Duke of Grantham, with a fine estate and a London town house. A few other bits and pieces, land and houses and so on,” she said with a careless wave of her hand, as if she were speaking of buttons and beads. “All yours. I would call that an easy day’s work for a man like you.”


No, she did not know him as well as she thought, if she believed that greed was what would sway him. Gabriel did not want any of the items she had listed, even if they were unencumbered by debt; she would not win him over that way.
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