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London, December 1804


Brandenburg House


Mayfair, London





Lady Sophie York, the only daughter of the Marquis of Brandenburg, had refused to marry a baron who had asked on a balcony. She had refused two honorables, a handful of sirs, and a viscount, all of whom punctiliously requested that honor in her father’s study. She had refused a marquess in the midst of a hunt, and plain Mr. Kissler at Ascot. Less fortunate young women could not fathom Sophie’s motives. In two seasons, Sophie had rejected most of the ton’s eligible bachelors. But after tonight there would be no more proposals, hurried, paced, inarticulate, or otherwise. After tonight the uncharitable would unite in agreement: The girl had held out for a man of high rank. Lady Sophie was affianced to an earl, and she would be a countess by next season.


Sophie grimaced at her mirror, thinking of the avid faces and deep curtsies she would face at the Dewland ball that evening. Uncertainty quaked in her stomach, an unusual flutter of self-consciousness. Was this the correct gown in which to announce her engagement? It was constructed of pale silver, gossamer-thin silk. Perhaps the color would make her look washed-out in the ballroom, once she was surrounded by glittering plumage, the bare breasts and crimson cheeks of the female half of the beau monde. Silver was such a nunlike color. A glint of amusement lit Sophie’s eyes. A nun would swoon at the very idea of wearing a bodice made in the French style, low-cut and caught just under the breasts with silver ribbons that wound around the bodice. And the skirt flowed narrowly past Sophie’s curves, flirting with the roundness of her hips.


Just then the Marchioness of Brandenburg swept into the bedroom.


“Are you ready, Sophie?”


“Yes, Maman,” Sophie said, throwing away the idea of changing her gown. They were already late to the Dewland ball.


The marchioness’s eyes narrowed as she looked over Sophie’s apparel. Eloise herself was wearing a gown of mouse-colored satin embroidered with flowers and fringed at the bottom. If it wasn’t precisely hooped, it gave that impression. It resembled nothing so closely as the styles of twenty years ago, from the early years of Eloise’s marriage.


“That dress,” Eloise said with asperity, “is a disgrace.”


“Yes, Maman.” That was Sophie’s usual response to her mother’s sartorial comments. She gathered up her wrap and reticule, turning toward the door.


Eloise hesitated, uncertainty crossing her face. Sophie looked at her in surprise. Her mother was French and seemed to view life as a battleground in which she was the only general with a standing army. It was uncommon to see her pause.


“Tonight,” said Eloise, “it will be announced that you have accepted the hand of the Earl of Slaslow in marriage.”


“Yes, Maman,” Sophie agreed.


There was a short pause. What could be the problem? Sophie wondered. Her mother was never short of words.


“He may desire some token of your affections.”


“Yes, Maman.” Sophie lowered her eyes so her mother wouldn’t see her mischievous enjoyment.


Poor Mama! She had been raised in a French convent and likely had come to the marriage bed exceedingly ill prepared. Given that Eloise had married an English marquis so obsessed by France and things French that he preferred the French spelling marquis to the English marquess, her daughter had been raised in a house thronged with French émigrés. Her nanny was French, the servants were French, the cook (of course) was French. Eloise had no idea just how earthy discussions had become in the nursery, long before Sophie had even made her debut. The last thing Sophie needed was instruction on what men wanted from women.


“You may allow him one kiss, perhaps two, at most,” Eloise said heavily. “I am sure you understand the importance of this limitation, Sophie. I am thinking of you. Your reputation…”


Now Sophie’s eyes flashed and she looked directly at her mother, who was, however, gazing at a spot on the far wall.


“You have insisted on wearing gowns that are little more than scraps of tissue. Your neglect of a corset must be obvious to all, and sometimes I have wondered if you are wearing a chemise. I have many times been embarrassed by your behavior, your flirtatiousness, if one can call it that. You have the chance of an excellent marriage here and I demand that you not ruin your prospects by encouraging the Earl of Slaslow to take liberties.”


Sophie could feel her heart beating angrily in her throat. “Are you implying that my behavior has been less than correct, Maman?”


“I certainly would say so,” her mother responded. “When I was your age, I would no more have dreamed of spending time alone with a man than I would of going to America. No man kissed me before your father. I knew my place and what was proper to my position. You, on the other hand, have shown no respect for the position to which you were born. You have consistently embarrassed your father and myself with your fast behavior.”


Despite herself, Sophie felt a curl of mortification in her stomach. “I have never done anything out of the proper, Maman,” she protested. “Everyone wears these clothes, and manners are more liberal than they were when you were my age.”


“I take part of the responsibility; I have allowed your extravagant escapades to continue, and I have overlooked many of your lapses. But now you are to be a countess, and what may possibly be overlooked as youthful spirits in a girl can never be done so in a countess.”


“What lapses? I have never allowed a man to take liberties with my person!”


“I know that chastity is an outmoded word, but it is not an outmoded concept,” her mother rejoined sharply. “Your constant joking and flirting makes you seem more accomplished than you are. In fact, Sophie, you have precisely the manners of a top-flight courtesan!”


For a moment Sophie stared at her mother in outrage, then consciously took a deep breath. “I have never done anything out of the proper, Maman,” she repeated firmly.


“How can you say that when Lady Prestlefield found you in the arms of Patrick Foakes, alone in a reception room?” her mother retorted. “When you chose to be indiscreet, improper, you were discovered by one of the most talkative women in all London.


“It would have been one thing if you became engaged to Foakes. But to be found kissing in a corner! You embarrassed me profoundly, Sophie. So I will tell you again—I forbid you to allow the Earl of Slaslow more than the most token gesture of affection. Any more of these heated embraces and your reputation will be ruined forever. Moreover, Slaslow will be justified in calling it off if he suspects your rackety nature.”


“Maman!”


“Your rackety nature,” Eloise repeated. “Which,” she added, “you inherited from your father. And he has encouraged you. From the moment he supported your study of all those languages, he fostered your unladylike nature. There is little behavior more unmaidenly than learning Latin.”


She raised her hand as Sophie began to reply. “Fortunately, that is over. When you are a countess you will be too busy running a large household to indulge yourself in such fruitless pursuits.”


Suddenly Eloise remembered her primary grievance. “Had you married Foakes, the gossip would have died, but naturally your reputation has suffered since you turned down his offer.” She continued without pause. “No one believes he was able to bring himself to scratch!” The marchioness’s tone was biting, and an ominous red flush had mounted up her neck.


“I could not accept Patrick Foakes’s proposal,” Sophie objected. “He asked me only because Lady Prestlefield walked into the room. He is a rake whose kisses mean nothing.”


“I know little about meaningless kisses,” Eloise commented magisterially. “It would be nice if my daughter had the same delicacy of person that I have maintained. And what does it matter if Foakes is a rake? A rake can make as good a husband as any other man. He has extensive holdings—what more do you want?”


Sophie looked at the tips of her delicate slippers. It was hard to explain her aversion to rakes without making reference to her beloved papa, who made a practice of chasing every Frenchwoman who arrived in London. And given the turbulent situation in France, he had been very busy in the last seven years or so.


“I would like to marry someone who will respect me,” she said.


“Respect you! You certainly don’t try to achieve that goal in a very intelligent fashion,” her mother said, with a sharp twist of her lips. “I’ll warrant there’s no gentleman in London who doesn’t think of you as an approachable minx, if not worse. When I debuted, poetry was written in praise of my modesty, but I venture to say those verses would not apply to you. In fact,” Eloise concluded bitterly, “sometimes I think that you are entirely your father’s child—both of you destined to make me the laughingstock of London.”


Sophie took another deep breath, and this time tears began to prick the back of her eyelids.


Eloise’s expression softened. “I do not wish to be snappish, but I worry for you, Sophie. You will have an excellent husband in the Earl of Slaslow. Please do not place your engagement at risk.”


Sophie’s anger drained away, followed by a wash of guilty sympathy. Her mother endured a great deal of mortification due to her husband’s flagrantly public love of Frenchwomen, and now Sophie had thoughtlessly added to the gossip. “I never meant to cause you embarrassment, Maman,” she said quietly. “I was caught by surprise when Lady Prestlefield found me with Patrick Foakes.”


“Had you not been alone with a man, no one could have surprised you,” her mother pointed out, with irrefutable logic. “A reputation is not a trifling thing. I never thought to hear my daughter called a light-skirt—but that, Sophie, is what is being said about you.”


With that, Eloise turned and walked from the room, closing the door behind her.


Tears welled in Sophie’s eyes. It was not unusual for her mother to descend on a member of the household like an avenging Fury out of a Greek play, although generally Sophie was able to ignore her embittered comments.


But tonight Eloise had struck a nerve. Sophie knew that she skirted the edge of propriety: Her gowns were the most daring in London and her manner was seductive.


Sophie had heard those dreary odes composed for her mother many times: “Thus from a thousand virgins, heav’nly fair,/One sees the Diana of the sex, whose hair—” Eloise’s hair was the same reddish-gold color as hers, but Eloise’s lay sleekly along her head, the line of her chignon never disturbed by a curl or a streamer. Sophie’s hair curled, and it rebelliously escaped from ribbons and pins. What’s more, Sophie had cut off all her hair before any other woman in London had thought of imitating the French fashion, and now that every young miss cropped her curls, she had chosen to grow hers again.


What her mother didn’t understand was how impossibly difficult it had been to turn down Patrick Foakes’s offer of marriage. She stared at herself blindly in the mirror for a moment, then sank onto the bed as she remembered the Cumberland ball last month. The glory of it when Patrick made it clear that he was stalking her. The twisting excitement in her stomach when she glanced up from the intricacies of a cotillion, and caught his glance.


Even thinking of the lazy greeting in those eyes, the way his right eyebrow flew up in silent acknowledgment, the utterly masculine arrogance of his glance made her stomach jump. Her heart beat fast the entire evening, and excitement tingled in her limbs and weakened her knees. By ten o’clock Patrick Foakes had exerted such a pull over her that she was living for those moments when he would suddenly appear at her elbow or when she would turn in the swirl of a dance and catch a glimpse of silver-streaked black hair on the other side of the room. At supper, in the midst of a chattering crowd huddled around a small round table, her heart leaped every time his leg or arm accidentally brushed hers, sending a drugging velvet excitement down her legs.


They danced together once; they danced together twice. To dance together a third time would be akin to announcing an engagement.


Sophie didn’t dare speak during their second dance, a Maltese Bransle that kept parting them and then suddenly jolting them back together. She was afraid that Patrick would guess the spinning tenderness that shivered down her body every time the figure brought them back together.


When he silently took her arm and led her out of the ballroom as if to fetch a glass of syllabub, but instead turned into a quiet room full of spindly tables and frothy chairs, she followed with no objection. Patrick propped himself against a biscuit-colored wall and looked down at her teasingly, and Sophie’s only excuse was that the emotional stimulation of the last hours had gone to her head. She impishly grinned back, behaving precisely like the wanton her mama believed her to be.


And when Patrick pulled her into his arms, the moment had the rightness of inevitability. But the purely carnal, fevered urgency of that kiss was a shock. Sophie had been kissed before, so many times that her mother would faint if she even suspected, but this kiss was not the adoring, gentle compliment that she was used to.


This kiss began as an exploration and flared into summer lightning, began as a simple meeting of lips and ended with burning touches and whispered moans. Patrick broke off the kiss with a surprised curse and then instantly bent his head again, his hands walking a fiery line down her back to the curve of her bottom.


It was unfair to say they were kissing when Lady Sarah Prestlefield walked, or rather tiptoed, into the salon, Sophie thought bitterly. They had kissed, and kissed, but at that moment they were merely standing very close together, and Patrick was rubbing his finger across the curve of her lower lip. She was looking at his face in a rather bewildered way, conscious that her cultivated urbanity, her sophisticated manner of dalliance, had entirely deserted her and that in fact she couldn’t think of anything clever to say.


“Merde!” Sophie whispered, shaking off the memory. She could hear her father’s distant bellowing from the antechamber of the Brandenburg house, undoubtedly shouting for her to hurry. She knew exactly why he was in such a rush. Her father had started a new flirtation with a young French widow, Mrs. Dalinda Beaumaris, and probably had an assignation at the ball.


The thought steeled her resolve. It didn’t matter that she had been sobbing every night for a month since rejecting Patrick Foakes’s hand. The important thing was that she was right to reject him. Remember the shadow of relief that crossed his eyes when she disengaged her hands in the library the next morning and politely said no, she told herself fiercely. Remember that.


She was not going to have her heart broken by a libertine, the way her mama had. She was not going to turn into a bitter old woman, watching her husband circle the floor with Dalindas and Lucindas. She might not be able to stop her future husband from chasing other women, but she could certainly control the extent to which she cared about the matter.


“I am not a fool,” Sophie said to herself, not for the first time.


Hearing a scratch on her door, she stood up.


“Enter!”


“His lordship would be very pleased to greet you in the antechamber,” said Philippe, one of the footmen.


Sophie had no illusions about the wording of the actual message. Her father had bawled to Carroll, “Get that chit down here!” and Philippe had been dispatched by a nod of the butler’s head. Carroll’s portly demeanor and his French sense of dignity precluded delivering messages of this sort.


She smiled. “Please inform my father that I will join him directly.”


As Philippe backed out the door, Sophie picked up her fan from the dressing table. She paused again in front of the mirror. What looked back at her was an image that had set fire to gentlemen’s hearts all over London, had inspired some twenty-two proposals of marriage and numerous intoxicated compliments.


She was small in size, only coming up to Patrick’s shoulder, Sophie thought absently. And her wispy silver dress emphasized every curve, especially those of her breasts. The fabric stiffened above its high waist, making it look as if she might fall out of the inch of material.


Sophie shivered. Lately she couldn’t even look at herself in the mirror without thinking about the melting softness of her breasts pressing against Patrick’s muscled chest. It was time to go. She grabbed her wrap and left the room.




Chapter 2
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In the afternoon before the Dewland ball, there was an unprecedented gathering of young gentlemen in the Ministry for Foreign Affairs, presided over by the minister himself, Lord Breksby. Breksby was growing old, but at the same time he was growing more and more comfortable with the power he wielded. Thus, although he welcomed his visitors from a somewhat bent-over posture, and his white hair flew eccentrically off to the right, rather than staying neatly tied back as it ought to have, there was nothing humorous about him.


Lord Breksby had been England’s Secretary for Foreign Affairs for some seven years. He saw the civilized world as a puppet theater in which he controlled many strings (never mind Pitt, as he had often told his wife, the man can’t make up his mind). One of Breksby’s greatest assets, to William Pitt and the English government in general, was his skill at creative manipulation.


“One must make use of the tools at hand,” he rather pompously told his wife over a dessert of orange jelly.


Lady Breksby sighed in agreement and thought longingly of a small cottage in the country, next to her sister, where she could grow roses.


“England has underutilized its nobility,” he told her yet again. “Of course, it is true that aristocratic rakes tend toward dissipation—look at the degenerate nobles who thronged around Charles II.”


Lady Breksby thought about the new kind of rose that had been named after Princess Charlotte. Could it be trained to climb a wall? she wondered. She quite fancied a southern wall, covered with climbing roses.


Lord Breksby thought about the libertine rakes of the old days. Rochester was probably the worst, writing all that naughty poetry about prostitutes. Must have been getting up to Lord knows what. A regular hellion, he was. Boredom, that was Rochester’s problem.


“Still, that was the past,” Breksby said meditatively, spooning up the last of the orange jelly. “Our rakes now are useful chaps, if you approach ’em the right way. They’ve got money. They’re not elected. And they’ve got class, m’dear. Invaluable when dealing with foreigners.” Even though his own title was only honorary, he found it served him well. Lord Breksby privately thought that the day might come when England would have to rely on class more heavily than on its navy.


“Take this Selim III, for example.”


Lady Breksby looked up politely and nodded.


“He’s ruling the Ottoman Empire at the moment, m’dear.”


Now that she thought about it, the Princess Charlotte rose probably had too heavy a head to be a good climber. The best climbing roses had smaller heads … like that lovely pink specimen that Mrs. Barnett had growing up her front gate, back in the old village. But how could she find out what that rose was called?


“The man is dazzled by Napoleon, even though Napoleon invaded Egypt a mere six years ago. Thinks Napoleon is God, so I hear. Recognized him as emperor. And now Selim is planning to exchange the title of sultan for emperor! His father must be turning in his grave.” Breksby considered whether to have more orange jelly. Better not. His waistcoats were already a trifle strained.


He returned to the subject at hand. “It’s up to us to dazzle old Selim in return. Otherwise he’ll go hand in hand with Napoleon, the silly turnip, and declare war on England, no doubt about it. And how are we going to dazzle Selim?”


He looked triumphantly at Lady Breksby, but after thirty years of marriage she knew a rhetorical question as well as the next person, and simply looked past him, trying to picture Mrs. Barnett’s roses more precisely. Did they have just a tinge of crimson inside?


“We send over a prime piece of nobility. We dazzle ’em with some of our homegrown near-royalty, that’s what.”


Lady Breksby nodded dutifully. “That sounds wonderful, my dear,” she said.


The result of this conversation, the fruit of the orange jelly, so to speak, was twofold. Lord Breksby sent out a series of beautifully inscribed notes that were carried around London by one of the king’s messengers, and Lady Breksby wrote a long letter to her sister, who still lived in the small village of Hogglesdon where they had grown up, asking her to please walk by Mrs. Barnett’s house and request the name of her roses.


As it happened, Lord Breksby enjoyed the fruit of his idea rather more quickly than did Lady Breksby. Mrs. Barnett turned out (disappointingly) to have died, and her daughter couldn’t say what the roses were named. But the king’s messenger returned to the Ministry for Foreign Affairs triumphant, having found all five noblemen residing in their London town houses and available to meet Lord Breksby at his convenience.


Alexander Foakes, the Earl of Sheffield and Downes, was the first to arrive at the ministry. Breksby looked up quickly as the elder Foakes twin was announced. Then he got up, holding his hand out affably. Sheffield was a prime exemplar of his, Breksby’s genius, to his mind. He’d sent Sheffield off to Italy a year or so ago on an entirely successful, and very delicate, mission.


“Good afternoon, my lord,” he said. “How are your lovely wife and daughters?”


“My family is very well,” Alex replied, sitting down. “Why did you summon me, Lord Breksby?” He fixed his black eyes on the foreign secretary.


Breksby smiled genially. He was too old to be overset by an impetuous young man. Instead he sat back and templed his fingers. “I would rather wait until my small party is assembled,” he remarked. “But I hasten to tell you, my lord, that I did not ask you here to request that you undertake an assignment on behalf of the English government. No indeed. We hesitate to interfere in a man’s private life, once that man has children.”


Alex rose a sardonic eyebrow. “Except when the government decides to press its citizens into the army.” He was referring to the practice of sweeping up men and shipping them off to war, willy-nilly.


“Ah,” Breksby responded gently, “but we never press our nobility into service. We rely on the goodness of their hearts and their wish to aid their country.”


Alex almost snorted, but restrained himself. Breksby was a wily old Machiavel whom it wouldn’t be prudent to antagonize.


“Your presence here is not exactly superfluous, however,” Breksby continued. “I have a proposition for your brother.”


“He may be interested,” Alex said, knowing well that Patrick would jump at the chance to travel. He had been back in England for only a year or so, and in Alex’s opinion, Patrick was nearly mad with boredom. Not to mention irritable as a cat ever since Sophie York had rejected his marriage proposal.


“So I thought, so I thought,” Breksby murmured.


“Where do you plan to send him?”


“I was hoping that he would agree to travel to the Ottoman Empire during the coming summer. We hear that Selim III intends to crown himself emperor, à la Monsieur Napoleon, and we would like an English presence at the so-called coronation. Given the inadvisability of sending any of the royal dukes”—with a mere waggle of the eyebrows, Breksby expressed his opinion of the fondly foolish and often drunk sons of King George— “I fancy that your brother would make a magnificent ambassador from England.”


Alex nodded. Patrick would undoubtedly return with a valuable cargo of exports in his ship. It seemed a reasonable exchange.


“Now, the reason I asked you to attend this little meeting,” Breksby said, “is due to the question of nobility.”


“Nobility?” Alex looked at him blankly.


“Precisely, precisely. Granted, your brother will represent England in a resplendent fashion. His personal finances allow him to dress appropriately, and the English government will, of course, send a costly gift along with our ambassador. We are contemplating a scepter ringed with rubies—very similar to the scepter used by King Edward II. I believe we shall have to add more rubies to this version, as Selim is very vulgar indeed, and he particularly values that gem.


“But the real question is: What will Selim think of Patrick Foakes? Given the delicate relations between our two countries, that is an important point.”


“Patrick appears to have met with the approval of the leaders of Albania and India,” Alex observed. “In fact, I believe that Ali Pasha begged him to take a place in his cabinet, and you know Albania is overrun with Turks. I shouldn’t think that Selim will present a problem.”


“You miss my point, dear sir. Selim is fascinated by titles: Emperor Selim!” Breksby snorted.


Alex, who had been staring meditatively at Breksby’s oak desk, raised his head and looked the foreign secretary straight in the face.


“You mean to give Patrick a title.” It was a statement, not a question. Then a smile spread across his face. “How splendid.”


“There will, of course, be difficulties.” Lord Breksby implied that these were a matter of little consequence to him. “I think they can be overcome.”


Alex smiled. “He can have half of my estates and that half of my title.” Alexander Foakes was the Earl of Sheffield and Downes, meaning that he ruled (nominally speaking) over two portions of English land.


“My dear sir!” Breksby was shocked by that suggestion. “We could never do such a thing. Breaking up a hereditary title: oh no, no, no. However…” A cunning look passed over his face. “We could petition to liberate one of your other titles.”


Alex nodded thoughtfully. He was in fact not only the Earl of Sheffield and Downes. He was also Viscount Spencer.


“I was thinking of the Scottish title,” Breksby said.


For a moment Alex was at sea. “Scottish title?”


“When your great-grandmother married your great-grandfather, her father’s title—Duke of Gisle—lapsed, since she was an only child.”


“Oh, of course.” Alex knew of his Scottish great-grandmother but had never given a second thought to her father’s lapsed title.


“I’d like to petition to have that title resurrected,” Breksby said briskly. “I think I can present a reasonable case, given the importance of winning Selim III over to the English cause. If Selim is not sufficiently impressed by our ambassador, I would guess that the Turkish empires will declare war on England in the near future, following the lead of our dear Napoleon, naturally. I expect that the fact that you and your brother are twins will also please the Parliament. Patrick Foakes is, after all, only the lesser brother with regard to a moment or two.”


Alex nodded. Given that Breksby never presented an idea until he was convinced it would be successful, Alex thought that Patrick would be declared the Duke of Gisle within a few months.


“I’m not sure—” he said, but the door opened.


Lord Breksby’s servant announced, “Mr. Patrick Foakes; the Earl of Slaslow; Lord Reginald Petersham; Mr. Peter Dewland.”


Lord Breksby immediately took charge. “Gentlemen, I asked you to visit me today because you each own a clipper ship.”


“Goodness me,” Braddon Chatwin, the Earl of Slaslow, said confusedly. “I don’t think so, sir. Unless my man of business has bought one behind my back.”


Lord Breksby gave him a hard look. Apparently the reports he had received about Slaslow’s mental capabilities were not exaggerated. “You won this clipper while playing écarté with—” He paused for a moment and raised his glasses to read a piece of a paper on his desk. “Oh yes, while playing écarté with a Mr. Sheridan Jameson. A merchant, I believe.”


“Oh, right you are,” Braddon replied, considerably relieved. “It was that night you and I stopped at an inn, on our way to Ascot, Petersham. Do you remember that?”


Petersham nodded. “Remember you were throwin’ the dice long after I went to bed,” he confirmed.


“And I won a boat,” Braddon said cheerfully. “I remember it all now.”


“Is the government requisitioning our clippers?” Patrick Foakes asked, a trifle sharply. He was the owner of three clippers, none of which he cared to give up.


“Oh no, no, no,” Lord Breksby protested. “A man’s home is his castle, as they say. We were wondering whether one of you might like to sail down the shore and around the coast of Wales in the next few months. We have ordered the building of fortifications on the Welsh coast, but the West Countries are very difficult to manage.” Breksby frowned. “They simply won’t follow orders over there.”


All five gentlemen looked at him expectantly.


“That’s all there is to it, gentlemen,” he said. “Sources inform us that there is a small chance that Napoleon may attempt to invade England from the rear, as it were, probably sailing from Boulogne around the coast, and landing on the coast of Wales.”


Braddon frowned. “Why would he do that? It’s much faster to just sail across the channel from France. Why, I’ve done it in six hours.”


What his mother must have endured when he was a child! Why, the chucklehead doesn’t even know the channel is blocked, Breksby thought. Then he said, with utmost courtesy, “I’m afraid that Napoleon has raised a blockade in the channel at the moment, my lord. In point of fact, that is precisely why I am asking one of you gentlemen to take on the task. Naturally, I could order our navy to inspect the Welsh fortifications, but it would pull a boat away just at the time when we are forced to deal with Monsieur Napoleon’s attempt to block the channel. In short, we would be very grateful if one of you would take on the task.”


“Well, I can’t do it until the season is over,” Braddon said promptly. “I got myself engaged this morning, and now my mother tells me that I shall have to attend any number of events.” There was a pause. “And then, of course, I have to get married,” Braddon added.


Lord Breksby looked interested. He liked to know exactly what alliances were being formed within the aristocracy.


“May I enquire whether Lady Sophie York accepted your hand?”


“She did.” Braddon beamed.


Alex met Patrick’s eyes as they both stood up and offered their congratulations to the future bridegroom. Only his twin saw the spark of derision in Patrick’s black eyes, the mocking twist to his lips.


Patrick turned abruptly to Lord Breksby. “I’ll do it.” His voice was clipped, cool.


Lord Breksby beamed. He too had stood up, and was leaning slightly forward, balancing his outstretched fingertips against the desk.


“Splendid, splendid. In that case, if you could spare me a few minutes of your valuable time, I will show you where the fortifications are supposed to be.” Breksby’s voice was suffused with irony. The Welsh were a trying and tenacious people who showed no sign of becoming accustomed to English rule. He had very little hope that the fortifications existed.


Patrick nodded. As the others made quick, relieved farewells, Patrick sat back down. His brother also remained in the room.


When the three of them were alone, Breksby succinctly explained the situation in the Ottoman Empire.


“I won’t need the title,” Patrick stated, his tone admitting no argument.


Alex grinned to himself. He had been about to tell Breksby that persuading Parliament to grant Patrick a dukedom wouldn’t make his brother accept the title.


But Breksby did little without extensive research. He knew that Patrick Foakes had more money than almost any other gentleman in London, as much if not more than his brother had. He knew very well that Foakes literally had no interest in or reason to want a title. To the best of his investigators’ knowledge, Foakes had never showed any resentment of his brother’s rank, for example.


But Foakes was also a brilliant tactician, a man who had found himself in many a tight spot while traveling all over the East. If anyone, he would understand Selim III’s passionate lust for Western fripperies—including titles.


“You don’t have to use it,” Breksby said with calculated indifference. “You can even repudiate the title after you return from Turkey. We certainly don’t care. We would, however, prefer that you not jeopardize this ambassadorship by refusing to accept the title in the first place.”


Patrick sat, utterly relaxed in his chair, thinking it through.


Breksby templed his hands and watched the two brothers. They made an arresting picture, the Foakes twins, two long-legged men whose faces were uncanny images of each other’s, both sporting unruly black hair gleaming with streaked silver and eyebrows with a devil’s arch. Carelessly dropped into chairs, their hard muscles relaxed for a moment, they resembled tiger-striped cats caught napping in the shining of a sudden light. And yet, had Breksby the imagination to amend that image, it would have been more accurate to see male tigers: identical, dangerous, exhibiting an ease as picturesque as it was momentary.


When Patrick shrugged, signifying that Breksby could petition for the title, the foreign secretary felt a surge of warm complacency.


“It will take around six months to have your title confirmed. If you would like to travel in late summer or autumn of next year,” he said chattily, “you should arrive in Constantinople in plenty of time to attend the coronation. Our artisans will have finished the king’s gift, a ruby scepter, by April. I do not foresee any difficulties there.”


“I don’t want this made public,” Patrick said shortly. But they both knew that once Patrick Foakes became the Duke of Gisle, London society would talk of little else for months.


Breksby prudently ignored the request. He rose and circled the desk. Alex and Patrick rose as well. At the door, Breksby paused, a plump smile on his lips.


“May I be the first? Your Grace…” He swept a bow, his absurd hair flying wildly off to the right.


Patrick didn’t explode until they were out of the building. “That pompous little ass! He was enjoying that masquerade. Let him send one of the royal dukes to Turkey.”


Alex grinned. “Don’t try to gammon me, Patrick. You’re longing to go to that coronation. You’d never-turn down the opportunity to travel to the Ottoman Empire.”


“You’re right, of course.” Now Patrick grinned, the smile lighting up the stern lines of his cheekbones. “I heard quite a lot about Selim when I was in Lhasa.” Patrick had spent four years traveling in Tibet, India, and Persia.


“Oh? What’s he like?”


Patrick grinned again. “A proper little poseur, Selim is. At that time he was making a tour of European capitals. He drove his father mad by importing all kinds of European customs, clothing, and women back to Constantinople.”


“Do you think that he really might throw his army behind Napoleon?”


“I think it’s likely,” Patrick replied, his mouth tightening.


They had reached their waiting carriages.


“You know, little brother,” Alex said mockingly, “you now outrank me.”


Patrick looked startled for a moment. Then his eyes lit up. “Damned if you’re not right! You’re a mere earl and I’m a duke!”


Alex laughed. Between the brothers there had always been mutual agreement that Alex’s title was a useless encumbrance.


Patrick’s eyes narrowed. “If I’d been a duke last month, she would have accepted me,” he said, voice dagger sharp.


Alex knew exactly whom he was talking about. He shook his head. “Lady Sophie is not that kind of woman, Patrick.” Sophie York was his wife’s closest friend; Alex didn’t know why she had refused to marry his brother, but he doubted that her refusal stemmed from Patrick’s lack of a title.


“Then why did she accept Braddon? Braddon!” Patrick’s tone was savage.


“I didn’t think you were quite so interested in Lady Sophie’s future.” Alex watched his brother’s face intently.


Patrick didn’t pay any attention. “Braddon is fat, foolish, and has approximately one-third the money I have. But he’s an earl, Alex. He’s one of our honored nobility.”


“You’re not being fair,” Alex pointed out. “She may love him.”


Patrick snorted derisively. “Love! There isn’t a woman in the ton who believes in such a foolish notion!” Then he added, rather hastily, “except Charlotte, of course.”


Alex smiled at the mention of his wife but he said again, “I didn’t think you were so interested in Lady Sophie, Patrick.”


“I’m not.” Patrick shrugged. “She can do as she likes.” He met his brother’s eyes ruefully. “But I’m a sore loser, Alex. No one knows that better than you. It galls me to have lost out because Braddon has a title and I do not.”


Alex was silent for a second. He didn’t see any point in insisting that Sophie York had chosen Braddon for some other reason. Who knows? Maybe she did want to be a countess.


“Are you going to the Dewland ball tonight?”


“I hadn’t thought of it,” Patrick replied. “But I’m having supper with Braddon tonight and he’ll want to go on to the ball afterwards.” He met Alex’s eyes again. “I expect he’s going to ask me to be his best man,” Patrick said, an ironic twist to his lips.


“I’ll try to attend,” Alex said, throwing an arm around his brother’s shoulders. “Wait till the matchmaking mamas get hold of this news,” he said mischievously. “You are going to be a sensation.”


Patrick shuddered. “All the more reason to leave for Wales immediately.”




Chapter 3
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When Sophie York was announced in the Dewland ballroom, there was a rustle of fluting voices. Sophie was a wild, reckless girl—the very worst of the new generation, muttered spinsters in the corners of the room.


The most beautiful woman in England, noted the male arbiters of London fashion. She was diminutive, but gorgeous; she was a coquette, but she was also the daughter of the most starched aristocrat in London, the Marchioness of Brandenburg. Eloise’s cold French admonishments had dented the reputation of many a young miss whose behavior walked a fine line between immodesty and rank wantonness. Quite naturally, the biting aspect of Eloise’s judgments on the propriety of young women made the impudence of her daughter’s behavior all the more delicious, all the more noteworthy.


Sophie paused at the top of the ballroom steps as her papa plunged down into the milling crowd, searching (no doubt) for the delectable Dalinda. Her mama proceeded sternly after him, her poker-straight back expressing an outrage that had hardly blunted with the years. Sophie scanned the assembly, looking, she told herself, for the Earl of Slaslow.


But Sophie knew inside that such a pretense merely stressed her weakness and lack of moral fiber, as her mother might put it. Her eyes were actually looking for a tall man with shoulders so broad that he looked only marginally comfortable in fine broadcloth. She was looking for tousled black hair shot with silver. She hadn’t seen Patrick since she’d turned down his proposal of marriage, and she didn’t see him now.


Her mother turned about in irritation at the bottom of the stairs.


“Sophie!” she hissed.


When Sophie obediently traipsed down the remaining steps, Eloise grasped her wrist in a steely hand.


“Stop making an exhibition of yourself!”


The gentlemen were on them now, flocking around Sophie, begging her for dances, handing her dance-cards, looking at her imploringly. Eloise contented herself with giving Sophie an admonishing look before heading off to the chaperones’ corner, where only those women whose titles equaled their ferocity were allowed to sit.


Laughingly, Sophie divided her time among the beseeching gentlemen, but the exercise was hollow. Tomorrow, or at most in two days, The Times would carry a discreet announcement:




The Earl of Slaslow announces that he will marry Lady Sophie York, the daughter of the Marquis of Brandenburg. The ceremony will be held at St. George’s Church and the formal presentation will occur at a Chapter of the Garter held in St. James’s Palace.





Then the chattering flocks would fall to the side and all of London would know that the great heiress, Sophie York, had finally settled on a husband. By February she would be married to Braddon Chatwin, the “Amiable Earl,” she’d heard him called. Braddon was amiable. He would be a pleasant husband. He probably liked his horses more than any human being, but he didn’t gamble to excess at the races.


And he looked capable of mild affection, which was exactly the same emotion that Sophie felt she would bring to the match. They would have beautiful children (an important point), and Braddon would keep his mistresses unobtrusively in the background. It was too slighting to call him dependable, Sophie thought, as she swung into the first dance of the evening. Braddon was kind and without great sins, as far as she could tell. They would likely be happy together.


The evening wound on, and neither her betrothed nor anyone else important appeared at her side. Sophie danced with elegance and exquisite grace; only the most perceptive noticed that her contagious sense of humor was blunted, if not missing, tonight. A young beau found that his chattering pronouncement of love was greeted with a rather cool rebuff, rather than her usual kind response.


Sophie felt as if she were walking a tightrope, suspended over a dizzying audience of young men whose silly comments and sweaty palms made her task harder. She stopped looking for silver-shot hair. What was the point? She was to be a countess, not Patrick Foakes’s wife, she thought drearily.


She went to supper on the arm of the hostess’s son, Peter Dewland. Peter was a sweet-eyed, elegant gentleman whom Sophie had known for years. He was a restful companion, given that he showed no sign of expecting London’s reigning beauty to fall into his arms. In fact, Sophie thought approvingly, Peter had never courted her in any fashion.


“How is your brother?” Sophie asked. Peter’s elder brother had been cruelly injured in a riding accident and more or less confined to his bed for the past three years.


“He’s doing much better.” Peter beamed. “He’s been taking a course of treatment from the German doctor who has been at court in the last few months. Have you heard of him? The doctor’s name is Trankelstein. I thought it was all a bag of moonshine, myself, but Trankelstein’s massages actually seem to be working. Quill—that’s what we call Erskine within the family—is able to leave his bedchamber now, and the pain is diminished. In fact, he spends almost every day in the garden, says he doesn’t want to be inside ever again.”


Sophie truly smiled for the first time that evening, her face lighting up. “Oh, Peter,” she said, not even noticing that she was using his first name, “how perfectly marvelous!”


“If you would like,” Peter continued a bit shyly, “you could meet Quill, Lady Sophie. He’s sitting up in the library tonight and I know that he would like to thank you for the fireworks you helped to arrange.”


“I can’t accept any thanks,” Sophie protested. “The fireworks were entirely the work of the Earl and Countess of Sheffield. I simply happened to be in the party that attended Vauxhall.” The trip to Vauxhall, and the resulting fireworks display in the Dewland back garden, had happened well over a year ago. Sophie had stood, surrounded by beaux, in the deep heat of a London summer evening watching twisting, magnificent fireworks light up the sky. In actual fact, her beaux watched the fireworks. Sophie watched her dearest friend, Charlotte, standing beside the Earl of Sheffield and Downes—Patrick Foakes’s twin brother. She’d seen the secret blush warming Charlotte’s cheeks as she leaned back against Alex’s chest, protected from the eyes of gossips by the velvety night and the sparkling lights in the sky.


Sophie had teased Charlotte the next day, laughing at her for standing so close to Alex, for allowing his arm to circle her waist, for looking up at him so intently. Now, Sophie understood Charlotte’s surprising quiescence.


Her own body had become foreign to her. She was irritable because the other Foakes twin wasn’t in the ballroom. She missed a heady closeness that she hardly knew. Her mind had become a traitor, unable to fix on the prospect of her future husband, Braddon, and constantly straying off to think about wicked black eyes and a laughing mouth.


It was nauseating, paltry, humiliating—she broke off the strain of self-reproach and rose. “Shall we greet your brother now?”


Peter politely discarded his plate of savory pheasant without a backward glance. “It would be my pleasure,” he replied. “I shall ask my mother to accompany us.”


Sophie nodded, startled by her own forgetfulness. The last thing her reputation could bear was for her to disappear with yet another man.


Viscountess Dewland smiled on the young pair approvingly and left her cozy circle of gossips to stroll to the library. You would never catch her indulging in rusty complaints about Sophie York, she thought. The girl has a kind heart.


Kitty Dewland had noted with a mother’s watchful eye that her beloved Peter was not genuinely attracted to Lady Sophie, and that unless she missed her mark (and she rarely did, Kitty thought to herself), Lady Sophie showed every sign of being in love with the Earl of Slaslow. The rumors she had heard of an engagement to be announced confirmed her impression.


Kitty sighed romantically. What a wonderful evening she had had when her own engagement to dear Thurlow was announced. The quiver of ignoble but delightful triumph she had felt as she circled the room before a cluster of young misses, her future assured! Kitty mentally shook herself and bustled into the library to introduce Quill to Lady Sophie.


Quill—or Erskine—wasn’t at all what Sophie expected. She had vague memories of a thin white face at the window during the fireworks display in the Dewland gardens. But the face that turned about from an armchair was tanned chestnut, much darker than were the complexions of most London fops, used to indoor amusements and placid rides in covered carriages. Quill’s face was lean and stamped with lines of pain, but it was arrestingly intelligent and very good looking.


Now he was standing before her, cool lips brushing the back of her hand. He seemed to stand without problem, and it was only when he sank back into the chair that she realized the effort it took for him to stand upright. Quickly she sat down on the first thing she saw, a small padded stool placed before the fireplace. She didn’t want Quill to feel awkward, given his inability to remain standing in the presence of a lady.


Peter pulled over one of the heavy leather chairs, and his mother drifted over to speak to the Honorable Sylvester Bredbeck, who had retreated to the library to rest his gout-ridden left ankle.


Quill regarded Sophie through heavy-lidded eyes, his face impassively registering no embarrassment, if indeed he felt any.


“Are you enjoying the ball, Lady Sophie?” he drawled.


Sophie flushed slightly. She sensed mockery, and she wasn’t feeling nimble-witted that evening. In fact, the practiced repartee that characterized most interactions between men and women in the ton seemed to have leaked from her tired brain.


“Not particularly,” she answered truthfully.


“Hmm,” Quill murmured, his eyes noting the drooping edges of her mouth. “Perhaps you would like to take a break from ceaseless gaiety? We could play a game of backgammon, if you wish.”


Sophie thought quickly. Ladies did not retreat into libraries to play board games during balls. On the other hand, she was chaperoned by none other than her hostess, and it would be very pleasant to let her jangled nerves settle. Neither Braddon nor Patrick was likely to walk into the library, so she would have a period of calm before returning to the ballroom.


She raised her eyes to Quill’s green ones. “I would be very pleased to join you.”


At a nod from his brother, Peter jumped up and fetched a small table whose top was an inlaid backgammon board. Sophie and Quill silently placed the pieces on the board, firelight leaping off the walnut paneled walls and flicking lightly on the white and black pieces, on Sophie’s slender fingers, on the wine-colored glints in Quill’s hair.


The game proceeded quietly until Sophie threw her second pair of doubles.


Quill raised his eyes and cast a gleaming look at his brother. “Just whom did you bring in here to enliven my solitude, Peter? An ivory turner?” His eyes laughed at Sophie. “Isn’t it a good thing that I was too gentlemanly to suggest a wager?”


Sophie smiled back demurely. Throwing doubles encompassed her only skill at board games, and it used to drive her grandfather to distraction when she was a child. She sipped at the wine at her elbow, feeling much more cheerful. The library was like a shimmery refuge, a calm, firelight-flecked oasis from the rioting hunger that seemed to have taken over her body.


When she threw the next set of doubles, she smiled gleefully in response to Quill’s muttered complaints, and she looked up with a grin of utter delight when she managed to throw a final set—double sixes!—at the very end of the game.


Which was the very moment at which both men whom she had looked for that evening, Braddon Chatwin, the Earl of Slaslow, and his good friend Patrick Foakes, walked into the library. Braddon forged straight ahead, heading toward the woman of whom he was so proud, about whom he had just been boasting to his old school friend.


But Patrick stopped just inside the library. Sophie’s hair was shining in the light of the fire behind her with a color like ripened peaches, or like apricot wine laid up in glass bottles. She had bound her hair up on top of her head but the curls meant to fall down her back had tumbled forward. The curls were spun in fifty colors, melting from red to gold to the purest sunlit yellow … And ringlets had fallen into smaller ringlets, tiny sprays of curls, giving her head the slightly fuzzy softness of a peach, a swimming, sunny color that promised that her hair would be as soft to the touch as the ripest summer fruit was to one’s lip.


He almost turned on his heel to leave. Sophie was laughing, her eyes brilliant. Until she caught sight of him. Her smile entirely disappeared for an instant, and then just as quickly the corners of her mouth turned up again, although this smile didn’t touch her eyes. Probably afraid he would let on to Braddon just how proficient she was at the art of kissing, Patrick thought sourly.


Braddon had lurched over to the group like an overeager puppy, given his hellos, and now stood beaming down at his intended bride. Patrick strolled toward the fire. He’d be damned if he’d let his composure be shaken by an alluring wench who’d had the gall to turn him down for a bigger title. She had what she wanted. Now she was engaged to the only earl on the marriage mart this year, and given that there was only one unmarried duke, old Siskind with his eight children, she had snagged the best of the bunch—at least until he himself became a duke. Patrick’s eyes glowed with a blighting fury.


Sophie cast one look at his face and instantly looked away, a flush as delicate as the pink champagne she held in her hand creeping up her cheeks. Braddon had cast himself down on the rug and was eagerly rearranging the backgammon pieces, enchanted to learn that his future wife knew how to play the game. Sophie forced herself to smile at him.


From the shadowed high back of the armchair Quill had watched the charming Lady Sophie freeze and then break into frail gaiety; he twisted about to see who had caused her to transform from an engaging damsel to a glassy society woman.


So a lean brown hand emerged from the armchair and a sardonic voice drawled, “Patrick, my man, come and greet me.”


“Quill!”


In an instant Patrick’s long legs had brought him in front of the armchair, his black eyes alight with pleasure. “My God, man, I thought you were bedridden!”


“Well, so I was, until a few months ago.”


“You look splendid.”


“I’m alive,” Quill said simply.


Patrick squatted before the chair. “I thought of you when I was in India and a maharajah threatened to have me decapitated if I didn’t kneel before his little idol. It reminded me of your tyranny at school.”


Sophie could hardly bear it. Sitting back on his heels, Patrick was at her level as she sat on the stool. He was just at her shoulder. Her eyes instinctively drifted down his body and saw tight pantaloons stretched over hard-muscled thighs. She jerked her head away, nervous as a rabbit in high grass, but it was too late. Sophie swallowed hard and pulled slightly to the other side of the tufted stool.


Patrick, who had discovered that the ambitious little chit still had the capacity to wake his body, was beginning to feel uncomfortable. A soft fragrance came drifting to his nostrils from just beyond his right shoulder, a sweet, innocent odor like that of cherry blossoms. It inflamed his senses. He wanted to throw Sophie over his shoulder and take her to a bedchamber.


Patrick jerked upright, his expression suddenly forbidding. When he glanced down at the stool, his eyes were bright, sardonic.


“Lady Sophie, your servant.” He bowed politely. “I must apologize; I didn’t see you earlier.”


Sophie flushed again. Of course he had seen her. His glance had reduced her to an immobile lump. She inclined her chin just as courteously, not trusting her voice.


He was just as beautiful as he had been a month ago, although his eyes had turned from entrancement to mockery. His hair was unruly, even when shaken into the careless elegance favored by London gentlemen. But Patrick’s hair spoke eloquently not of pomades and hair oils but of windswept rides and fresh air. It was as black as ebony, as jet, except for the wild silver streaks that made it look moonlight-tipped.


Sophie took a firm grasp on herself. She was wilting like a Bath miss under the mocking gaze of an accomplished rake. And Viscountess Dewland was looking distinctly restless, still chatting to Sylvester Bredbeck.


Sophie straightened, coming gracefully to her feet. She smiled at Quill, a real smile that lighted her eyes and trembled on her mouth. Quill rose to his feet with a small lurch, bracing himself on the armrest of his chair.


Sophie dropped a deep curtsy. “Please, be seated.”


Quill’s mouth was twisted with pain but shatteringly sympathetic. “Lady Sophie, I would be most honored to meet you again. Perhaps we could have a rematch of our game when I am feeling more lucky.”


“I should enjoy that,” Sophie said.


She turned to Quill’s brother, Peter, and gave him a twinkling smile. Her eyes slid coolly past Patrick and toward her betrothed, towering above her. She moved toward Braddon.


“My lord.”


Braddon held out his arm and she took it, walking across the Persian carpet, the silver tips of her slippers pressing down on glowing ruby and crimson flowers. She was very conscious of the two men who watched her go—Quill, still on his feet, smiling a sympathetic half-smile that made her feel weepy, and Patrick with his mocking half-smile that made her want to throw a vase at him. I will not look back at that—that unreliable seducer, she thought. And she didn’t.


For his part, Patrick watched Sophie walk toward the announcement of her engagement to Braddon Chatwin with a surge of wrath that sent a gathering wave of heat over his body. He had a horrifying urge to lunge across the room and bend her over his arms, to destroy the self-assured sway of her hips when she walked away with Braddon.


He knew, knew, it would take only one instant to return Sophie to the flushed and trembling woman he’d held in his arms, the woman whose confusion looked so touchingly real that if he hadn’t known that she was a sophisticated wanton, a minx who had shared her kisses far and wide among the London beau monde, he might have … He might have what?


As Peter made his apologies and trotted back toward the ballroom, Patrick made no move to follow. He plumped down on the stool Sophie had deserted, his large brown hands tidily sorting the backgammon pieces. Patrick finally looked up to find Quill’s cool gaze on him.


Quill had always been blessed with iron restraint, even when they were all boys at school, suffering the indignities of communal life. Patrick would erupt into feverish anger, jumping on his twin brother, Alex, and trying desperately to pound his head into the floor; Quill expressed himself by spare words.


Now he leaned his head back against the deep brown leather and closed his eyes. When he spoke his voice lacked all innuendo.


“Don’t I remember Braddon taking another of your women—a redhaired actress?”


“Arabella Calhoun. He still has her. She’s been his mistress since last summer.” Patrick’s hard eyes skimmed the calm surface of Quill’s impenetrable face. “Lady Sophie,” he added savagely, “was never ‘one of my women.’ She turned me down flat.”


At that, Quill’s eyes opened. “You did the pretty?”


In the face of Quill’s amused gaze, Patrick’s mouth finally relaxed, quirked up.


“Quite a shock,” he admitted.


“Yes, after all those women chasing you in the past year…” Quill waved a lazy hand. “Peter keeps me abreast of the London gossip. Since your brother married, what, a year or two ago, you’ve become something of a society darling, wouldn’t you say?”


“No.”


“Fleeing from the attentions of marriageable mamas, having made yourself too vulgarly rich for words over in India,” Quill added wickedly.


“Shall we play?”


“Dished up by the lovely Sophie York! I must ask Mother to invite her to tea.”


“She’ll be busy in the near future,” Patrick said, his voice indifferent. “I expect they’re out there now, accepting congratulations.”


Quill paused. “Gone that far, has it?”


“Quite. She’s no fool, Quill,” said Patrick, inadvertently quoting Sophie’s own self-assessment. “She’s gone for the title.”


“Unfortunately, Braddon is a muttonhead. He’ll drive her insane within a month.” Quill’s deep-set eyes watched his childhood friend with seeming carelessness.


“Shall we play?” Patrick repeated, his voice roughly impatient.


“Right.”


Through thick walnut doors, the faint ebb and roar of a ton party continued. But the library quieted to the pinking sting of dice hitting a highly polished surface. A marble bust of Shakespeare looked down silently on the men’s bent heads.


After the third game, Patrick suddenly broke the web cast by Quill’s calm presence and the flicking firelight.


He looked at Quill, his face lit with self-mockery. “Should I go congratulate the happy couple?”


Quill’s hooded eyes betrayed nothing. Finally he drawled, “I shall go to bed. You’ve worn me out with your emotions.” He pulled himself to his feet and then paused, leaning on the high back of the leather armchair.


“I’m glad you made it back from the Orient, Patrick.”


“I’m sorry about that damned horse.”


Quill chuckled. “It was my riding that did it. I shall see you soon, I hope.”


They left the library together, one man’s body a fluid symphony of muscled grace, masked only slightly by the skin-tight pantaloons of a London gentleman. The other man’s body was equally muscled, but the muscles knotted and pulled, refusing to obey their master’s commands. Iron self-control moved Quill across the Persian carpet toward the welcome shaded recesses of a curtained bed; controlled passion moved Patrick in the other direction, toward the sun-shot wanton curls of a woman whom he desired with a ferocity that disgusted him.




Chapter 4
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Footmen, liveried in a dismal shade of puce, were still standing stiffly in the marble entry as Patrick walked down the stairs from the library. But the Dewland mansion was emptying. Patrick could hear the end of the ball in the ringing tones of his boots hitting marble. The walls sent the noise back to him now, whereas when he had climbed the stairs an hour or so ago the air had been plump and warm with the clatter of feet, voices, and stringed instruments.


He turned into the ballroom. Candles still burned brightly in sconces around the room. But the candles in the huge central candelabra were guttering and faltering, having been lit hours ago. The center of the huge ballroom had taken on a cavernous feel, long shadows fingering out toward the lighted walls. Here and there little groups of brightly gowned ladies and dimly grayish gentlemen still flocked, obstinate lovers of the dawn, those who counted the evening a failure if they arrived home before six in the morning.


She was gone, of course. Lady Sophie York would never find herself among the dregs of a party. It wouldn’t be fashionable. Better to leave before anyone yawns, better to leave before one’s beaux grow unbecomingly intoxicated. But Braddon … Braddon never knew when to leave, poor duffer.


Patrick found him easily. Braddon was plumped into a chair in the corner, talking to someone Patrick couldn’t see, his view blocked by Braddon’s waving hands. He was talking nineteen to the dozen. Discussing horses, Patrick thought with an unwilling pang of affection. Good old Braddon. It was a pity that life in England was so small that women had to be parceled out among men who’d known one another since they were six or seven, when they were thrown together in the cold hallways of Eton.


But his stride quickened as he realized to whom Braddon was talking. “Alex!” The word echoed leadenly in the growing emptiness of the room.


His twin looked up, a smile lighting his black eyes. “I’ve been waiting for you, quite a chore. Braddon’s in one of his starts.”


Patrick sat down next to his brother, feeling tension drain out of him.


Braddon leaned forward, his eyes shining, his wide chin trembling with excitement.


“Not a start, Patrick—this is the real thing! My life is settled, complete, bound up.” He smiled, lacing his hands together over his embroidered waistcoat.


“Congratulations,” Patrick said softly.


Braddon seemed not to have heard the controlled menace in Patrick’s tone and rushed on. “My God, she’s gorgeous. The most beautiful curved little bottom I’ve ever seen, and her breasts—they’re like—like…” Braddon’s imagination failed, not for the first time in his life. “Well, they’re big, beautiful, big for a small girl like herself.”


Ice crept down Patrick’s backbone and his hands trembled. He was going to have to hit the son of a bitch. The blood was pulsing in his head.


“I caught her against the stable door,” Braddon continued, blissfully unaware of Patrick’s expression. “I kind of caught up against her and grabbed her from behind and just gave her a little tweak, and my God I have never felt—”


His voice broke off as a hand lunged from the chair opposite and grabbed his neck cloth, twisting violently. The cloth cut off his windpipe. Braddon froze, his mouth agape, making no effort to free himself.


Actually they both froze for an instant as Patrick realized he had no right, no right at all, to admonish a man for pinching his future wife. He threw Braddon back into the chair, which creaked ominously as some two hundred fifty pounds crashed back into its velvet arms.


Alex’s cool tones fell into the silence, a silence that had drifted through the whole room. The few people left at the ball were galvanized by the protesting chair, alerted like hounds at the whiff of a deer. Something was happening, something more interesting than the stale fragments of gossip being served up at that late hour.


“Braddon,” Alex remarked, “has found himself a new mistress, Patrick.”


Braddon gaped at Patrick, his puppy eyes confused. “I thought you didn’t give a damn about Arabella,” he said, his voice aggrieved. “You could have told me earlier if you were affronted when I took on Arabella.”


Patrick sat back in his chair, deliberately making his body relax. “Next time, ask me before you poach,” he drawled.


The little group on the other side of the ballroom turned back into a circle, their voices purring with interest. Everyone knew about Foakes’s ex-mistress, the actress Arabella Calhoun, and her move to the protection of the Earl of Slaslow. Fascinating, though. No one thought that Foakes gave a damn.


Why, the story had been that Foakes extended her lease for six months and then sent a copy of the bill over to Slaslow with a scrawled note of compliment. Fascinating. When curious glances cast toward Slaslow and the Foakes brothers promised no further excitement that night, the last little band of fashionable folk began to inch toward the door. Best to go on to a club and have a last brandy before heading home.


Braddon felt unpleasantly shaken, sitting with Patrick’s disturbing eyes narrowed on him.


“Damme it, man, Arabella came under my protection ages ago! You can’t have expected that I’d keep the woman forever.” He worked up a wisp of indignation. “I paid her lease for the next six months, and I sent over a rope of emeralds. What did you expect me to do, Patrick? Marry her, for God’s sake?”


Patrick opened his mouth and clapped it shut again.


Alex’s dispassionate voice broke in. “I’d like to hear about your Madeleine. Where did you find her?”


Braddon’s eyes shifted uneasily to Alex. Then back to Patrick, and a flash of true anger straightened his backbone. “You don’t know Madeleine, do you? She’s mine, Foakes, mine!”


At that, Patrick’s mouth unwillingly quirked up. “Lord, Braddon, we’ve shared enough, don’t you think?”


“Well, Arabella was one thing.” Braddon’s eyes were burning now. “But Madeleine is different. She’s going to be mine and mine alone, forever.”


“An unusual arrangement,” Alex observed.


Braddon swung belligerently over to Alex, for all the world like a bulldog trying to answer two masters. “Not at all. My own father kept one mistress for thirty-six years. Lord knows I’m still paying her bills. Not that I mind. She’s a good old thing, and kind. She was beautiful too, not like m’mother. I go and have tea with her sometimes, talk about m’father.”


Alex stated the obvious: “Your wife … your future wife … is a very beautiful woman.”


“It’s not the same.” Braddon was deadly serious now, trying to explain something that he had painstakingly worked out in the years since his father had first introduced him to Mrs. Burns. The former Earl of Slaslow had demanded complete respect from his heir and had sent him a look that shook Braddon to his bones when he didn’t immediately bow. And so Braddon had bowed, as deeply as if Mrs. Burns were King George himself.


And then they had sat down to tea, he and his father and Mrs. Burns, and he’d looked with fascination at the beautifully furnished house, the elegant gardens visible through wide Venetian windows. Finally at the picture of a child on the piano—his brother! Only to find out from Mrs. Burns that the brother had died, dead at age seven. His father had moved a bit creakily over to Mrs. Burns and held her shoulders tightly after she said that.


And Braddon understood, without rancor, that his father had loved that boy more than he loved Braddon himself, or his sisters. And that he loved Mrs. Burns, and not his wife.


It had taken hard thinking, something Braddon wasn’t good at. But he knew that that, what his father had with Mrs. Burns, that was something he wanted for himself too. So when his father was dying, a huge mound of flesh in the master bedchamber, he bribed his father’s valet to keep everyone out of the room for an hour. And then he smuggled in Mrs. Burns.
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