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  One




  THE VALLEY OF THE LOIRE, GAUL, 1180




  The man lay naked on the thick Turkey carpet woven in intricate red and gold, sweating with his exertions. His body gleamed in the firelight. Beatrix watched Asharti

  run fingers through his blond hair and pull his head back. The baring of his throat, corded with muscle, inflamed her partner within. She trembled with its demands.




  Asharti caught her eye, laughing, beckoning. “Will you sample him?” she asked in that low, throaty voice that spoke of heat and sand. Her nose was long and straight, her eyes

  dangerous black pools lined with kohl, her lips full and her body lithe and golden. Anyone would call her beautiful. Asharti wore a heavy red velvet robe meant to protect from the damp in this

  remote outpost left by the Romans, but tonight in front of the fire it hung open to reveal heavy breasts with prominent, dusky nipples peaked with excitement.




  Beatrix looked down at the muscled male body. An English knight who had wandered into the wrong village. His sex was heavy against his belly. His eyes, which should be sated, were fixed

  hungrily on Asharti as she stroked his hair. The rich smell of blood hung in the air.




  Beatrix managed to shake her head, though her veins itched with need.




  Asharti shrugged, a derisive smile curving her lips. The only woman who understood her dilemma let her kohl-lined eyes go red; red like her velvet robe.




  LONDON, MARCH, 1811




  Beatrix shivered, pulse throbbing. Sex and blood, intertwined. These were only memories. She mustn’t let them overwhelm her. She shook her head to clear it. So long

  ago. Those things happened to someone else, surely, not to her. Who was she? She looked around as if the answer lay in the sumptuous room. Men smoked cigarillos openly, talking and drinking an

  ’87 claret from her cellars under Venetian crystal chandeliers and paintings in heavy gilt frames. Her eyes fell upon the rounded lines of Reg-nault’s Venus. The figure seemed so

  sure, so calm. She took a breath, absorbing her certainty.




  There. That was better. She blinked. Her name was Beatrix Lisse, Countess of Lente, these days and she was holding court as she did every Tuesday and Thursday in her stylish house in Berkeley

  Square. Most of influential London society was here, or the male half at least. Not one of them would say anything she had not heard a thousand times before. But never mind that. She pressed down

  the desperation. Surprising—it was desperation, wasn’t it?




  Several young men gazed up at her, their chairs drawn close to the chaise in which she lounged. Some faces shone with expectation bordering on rapture. Stupid creatures! They believed her

  reputation as a courtesan. Others frowned in concern. Those were the ones who noticed her distraction. Maybe it was the hunger that left her vulnerable. Better that than madness. She launched into

  speech as a defense against that thought.




  “You promised me the most debauched man in England, Melly,” Beatrix accused the fashionable young fribble beside her. Perhaps a legendary rake would distract her from the darkness

  she felt growing inside her. “Where is he?” She leaned back with all the languid ease and mock annoyance they expected. They had no idea what real debauchery was, of course.




  Apprehension fluttered through the circle. Their goddess was annoyed. Dressed in the silliest heights of fashion, they copied the Beau but failed to understand the extremity of his moderation.

  Their neck cloths were so enormous they could barely turn their heads. Their inexpressibles had ventured into pale yellow and dove gray. Behind the circle of unripe beaux were the prime movers of

  British society, ministers and lords, leaders of fashion, artists. They came for conversation, to drink champagne, and to be seen at Beatrix’s salon. All waited to exchange bon mots

  with the newest intellectual courtesan. Some wanted more. One might get more tonight, though not what he expected.




  “He . . . he will be here, Countess,” the very rich and very impressionable Lord Melford promised. “He accepted the engagement before he left for his estates.”




  “I do not think this nonpareil exists.” Beatrix let her mouth turn down.




  “Oh, but he does,” Alvaney protested. “He has rooms at the Albany House. I live in Number Four, myself, and see him frequently.”




  “And have you seen him?” Beatrix drawled. They mustn’t sense her anguish.




  Alvaney looked stricken. “Damnme! Can’t say I have.”




  Beatrix managed a shrug of displeasure. If it was her need that left her open to the wash of memory, she could take care of that tonight.




  “I . . . I could recite verses, Countess, for your amusement.” Blendon’s cheeks flushed crimson. They were all so absurdly young.




  “I have already heard your verses,” she said, surprised by her own gentleness.




  “Ah, yes,” he said, his blush spreading. “Yes, you have.”




  “They were quite nice.” They weren’t. But she liked the bashful ones sometimes. He wasn’t the body type she preferred, but that was all to the good. His figure was

  slight. He would be smooth chested, almost without hair. So, perhaps Blendon. Behind him, Castlereagh, the secretary of the Foreign Office, and the chief secretary of Ireland, Wellesley-Pole,

  brother of Wellington, were talking politics. Beatrix held up one white hand. “Mr. Castlereagh, I beg you, no more about the question of Catholic emancipation. If they are masochistic enough

  to want to stand for office, why not let them?” Two young men tittered.




  “The answer to that question might tear the country apart,” Castlereagh protested darkly.




  “Oh, I doubt that,” Beatrix sighed. “You’d be surprised how much it takes to tear a country apart.” Her task was to make it through the evening without another

  lapse.




  “It is the milk shortage which is tearing my household apart,” Melford pouted. “The cook blames the housekeeper, who blames the tradesmen for hoarding.”




  “Lady Wentworth says your complexion is the result of milk baths, Lady Lente,” Blendon ventured.




  “Now ladies are buying up the entire supply of milk to bathe in it!” Melford cried.




  Beatrix sighed. It was really so easy to become all the rage. “Actually, keeping out of the sun is more important.” Something interesting needed to happen here, something she had not

  seen a thousand times before, or she just might lose control again.




  Blendon sat on a small footstool, gazing up at her. “Ladies are also pestering the perfumers for copies of your scent.”




  “Cinnamon,” Lord Halmore said, joining the throng around her. “And something else. Will you tell us what?”




  “That is my secret, my lord,” Beatrix murmured. The real secret? She wore no perfume.




  Nights like this stretched ahead. Gaiety alone could not hold the barricade. Art had always been her refuge. She glanced around at the medieval tapestries, paintings, Roman glassware, Chinese

  ceramics in delicate shades of celadon. How long could art shelter her?




  Perhaps Mirso Monastery was the only true refuge for such as she was. The thought depressed her. She had never thought to come to that. But Mirso was better than madness.




  Wellesley-Pole opened his mouth. He was going to take the conversation back to politics. She couldn’t bear it. “Gentlemen, I have the headache. Do excuse me.” She rose,

  whispered in Symington’s ear, and withdrew, leaving shocked glances behind her. It would only fuel their desire to be invited back. The need in her veins ratcheted up a notch.




  In the small sitting room that held her favorite paintings, her most treasured books, Beatrix steadied herself. Dawn in two hours. The last guests tottered to their carriages. The knocker

  rattled as the door closed. She heard it all clearly. Symington announced Blendon.




  “Now, dear Blendon, we can be alone.” She needed to get on with it. Time grew short.




  Blendon blushed to the roots of his hair. “You . . . you honor me.”




  “Will you come up and help me take down my hair?” To be admitted to her boudoir to watch her toilette was a mark of distinction. To be chosen to undo those preparations was nirvana

  to the lucky man selected, because he thought his goal was at hand. It wasn’t.




  Blendon’s eyes grew round. He nodded eagerly. He would have heard the legends of her lovemaking abilities. Those legends gave her power. She trailed toward the great front staircase.

  Several discreet servants doused lamps. Darkness stalked them as Blendon followed her.




  Beatrix felt the hunger ramping up inside her. She had denied her need for too long. That was her only problem. She picked up a branch of candelabra from a rococo side table. Shadows flickered

  across tapestries of hunting scenes, making fear flutter in the cornered roebuck’s eyes and the saliva dripping from the hounds’ teeth gleam. She could hear blood pounding in

  Blendon’s throat. His breathing grew uneven in anticipation. He could never guess what would actually happen here tonight. If he did, he would run screaming into the street.




  The desperation that hunted her lived in her memories of Asharti’s evil and Stephan Sincai’s teachings, surely, though she hadn’t seen either of them in centuries. She

  didn’t understand. Had she not spent her life fighting against becoming like Asharti? Always, when she fed, Asharti’s evil closed in, urging her to let desire intermingle with the

  blood. But she didn’t. She wasn’t like Asharti. Not anymore. Still, in spite of her resistance the darkness gathered round her. She held out her candle against it, but the darkness was

  strong. It had consumed countless others. In the end, it would win out.




  Beatrix pulled aside the heavy draperies and peered down into the square, calm now that her need was filled. The dawn turned the edges of the night to luminescent gray. Blendon

  stood in the street clad only in his shirt, looking bewildered. That would add to her reputation. They were so suggestible. She suggested that they had made ecstatic love. His imagination would

  fill in the details. They had not. She had not made love to a man in what, six hundred years? To think they all thought her a courtesan! That was rich. The longing for the act itself had become a

  distant impression, not even a memory. She let the heavy fabric fall, her protection against the coming sun, and turned into the room. At least she was safe from the memories, temporarily. But that

  thought alone seemed to spring a catch inside her, and memory flooded her . . .




  AMSTERDAM, 1087




  The dress was red, not a virginal girl’s dress at all. She glowed with pride as she smoothed her hands over the fine wool covering the budding swells on her

  chest. “Thank you, Mother,” she whispered. It was a marvelous gift, a symbol of passage into womanhood.




  “Yes, well.” Her mother glanced at her and away. “Fripperies, no more.”




  Theirs was the biggest house inside the walls of a medieval city clustering around a port where ships from far-flung places unloaded their cargoes and their money. The stone walls were hung

  with tapestries to keep the cold out. Bea watched her mother as she sat at her toilet. The golden light of the smoking oil lamps made the room seem warm, even if it wasn’t. Mothers just

  looked like mothers and it was hard to tell if they were beautiful. But she had heard many men say her mother was beautiful, so she knew it was true. She wanted to grow up to be just like

  her.




  Bea’s mother brushed her own lustrous dark hair until it gleamed. “You’re growing breasts, Bea.” It sounded like an accusation.




  Bea shrugged to put off guilt. But the facts were hard to deny.




  “Soonyou’llbe changing.” Her mother’s voice was hard.




  “How, changing?” Bea asked in a small voice.




  Her mother rose, rustling the heavy fabric of her trailing dress against the rushes on the floor. She looked down at Bea as though transfixed, then suddenly turned away and went to her jewel

  box. It was made of carved wood from the lands around the sea far away to the south. Her voice trailed back over her shoulder as she said, “It is time for me to move on.”




  Bea cocked her head. “What do you mean, Mother?”




  “Our kind moves on every twenty or thirty years,” her mother said with seeming carelessness. She hooked large, lustrous pendant pearls through her ears.




  “Why?”




  “People begin to notice that we never age after we reach maturity.”




  Aging meant nothing to Bea. She was fourteen. “Where will we go?” Bea had never known a place other than Amsterdam. Was it possible to uproot oneself and just . . . move?




  Her mother looked sharply at her and then away again. “Somewhere else.”




  Bea knew that tone. She dared not press. Her mother’s moods frightened her.




  Her mother glanced up. “Oh, don’t look so like a rabbit, Bea,” she snapped. Then she continued, muttering, “You will soon find out that is not what you

  are.”




  “What am I?” Bea whispered, hoping the question made her seem less like a rabbit.




  Her mother became brisk. “I have kept you to yourself, but surely you’ve noticed that you are not like other children. Or like Marte?” Bea just looked up, wide-eyed. Her

  mother threw up her hands. “No scabbed knees? No sickness of any kind? God knows you’re such a little ruffian you must have realized you are stronger, you run faster than others? You

  can hear things they can’t hear, see in the dark where they can’t.”




  Bea said nothing. She did know she was different. She had been ashamed of it for some time now. Marte called her a boy because she was so strong.




  Her mother looped a rope of pearls around her neck. It fell over breasts exposed by the deep square neckline of her aubergine velvet dress. She sighed in exasperation. “Well.

  You’ll learn. The way we all learn. I was never made for this sort of thing, you know.”




  What sort of thing did she mean?




  “Who was to know I’d be saddled with you? None of us has had a child in as long as any can remember. Why me? I can’t . . .” She was growing angry. Bea shuffled from

  foot to foot, anxious. “Oh, never mind. Get to bed. I’m going out.” Her mother’s throat seemed full.




  Bea saw not only the familiar anger in her mother’s eyes but something else. Shame? Fear? Bea’s eyes widened for only an instant before she whirled to obey, her dress shushing

  through the rushes. She ran for her room. What had she seen in her mother’s eyes?




  She lay down in her fine red dress that night but sleep was far away.




  Beatrix stared at the high bed in Berkeley Square, still tumbled from Blendon’s ecstatic experience of giving. That night so many centuries ago was the last time she saw

  her mother. She came home from church the next morning to find Marte dead, her mother gone. It was not surprising to her now. Her mother was ill equipped to deal with a child, let alone the

  turbulence puberty brought to their kind. A tiny flash of anger flared in Beatrix’s breast. Could her mother not have left Marte as solace for her daughter during the terrible transition that

  came after? But perhaps Marte was doomed anyway. Better that Marte died at her mother’s hands than Beatrix’s.




  Why did she remember that night with her mother now? Maybe that night was the beginning. She thought it was Stephan and Asharti, and the terrible time that followed. But maybe it had begun with

  her mother’s . . . disinterest. She squeezed her eyes shut. That began the diminishment of her soul. What was left of her? And was whatever left of her worth fighting to preserve against the

  darkness?




  She tried to brush away the thoughts as though they were cobwebs. Dawn always made her melancholy. She clutched her bloodred wrapper around her and crawled into the great bed, hoping slumber

  would protect her against her memories.




  







  Two




  John Staunton, Earl of Langley, sauntered west on Piccadilly resplendent in breeches, evening slippers, a perfectly starched cravat, and a coat that fit so snugly he would need

  Withering’s help to get it off again. He hoped the bandage on his shoulder was bound tightly enough that it would not create a bulge. He was due at Countess Lente’s drawing room

  tonight.




  Shop windows glittered with raindrops in the light of the new gas street lamps. Expensive hotels spread noisy revelry into the street. Green Park on the left was all night-black grass and the

  dancing silhouettes of trees in the spring wind. Two Frenchmen had paid for his wound with their lives in Calais. Had it already been nine days ago? He threaded his way up Hay Hill Street.




  Movement caught his eye to his left and behind him. He spun in time to block the blow of a truncheon with his stick. There were two of them. No, three. Heavyset men. He got the impression of

  seedy clothing as he struck out at the nearest. His cane landed a blow across the ruffian’s ear. He put an elbow into the one on the left’s midsection as he took a blow to his good

  shoulder from a truncheon. He managed to turn his back to the next strike and protect his wound. They descended on him. A blow landed on his forehead. Someone wrenched his wounded shoulder

  backward. He brought his heel down against a knee. It cracked. One of the attackers staggered back. The remaining two grappled with him.




  He threw them off. Just enough room—he drew the rapier concealed in his cane. That made them think! John circled his point, watching the man with the broken knee try to straighten.

  “Well, lads,” he panted. “Spoiling for a turnup?”




  The one clutching his knee growled, “Get ’im, boys. ‘E’s just a dandy with a stinger.”




  The two still mobile rushed forward. John thrust his sword into an upper arm, but the other attacker laid a truncheon over his wounded shoulder. John staggered to one knee. Blows rained upon

  him. But he got his sword point up and found a belly. He knelt there, panting, as the attackers fell back.




  “George!” the one holding his own arm yelled. “Ye’re pierced!” The other assailant looked at the blood oozing from his belly with surprise. The ringleader turned to

  the ragged thug who clutched his knee. With two down and the leader’s arm bleeding, the game was up.




  “You’ll pay for this,” he hissed to John. They stumbled away, supporting each other.




  John hung his head to steady his stomach. The slick night spun around him. Christ, but his shoulder hurt! His head throbbed. The edges of his vision went black and gold. He was losing his touch.

  Three, true, but hardly more than muscled hulks. It was his shoulder, that’s all. After a long minute, he raised his head and tested his vision. The black and gold edges expanded ominously

  for a moment, then stabilized.




  “I say, there, are you all right?”




  A young man with long mustachios dressed in a lieutenant colonel’s uniform of the Twelfth Light Dragoons hung over him. John managed a smile. “Damned cutpurses.”




  “Bold buggers!” The young soldier grabbed John’s elbow. “Let me summon aid.”




  John shook his head, as much to clear it as to decline. “I am steps away from Berkeley Square. I am expected there.” That sounded inane. “I shall do, I assure you.”




  A carriage clattered by and a pair of gentlemen much the worse for wear inside could be heard slurring their intention to check in at White’s. “I am going up Berkeley Street myself,

  if you wouldn’t mind the company,” the colonel said.




  John ran his hand through his locks. “Not necessary, but my thanks to you.”




  The young dragoon raised his brows. “I was after the fact,” he remarked, handing John his hat. “Excellent swordplay. Name’s Ponsonby, by the by.”




  John placed it gingerly over the knot he could feel rising on his forehead. “Langley.”




  “Langley? No wonder those fellows got the worst of it! Gads, you’ve a punishing left! Saw you take a round with the Gentleman himself at Jackson’s.”




  John sighed at Ponsonby’s eagerness, and resigned himself to company.




  “Your duel with Jepson November last? Let him have the first shot, calm as you please, and then knocked the gun from his hand with your shot. We all wondered you did not drill him. It was

  he who forced the quarrel.” They turned up toward the square.




  “Ah, but he was in the right.” John let his tone be damping. “I had seduced his wife.”




  The young soldier smiled to himself. “When Sherry hears of this turnup . . . or Blendon!”




  John was glad to relinquish Ponsonby to his engagement in Berkeley Street and continue into the square. Number 46 was a beautiful step-backed house of Portland stone, its great first-floor

  windows casting light and life into the darkness. John could see men lounging against butter-colored walls lined with tapestries and paintings. The sound of a cello and violin duet poured into the

  street. Boccerini. Before he lifted the knocker he straightened his cravat, pushing down the pain. He had torn his wound. But it was important that he be seen tonight. The word of the attack on him

  would spread, thanks to Ponsonby. An appearance tonight would minimize the whole affair. The evening would be insufferable, of course. He knocked at the unconventional blue door. An uneasy feeling

  rippled through him. Footpads in Hay Hill Street? Unusual. He mistrusted the unusual. The footman ushered him in.




  Beatrix glanced up. There was a swirl by the door. Alvaney sprang to his feet. “There he is! I knew he wouldn’t fail his engagement!”




  “The Earl of Langley,” Symington announced.




  He was tall, but the shoulders were too broad for elegance. They spoke of strength beneath the perfectly cut black coat—understated, probably made by Weston. Her gaze strayed to his

  thighs. Beatrix required knee breeches in spite of the fact that they were slightly old-fashioned. She liked to be able to see the shape of a man’s leg. Lan-gley’s were powerful indeed.

  His hair, nearly black and curling at his nape, was worn in a casual disarray not casual at all. The eyes were, remarkably, green with that black hair. His skin was fair and fine, a girl’s

  complexion almost, but there were hard lines around his eyes and mouth. His lips were sensual, full, hardly manly, yet the overall impression was one of overwhelming masculinity. She watched him

  nod to his acquaintances. He was nearly negligent in his address. His gaze passed over the room sharply as though recording everything he saw, then his eyes went sleepy and hooded. Hmm . . .




  “Two days late,” Blendon noted sourly.




  “You can’t regret he failed us,” Beatrix murmured. “He might have cut you out.”




  Blendon had the grace to flush. Alvaney dashed forward and collected the new arrival. “Beatrix Lisse, Countess of Lente, may I present John Staunton, Earl of Langley?”




  The big man came forward with the innate grace of a man who knew the use of his body, whether in sport or in bed. He bowed over the hand she extended. The curl on his forehead concealed a lump

  just beginning to color and a scrape. The scent of blood came to her, strongly. Not from the scrape. No, the man was bleeding somewhere or . . . or his clothes had been splashed by someone

  else’s blood. She saw no stain on his black coat. That augured for the blood to be his own. The scent made her need awaken and begin to tremble in her veins.




  “I have waited for the pleasure of this introduction,” Langley murmured over her hand as his lips brushed her knuckles. His voice was a baritone rumble in his chest.




  “I did not expect you, so did not instruct my staff to refuse you tonight,” Beatrix sighed.




  Langley looked up, puzzled. “Lady Lente?” His countenance looked a trifle drawn.




  “You were promised for Tuesday night, man,” Alvaney exclaimed.




  “Truly?” Langley looked about himself in surprise that Beatrix thought was feigned. He sighed. “Well, one can hardly expect an engagement made a month ago to spring to

  one’s mind.” He bowed again. “My deepest apologies, Countess.”




  The man should show more gratitude! Invitations to her drawing room were worth more than coin of the realm. “Your apology will be accepted upon account,” she returned. “You may

  repay my largesse by being interesting.” He wouldn’t be. Still, she did want to know why he had appeared at her door bleeding.




  His eyes flashed a spark of rebellion before they went lazy and the mask descended. “A hard charge,” he murmured. “Since my hostess herself must be so interesting as to fill

  her rooms each night, her expectations would be great indeed.”




  Beatrix was taken aback. He had put the onus back on her to prove she was interesting. “That would smack of competition, sir. It would not become a hostess, and it would be churlish in a

  guest, so I am certain your manners would not allow it,” she managed.




  “They shouldn’t, though manners can be unreliable in my case,” he said, unrepentant. “A dangerous state, since manners are the only thing between us and our brutish

  nature.”




  “Oh, manners can be used as weapons in service of a brutish nature,” Beatrix remarked sweetly. There, that would serve him out for challenging her.




  He did not look abashed. Quite unexpectedly, he grinned. “Touché. Pique and repique.” The grin softened the hard lines of his face.




  She liked him for acknowledging that she had won the round. “A swordsman, then?” she asked, letting her voice go husky. She would fascinate him and so take point and match.




  “Langley is quite the sportsman,” Melly exclaimed. Beatrix had forgotten him. Strangely, she had forgotten all of them. “Bruising rider, crack shot. Strips to advantage at

  Jackson’s too.”




  “I’ll wager he does,” Beatrix murmured. Langley feigned indifference, but Beatrix detected a slight flush. The most debauched man in London was used to being the hunter not the

  hunted. And yet, he was bleeding somewhere. Perhaps he had been hunted tonight.




  “You’re both uncommonly lucky,” Alvaney noted. “You’d make a killing team at whist.”




  “Are you as insulted as I am, Langley?” Beatrix asked. “Chance plays only a limited role in life when you have enough experience to be truly aware of your

  surroundings.”




  “Even in games like faro,” he agreed. Behind his lazy look he was studying her. “But perhaps we should consult Castlereagh. He is an expert. There is nothing so chancy as

  politics.”




  He had decided to direct attention away from himself. She did not choose to let him. She sat forward in concern. “Dear me, my lord. Your forehead! Have you had an accident?”




  Langley feigned surprise again. It would have fooled anyone but Beatrix. He touched his forehead. “Why, I hadn’t noticed.”




  The other gentlemen crowded round. “By Jove, Lang-ley, you’re hurt!” Melly exclaimed.




  “Husband come in on you?” Alvaney snorted. “We won’t ask who she was.”




  Langley’s countenance darkened before the eyes went languid. “Dashed footpads set upon me in Hay Hill Street. I hadn’t realized they marked me, or I would never have presented

  myself in such a state.”




  “Footpads in Hay Hill?” the young men chorused. “What’s London coming to? Where were the watchmen? Did you report the incident to Bow Street?”




  “Sit down, man!” Alvaney charged, standing to give up his own chair.




  Beatrix motioned Langley down. He looked mulish for a moment. Then practicality intervened. He must be feeling it. She noticed he sat stiffly. As he moved, she saw a slight bulge at his

  shoulder. Ahhh. The bleeding wound was in his shoulder and it was bandaged. Not a new wound, then. He definitely looked pale now.




  “Symington, a glass of brandy for Lord Langley?” But her ever-discerning majordomo already hovered with a salver laid with brandy.




  Southey, the pedestrian poet laureate, pushed to the front of the crowd. “I can hardly credit footpads in Hay Hill.” Castlereagh and Chumley hung over Langley as well. Beatrix had

  lost the attention of the room. She took the opportunity to observe Langley. He gulped the brandy and the color came back into his face. He was deft with their questions, answering but not

  answering. It was if he wanted them to doubt the footpad story. Once he eased his shoulder and she saw the twinge of pain. He had been set upon in Hay Hill Street, but his assailants

  hadn’t made the wound in his shoulder, only opened it, she guessed. And footpads? Not likely. Ah, perhaps it would not do for the most debauched man in England to be set upon by mere

  footpads, and he wanted his listeners to make up other stories more in keeping with his reputation. What a devious way of achieving it! If he wanted to shock them, why didn’t he tell them

  about the wound bleeding even now in his shoulder and what adventure had occasioned it? Beatrix’s senses were heightened by the smell. Lord, she would need to feed again tonight at this

  rate!




  She got to her feet almost without knowing she rose, and took the brandy decanter from Symington. The young men parted for her, unconsciously, as people always did. She stood over Langley. He

  looked up at her. The green eyes were jaded. They had seen much for one of his tender age and were disgusted by it. How old was he? Not yet forty, she wagered. She gestured with the decanter and he

  held up his glass. She poured, but her gaze kept returning to his face. He had determination. He thought he was implacable. Silly man! Implacable was the onward march of time, the loneliness, the

  endless repetition of small failures and large ones in people, in the world, in herself. John Staunton, Earl of Langley, was not implacable.




  He was . . . What was he?




  All she knew was that Langley was not what he seemed.




  John looked up at Countess Lente as she poured him another brandy. She was stunning in a way that was quintessentially un-English. Her skin was almost translucent, like the

  petals of a flower that bloomed only at night. Her hair was thick and dark auburn in color. It reminded him of fields burning at night. Her features seemed to speak of former ages. Her nose was

  straight and only two steps away from prominent, her mouth generous. Her cheekbones provided her face with an inner strength. He would not have been surprised to see her in a Roman toga, or chain

  mail. But it was her eyes that captivated. He had always been fond of cornflower-blue eyes. Both Cecily and Angela had had blue eyes. Brown eyes had always seemed dull, until now. Lady

  Lente’s eyes were so dark as to be mistaken for black at a distance, yet up close they were bottomless pools of expression. Her eyes said this woman knew secrets men would kill to have her

  tell them.




  Some of those men crowded round him. They fell back as she approached, like iron filings from the wrong end of a magnet. The minute he entered he had felt a hum of life in the room. Now it

  seemed to emanate from her. One would always know where she was, simply because her presence was so powerful. An elusive scent threatened his senses—spicy-sweet.




  Her daring dress of strawberry silk revealed a lush figure. Pastels were fashionable, but fashion seemed irrelevant to a woman like the countess. Countess of what? he wondered as he tossed back

  the brandy. She was rumored to come from Amsterdam, but she did not look Dutch. Her accent seemed layered with several languages. And where was the count? Dead? Or had there ever been a count? A

  woman like this might have made him up to give herself a veil of respectability and an ability to move independently in the world.




  Talk had it she was the most fascinating woman in Europe. He hardly believed that. Still, he saw in her eyes more than the avaricious, self-centered courtesan. He saw that she had nearly

  lost hope. There was no . . . expectation in her. It was a strange feeling to look into eyes like that. It almost made one shudder.




  “Feeling more the thing?” she asked, in that husky contralto that promised a passion her eyes said she was not sure existed anymore.




  “Yes.” He realized the room was silent, listening. In actual fact, his head throbbed and his shoulder stabbed pain through him whenever he moved. He must extricate himself from this

  soiree before he embarrassed himself by fainting in the middle of Countess Lente’s drawing room. Still, his weakness could be turned to advantage. “An old wound . . .” he

  murmured. Let them embellish his rakish reputation. They didn’t need to know it was only nine days old.




  “Langley,” Southey said with disapproval, “these husbands will kill you yet.” Southey was bland-looking, with a certain smoothness about him.




  “You, as a poet, surely must believe in the exigencies of love,” John drawled.




  “I do.” Southey frowned. “But not the kind of love you practice.”




  “And what kind of love is that?” the countess interrupted. She arrayed her curves across the chaise in an insouciant challenge, and raised her brows.




  “The kind where no heart is engaged,” Southey said tightly.




  “Ah, Mr. Southey, you cut me,” John said softly. “You do. My heart is always engaged.”




  “Then your heart does not know true love.”




  John kept his countenance impassive. “Your true love, now, what is that? You will say it is transforming, enlarging.” He waved a dismissive hand. “But perhaps it takes a narrow

  understanding to focus so intently upon one person that one sees no faults. I have a wide vision, Mr. Southey. Perhaps I see love more truly than you do.”




  “You are both right. Love is blind. But it never lasts,” the countess agreed. “That only makes one search for it again and again, looking for that brief moment of

  transformation—an addiction, really. Are you an addict, Langley?”




  “No.” He should leave it there. What could possibly possess him to elaborate in front of this sad crowd? “That would admit both belief in the power of love to transform and a

  weakness I do not acknowledge. I seek amusement. My heart craves no more.” Did he believe that? Or was it the devastation tossed at him twenty years ago speaking? It created the right

  sensation, however. A murmur went round the crowd.




  “When the conversation turns to true love, it is time for the evening to end,” the countess said, rising. She clapped her hands. “Carriages, gentlemen. The servants will see to

  your needs.”




  A bustle ensued. Apparently they were used to this kind of curt dismissal. The countess murmured over lips that bent to kiss her hand adieu. Rich young idlers, important politicians, artists,

  scribblers, an architect and an admiral, all filed by to pay their respects. They were besotted, though some cloaked it in urbanity. He stood to go.




  “Shall I take you up in my carriage, Langley?” Melford asked. “You do not look stout.”




  “Lord Langley should recoup his strength before he goes,” Lady Lente said. Her eyes held unmistakable intent. Blendon’s face fell with comic intensity.




  “As you wish.” John nodded, letting her know it was her command that he obeyed, not his desire. Once he would actually have stayed. The countess would be a skillful bedfellow. It

  would certainly enhance his reputation, and hers, as she probably knew. But he didn’t entangle himself these days and he daren’t expose his wound. He could get the desired effect simply

  by lingering a moment. John closed his eyes briefly. What would these fellows think if they knew that it had been months since he had bedded a woman? Hardly an ecominium for his reputation. In

  truth, it had been getting more and more difficult. Not physically. He had not failed himself or his partners yet. But he could foresee a time when he would. It seemed a larger and larger effort to

  . . . engage with women, even in so transitory an act. On the Continent, he had bedded everything in sight. Hard, cold, he had his revenge on women everywhere for Cecily and Angela. He was lucky he

  had not come away with a souvenir of promiscuity. But it had all turned stale. Now he might bed them for king and country, and his needs still got the better of him on occasion, but he had no taste

  for it. He had no taste for any of it.




  He watched the men exit. The countess was shushing Blendon out the door when John rose. He was about to refuse an invitation any man in London would kill for, he was sure. He managed a fair

  imitation of steady on his feet. “I must be going too, kind hostess.”




  Her delicate brows drew together. Apparently she was not used to refusal. “As you will,” she said, her lovely, throbbing voice almost flat. “Perhaps our paths will cross

  again.”




  He smiled. “I do not doubt it. You hold court on Tuesdays and Thursdays.”




  “By invitation only, of course,” she murmured.




  “Then perhaps at other events.” He would not give her the satisfaction of seeing him disconcerted. “The Duchess of Bessborough’s ball on Saturday?” He doubted she

  had been invited. Countess or no, she was a woman who lived outside society’s rules. And he wanted to punish her for making him feel small.




  “Undoubtedly,” she said smoothly. “Or Lady Hertford’s rout?”




  “I live for the occasion,” he said.




  He bowed once and trotted with a fair imitation of insouciance down the stairs to where the servants waited with his hat and cane and cloak.




  Impossible man! Now here she was, all agitated by the smell of his blood and no man to satisfy her. He could not have doubted her intent. Had any man ever actually refused

  her?




  Beatrix ran up the stairs to her boudoir, trailing her shawl of black Norwich silk. Perhaps he doubted his ability to perform, since he thought she wanted a sexual encounter. That must be it. He

  was weakened by loss of blood and the attack. When it came to that, she could not have taken blood in good conscience from one faint from loss of it. What had she wanted?




  Betty helped her out of her gown. Beatrix hoped the girl could not see her state of confusion. She shushed her dresser out of her boudoir impatiently. Taking deep breaths, she willed her blood

  to quiet. It trembled rebelliously in her arteries. She breathed again. Slowly, the one who shared it slid down her veins. The pounding slowed. She sighed, in control again.




  But was she truly in control?She felt herself sliding down a slope she had been on for many years. At the bottom was a black pool she recognized but did not understand . . .




  AMSTERDAM, 1088




  The servants were gone, the house closed up. Beatrix haunted the muddy alleyways and the winding, narrow streets in her ragged red dress. She wanted her mother. She

  wanted Marte. But they were gone. Marte’s neck was broken, and her mother had . . . left her. Just left her.




  She hadn’t been good enough to love. And what would her mother say about her now?




  The nuns had apprenticed her to a seamstress and told her an orphan was lucky to get such a place. But the woman sent her out in daylight on errands, and sunlight grew more and more

  uncomfortable. Her skin burned and her head ached until one morning she refused to go outside. Her rebellion provoked a beating that looked to be the first of many. Beatrix had slipped out into the

  comforting darkness that night, never to return.




  Now she foraged in the refuse behind taverns and slept in the livery curled in the hay at the horses ’feet, with only their breath to warm her. But no matter how much she ate these

  days, she was hungry. Was it hunger? It was a kind of itching, unfulfilled feeling and it was growing.




  Tonight, it was worse than ever. She wanted to scream. She stole a whole meat pie from a street vendor and tore through the twisting alleys with all the speed she could muster to the marshes

  beyond the walls of the city. When she was alone, she stuffed great gobs of the pie into her mouth until she choked and retched.




  But it didn’t stop the aching, itching hunger. On all fours in the mud by the side of the raised stone road, she gasped for breath. How could she make the pain and the throbbing in her

  head go away? She couldn’t think! The smell of fecund rot surrounded her. A horse clopped on the road far away. Sensations assaulted her. She wanted Marte. She wanted . . .




  She wanted the warm cup of blood her mother brought her sometimes at bedtime.




  Of course! Blood would stop the hunger. The clop of the horse’s hooves sounded louder. She had tried to get her favorite treat before. Her mistress-seamstress did not keep any in the

  house. The vendors in the marketplace sold blood for sausages and puddings, but she had tried that blood and somehow it wasn’t the same. Where was she to get it? Mother . . .




  Sobs shook her as the last of the pie came up into the muck among the rushes. She could hear the horse breathing as it came closer, and another breath, the rider’s, and the throb of . .

  . of blood. She stood, the weight of her soaked wool dress comforting. He was a big man, richly dressed. She saw well in the dark. And he throbbed with what she needed.




  Why was everything so red? Were they burning the fields? Smoke sometimes turned the moon red . . . She breathed out. She was strong. And the man on the horse had what she wanted. Needed.

  Throbbing there in his throat. The horse drew abreast of her. She closed her mouth and felt a stab of pain in her lip. She could smell her own blood welling there. The redness deepened and with it

  came certainty entwined with that smell.




  She sprang up to the road and pulled the man from his horse. He hit the ground with a thud. A whoosh of air escaped his lungs. The horse neighed in fear and wheeled away. But she had eyes

  only for the throbbing in the fat man’s throat. She fell on him, growling, tearing at his neck. He screamed and thrashed, but the scream turned into a gurgle, and there it was, blood, welling

  in sweet copper-tinged ecstasy into her mouth. She sucked at the ripped flesh and felt . . . alive. Her itching pain subsided. The man’s blood stopped pumping.




  She raised herself from the wreck of a man. Dimly she knew that his throat was ripped and that she had ripped it. His eyes dulled and his thrashing stilled. When someone saw him, they would

  say he had been killed by a beast, or a monster. Her mother said she was different. Now she knew how. No wonder her mother left her.




  She turned her face up to the moon, cold, sure, its cycles predictable, once you knew their secret. She had found the secret tonight to the hunger. And she felt strong. Like a strong

  monster.




  Beatrix ran her hand over her eyes and massaged her temples as though she could rub away the memories. Couldn’t you have told me, Mother, what I was? Couldn’t

  you have showed me that it didn’t have to be that way, ripping throats and killing them? I thought I was evil.




  It was Stephan who told her about the Companion in her blood that made her who she was. Her mother deigned to give her human blood sporadically during her childhood, to keep the Companion

  quiescent. But when the Companion started to manifest itself and its powers at puberty, her mother had abandoned her, not wanting to be burdened with the role of mentor. That fell to Stephan, and

  worse yet, Asharti. But she wouldn’t think about that, or what followed.




  Damn these memories! She had put all this aside hundreds of years ago. She was beyond the hurt, and she avoided evil these days. What did it mean that the memories came back so insistently now?

  Whatever it meant, it wasn’t good.




  She turned to the huge bed. Tonight she would not even have the distraction of feeding her Companion. She stepped out of her dress. It was Langley’s fault. She shouldn’t need blood

  for a week or more after Blendon. But the scent of Langley’s blood had sent shivers of life along her veins. The Companion yearned toward life with an intensity nearly impossible to resist.

  The rush of life when she was feeding was one way she staved off madness, and also the closest she came to losing control. A thin line. But she didn’t lose control. She hadn’t with

  Blendon.




  Beatrix shrugged out of her chemise, grabbed a silken gown from her dressing room and pulled it over her head. Then why had just the smell of blood begun that throbbing fervor in her veins? She

  teased the pins from her hair and let the auburn mass hang down her back. Langley. Something about Langley himself. She sorted through her memory of this evening. He was well made, but so were a

  thousand other men. She was impervious to men’s physical charms. An elusive expression around his mouth and eyes said he wasn’t as hardened as he pretended. He was hiding something; his

  wound, but more. That was it! As an expert at hiding, Beatrix recognized secrecy, even when it masqueraded as disdain. What did he hide besides a wound?




  She wanted to know more about Langley.




  As she pulled the heavy draperies tightly over the window, it occurred to her that she really could not invite Langley for Tuesday’s drawing room after she had so pointedly snubbed him. Of

  course he had snubbed her in return by assuming that she would not have a card for the Duchess of Bessborough’s ball on Saturday. Which meant he was likely to be there. She crawled into the

  great bed and under the duvet. She didn’t have a card, of course. But that could be remedied.




  At Number Six, Albany House, Withering opened the door, having clearly disobeyed John’s order not to wait up. He took one look at his master and gripped his arm.




  “Don’t be an old woman, Withering,” John protested. “Footpads, that’s all.”




  “You’ve started your wound bleeding, my lord, haven’t you?” The man was fiftyish, mouth drawn down in a perpetual frown, his dress simple and impeccable. He had been with

  John through thick and thin. “I did, if you recall, my lord, indicate that this was a distinct possibility if you insisted on going out this evening.”




  “I acknowledge your moral superiority without reservation,” John muttered as Withering guided him firmly to the bedroom. The room swayed ominously.




  Realizing, apparently, that victory over an opponent who was very near to fainting was easy sport, Withering relented. “Let us just examine your wound, my lord.”




  After the painful process of extricating him from his coat, John lay back on the bed and gave himself over to Withering’s ministrations. To avoid hearing Withering’s predictions of

  permanent disability, John let his mind wander back to the countess. He could see why she had the town in thrall. She was exquisite, of course, but London had her equals in beauty. No, there was

  something about her . . . a weariness, the subtle air of having seen everything and of knowing the danger in that. He shook himself. Of course a courtesan had seen everything. But there was more.

  She teetered on some edge and the town held its breath.




  He grunted in pain as Withering tightened a fresh bandage about his shoulder.




  “You should have the doctor in, my lord.” That was a familiar refrain from his valet.




  “I can’t afford speculation.” Or at least more speculation than his reputation provided. Let the ton think him bad. Let mothers and their daughters cross the street as

  he passed. But they must not guess his double life. Only Withering knew about John’s other calling, except for Barlow and one or two others in the government. Of course, his valet never knew

  the particulars of John’s missions, or anything about Barlow. Still, it was almost a comfort to have one person aside from Barlow with whom there was no need to dissemble. John was no fool.

  Barlow cared only for his usefulness. John was useful, the best the underdog British had against Napoleon in a war that had grown frighteningly one-sided. When Barlow ordered him to ferret

  out what was going on in France, he would do it.




  Something was going on, that was certain. Four British agents dead, all in the same grisly and unlikely manner. Barlow hardly credited John’s report that the bodies were drained of blood.

  The French intelligence service had grown strangely effective. Rumor had it there was a new head man. But he and Barlow would put a stop to these atrocities. He set his jaw.




  That was it! That was what was so intriguing about the countess! She had secrets, just as he did, and he would bet they were pips. Withering poured some laudanum, but John shook his head. He

  liked to have his wits about him. Wits. What wits? Here he was mooning over a woman who was like all the other women he had known in his life, not a shred of virtue, no honor . . .




  The secret that disturbed him most was that he wanted to see the countess again.




  







  Three




  Withering’s dire predictions may have been off, but John was definitely not feeling quite the thing on Friday. He stayed in his dressing gown most of the day, and while

  he refused the man’s offer to fetch a doctor, he did submit meekly to Withering’s ministrations and drank the familiar concoction of raw eggs and pepper without complaint. He was about

  to accede to Withering’s offer to procure an early supper to eat in his rooms, when a message was sent up by the doorman from downstairs.




  The seal was Barlow’s. “That will be all, Withering,” he said sharply as he tore open the envelope. He glanced over the single line. “Supper at Brooks’s upper

  rooms. Nine. Barlow.”




  “Withering,” John called. “I’m eating at Brooks. Set out some neck cloths.” Had Barlow discovered the identity of the spider at the center of the new French web of

  spies already?




  “Yes, my lord,” Withering said, sighing.




  In fact, it felt good to get out into the brisk March air as John strode down Duke Street. It was not far to Brooks, where Barlow had engaged a small private dining room. They talked of

  inconsequential matters through the Dover sole and the saddle of venison with its accompanying array of winter vegetables. Barlow was an old man, with beetling brows that inched across his forehead

  like caterpillars. He had been sick when John left for France last, so sick John hesitated to go. But tonight he seemed in the pink of health. Even his normally gouty foot did not bother him. John

  wondered whether he should tell Barlow about the footpads who might not have been footpads. He wasn’t certain they were anything but what they seemed. As the trifle was served, John mentioned

  a hot tip for the spring meeting at Newmarket. “Gone to Grass,” he said, as the waiter left a decanter of brandy, a tray of cheeses, and a box of cheroots. “Turvey has got a new

  training method. You should see his horses run.”




  The door closed softly behind the waiter. Both men lighted their cheroots. The smoke blended with Barlow’s lavender water scent. He was wearing a touch too much. John drew on his cigar and

  sat back, watching Barlow exhale and slosh the amber liquid in his cut-crystal glass. “You did not invite me to dinner for the pleasure of watching me smoke.”




  Barlow glanced up, his old eyes sharp. “We may have acquired a way to the information we need,” he said slowly. “But there is a slight problem.”




  Did he know already who the new spider was at the center of the French intelligence web? The man was amazing. John chuckled. “Nothing you can’t handle.”




  “Don’t be so sure, young man,” Barlow chuffed, “until you know the situation.”




  John took no offense. The situation must be difficult indeed to make Barlow so touchy.




  “A French operative familiar with the highest circles of French intelligence was on a frigate that escaped the blockade at Brest,” Barlow said. “He was among several passengers

  let off in Spain who made their way to Gibraltar.”




  “Sounds promising. I’m sure our intrepid compatriots in the navy picked them up.”




  Barlow’s shaggy brows snapped down. “His name is Dupré.”




  “Your interrogators are very good at getting Frenchmen to ‘parler.’ ” John took a sip of brandy and watched Barlow. The old man was really quite agitated.




  “When you question a man rigorously you get false information. It won’t do.”




  John didn’t want to think about Barlow’s definition of “rigorous” questioning. That was part of the business. The poor French sod would be singing like a canary, naming

  everyone and anyone. John drew on his cheroot and watched the smoke curl up toward the ceiling. “You want me to gain his confidence and ferret out his secrets.”




  Barlow nodded. “You’ll pose as a fellow prisoner. Your French is perfect.”




  John’s mind clicked ahead. “It can’t be anywhere prisoners are kept in separate cells. It would take too long to get close to him. How about a prison hulk in Portsmouth

  harbor?”




  Barlow leaned forward eagerly. “Excellent idea! You’d be housed together under nominal guard. Easy to get him to trust you . . .”




  “If I can find out what you want to know, you needn’t interrogate the wretch at all. That will conceal that there has been a leak, which will preserve the secrecy of our

  effort.”




  Barlow’s smile was that of a predator crouched over his prey. “Exactly.”




  “Where is he now?”




  “Somewhere in the Atlantic making his way back to England. I got the news from a navy cutter. The frigate will be a week behind. A week to get the prisoners settled in the hulk . . .

  Expect to hear from me in a fortnight.”




  John gulped the last of his brandy and stubbed out his cheroot. “I’ll be ready. Portsmouth in April. Sounds like quite a little vacation.”




  Barlow stared at the end of his cheroot. He had something else to say. John remained, one leg stretched out before him. “I don’t think we have ever had a man in the field who knew

  quite as much of the overall picture, the positions of various agents, as you do.”




  John schooled his face to impassivity. “Your agents don’t normally last long enough.”




  Barlow nodded, thoughtful. “You are a precious commodity. Perhaps we shouldn’t send you after this particular information.”




  John held his breath. “So either you think I would become a double agent, or that under torture I would reveal too much.” There were two answers to that problem for Barlow. Barlow

  could retire him or kill him. John didn’t like either of them.




  Barlow’s old eyes rose from the tip of his cheroot to John’s face. “It is a danger.”




  “I’ve a fair tolerance for pain.” He wouldn’t answer the question of being a traitor.




  “All men break, boy.”




  “But you have no one better. So shall we save this conversation until after we find the center of this French web?” John sauntered to the door. “I shall expect to hear from

  you.”




  “You will,” Barlow muttered behind him.




  John slid down the back stairs of the club. He was glad he hadn’t told Barlow about the footpads. It would have given him another excuse to send someone less capable than John. The truth

  was, he only felt alive with the adrenaline of a mission pumping through him.




  His thoughts glided back ten years, twelve. When had he become what he was? After traipsing around the Continent, fleeing from the world’s derision and from Angela, life seemed empty.

  Then, while drinking an archduke under the table in Vienna, he had come into possession of some very interesting information. When he woke the next afternoon, he realized his country might well

  have use for that information. John grimaced. Langley, volunteer spy. He had vowed to spend his life loving his country if he could not bring himself to love women. Painful, how romantical he had

  been even at what, twenty-seven? He thought having sex with women instead of loving them made him callous. What did he know then? That was before the killing, before he realized he was an

  expendable commodity to his government, before he knew what dragging oneself through the dregs of humanity could do to you.




  He wondered what he would do if Barlow ever retired him. He couldn’t imagine how flat life would be without even this slender purpose. If Barlow left him alive . . .




  Beatrix alighted in front of the imposing façade of Bess-borough House, escorted by a young colonel of the Twelfth Light Dragoons, Fredrick Ponsonby, who just happened

  to be the son of the Duke and Duchess of Bessborough. Friday had been positively interesting. Only one night to procure an invitation to an exclusive engagement whose hostess was notoriously picky

  about the ton of her guests. Beatrix always made it into mainstream society in the end, but the duchess and her ilk were the last bastions to fall. A challenge. In fact, her focus on

  Langley’s dare had kept the memories at bay for almost two days.




  The only real risk had been the time frame. She had risen at dusk and sent for her dresser. Betty hardly needed prompting to provide more information than Beatrix could ever want about the

  duchess. When Beatrix found she had a callow if courageous son, the plan was set. A personally worded note to his rooms, an evening of solo attention; so simple really. Men just liked to be

  appreciated. A sighed disclosure that she was not to be of the party the following night, and . . . the card of invitation had arrived at ten in the morning Saturday.




  A courtesan in such a situation had two choices. She could seek to blend into the crowd, looking more demure, more acceptable than anyone. Or she could choose to stand out, and damn the

  eyes of those who thought she shouldn’t be there. Beatrix always chose to stand out.




  Now as she ascended the stairs to the great stone portico of Bessborough House, Beatrix exuded calm. Her sable cloak and muff were proof against the raw March wind. Underneath, she knew her deep

  russet gown of heavy satin would be the envy of every woman in the room, no matter how spitefully they whispered that the color was too deep to be fashionable. She did not care for the tiny puffed

  sleeves in fashion, so she had her dressmaker lengthen them to the elbow, and slash them as was the fashion in the sixteenth century, with creamy lace peeking out at the slashes. The tiny rim of

  lace at a square neckline so décolleté she looked in danger of spilling from it at any moment echoed the slashes. She wore garnets, rust red and spread in a net of gold over her

  breast, and in pins winking in her hair and at her ears.




  She let the footman take her wrap. He might not be here if he had not recovered from his wound. A niggling worm of disappointment wound through her. She pressed it down. She was here

  because it amused her to accept his challenge. If he happened to see her, he might appreciate the opportunity he had refused the other night, but that was nothing to her. Of course, she could not

  really hold his refusal against him if he thought himself too weak to do his part. Did that mean she would grant him another chance? She and Ponsonby ascended the staircase.




  “May I present Beatrix Lisse, Countess of Lente?” Ponsonby made the introduction to his parents just inside the doorway to the great first-floor ballroom. Beatrix could feel the

  duchess’s disapproval. But Beatrix had been disapproved of by better women than the duchess. She smiled at the woman, once beautiful, an intimate of the Prince Regent, and let her gaze rove

  over the Pomona green robe and feathered turban. She inclined her head in a curtsy just pronounced enough not to be rude, but hardly obsequious.




  “Lady Bessborough,” she murmured. “Thank you so much for inviting me.”




  The duchess looked stunned. Beatrix could feel Ponsonby redden. Of course his mother hadn’t known. “Do enjoy yourself,” Lady Bessborough said, her mouth a moue of

  disapproval.




  “Thanks to your so dear son, I’m sure I shall,” Beatrix murmured and moved on. Let the good duchess worry about that one for a while. From the doorway, she surveyed the crowd

  while Ponsonby stuttered his excuses to his mother. She did not see the tall form she was looking for.




  Wait! There he was. Over in the corner, watching, though most people of dancing age were engaged in the center of the room. His eyes were just as cynical and green as she remembered. She saw him

  glance toward the entrance without expectation, as though he had been glancing there all evening, and had the satisfaction to see his gaze arrested in recognition. She stared boldly back.

  Touché. She was here.




  Ponsonby stepped to her side, following her gaze. “Langley,” Ponsonby cried and raised a hand. He turned excitedly to Beatrix. “I saw him make hash of three bruisers in Hay

  Hill Street Thursday night. Pluck to the backbone. Might we inquire after his health?”




  “Of course,” Beatrix murmured. “I am quite interested in his health.”




  Ponsonby shepherded her across the floor toward Langley. “Langley, I say, did you survive your ordeal? I’ll wager you had the devil of a headache!”




  “Nothing to speak of.” He bowed. “Lady Lente.” His forehead sported a colorful bruise under his careless lock of hair.




  “Surprised to see me?” she asked, one brow raised.




  “Not at all.” He made his mouth quite serious. “I have been expecting you this hour.”




  But Thursday he thought she wouldn’t have a card. Suddenly she realized that if he knew she had procured one just to meet his challenge, it put her at a disadvantage. How maddening that

  she was predictable!




  “I say, Langley, how do you know the countess? You have been out of town for a month!” He looked from one to another. “Berkeley Square . . . You can’t mean you were on

  your way to . . . when you were—”




  “I was promised to the countess that night,” Langley agreed.




  “Actually he was promised Tuesday and was two days late,” Beatrix observed.




  “I did move heaven and earth to keep the engagement.” Were his eyes laughing at her?




  “No. You only moved three thugs by Ponsonby’s account.”




  Langley’s eyes shifted lazily to the younger man. “So, you are Bessborough’s son.”




  Ponsonby clicked his heels and bowed. “Your servant.”




  “I hear the Twelfth Light may be leaving for the Peninsula shortly.”




  “I haven’t heard those orders,” Ponsonby said, startled. “Not but what I’m eager to see some action. Our boys would love to be in the thick of it with

  Wellington.”




  “He shows promise as a general,” Langley agreed. “Not that anyone in the government seems to care. They keep him short of specie and supplies, and he gets half the men he

  needs.”




  “Not everyone understands the important role of the Peninsula in the overall strategy of the war,” Ponsonby exclaimed. “If we show Europe Boney is not invincible, insurrections

  will bloom across the Continent like May flowers, and the alliance with Russia must surely collapse.”




  “But if the puppet regimes are brought down, what will replace them? Weak governments in exile or awkward coalitions . . .” Langley shook his head shortly and was about to

  continue.




  Beatrix clapped her hands. “ No politics.” They started. “Politics bore me.”




  “And is that the measure of a subject’s worth?” Lang-ley drawled, recovering.




  “Courtesy should prevent your wanting to bore your companions,” Beatrix observed.




  “Perhaps,” Langley said to Ponsonby, “the weather will turn fine tomorrow. Do you expect wind?”




  Ponsonby glanced nervously to Beatrix.




  “I expect very windy conditions, if tonight is any indication,” Beatrix observed dryly. The orchestra struck up a waltz. She could feel Ponsonby gathering himself. Taking the

  offensive, she turned to Langley. “Is your shoulder sufficiently recovered for a waltz?”




  She saw with satisfaction that she had disconcerted him, if not for brazenly asking him to dance, then for the fact that she had ferreted out his secret wound and he wasn’t sure how.




  “I am always game for a waltz.” He extended his good right arm, while Ponsonby gaped.




  She laid her hand on his forearm. The fabric of a shirt, her glove, and his coat lay between them. Yet it seemed she could feel his strength, the warmth of his body, the physicality of him, all

  in forearm laid to forearm. Dear God, but he felt male!
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