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The Duke’s Progress

Thin sleet dashed down sporadically, like course salt being sprinkled by an overzealous chef, covering over the pavements with an icy dust. Lowering clouds promised more compliments of the season. But this was London, it was December, and so even though pedestrians slipped and carriages crawled along the slick causeways, no one cursed the weather, and not a few of the sufferers on foot or in coaches hoped for the sleet to turn to snow, not rain. Because Christmas was coming and there was nothing like an old-fashioned holiday. And so sentiment killed complaints at birth, as Londoners tiptoed and bounced and slithered about their ice-encrusted city. ’Twas the season, after all.

The sweepers weren’t making much headway against the successive waves of falling ice pellets, and neither were those who were trying to negotiate the treacherous streets. And so the idling fops, dandies, and sportive gentlemen at ease at their stations in the bay window of their select club were enjoying themselves mightily as they watched their fellow Londoners making cakes of themselves on the icy pavement outside. They were betting on when the falls would occur, roaring with laughter at the more comical of them, and quite beside themselves at the way some of their own distinguished colleagues were unwittingly capering. 

Their jeering comments took neither rank nor sex of the victims into account, and they were as overcome with mirth at the sight of a housemaid falling on her rump as they were at how some of their own set obeyed gravity this winter’s day. In fact, they deemed the plight of their own acquaintances even funnier, watching some step daintily as opera dancers before they fell, seeing others, who’d spied their snickering friends in the window, trying to ignore the situation by taking their usual long strides and so eventually taking even longer slides down to their inevitable pratfalls.

They weren’t respectful of age, either, and when they caught sight of a tall, erect gentleman in a many-tiered greatcoat, his hair beneath his top hat grayer than the ice he trod, they immediately began to lay bets on how long it would take him to be toppled, and some of the less charitable among them on how many bones the old fellow would break as he hit the ground. They watched him with growing anticipation as the wagers went astronomically high, because incredibly enough, he was approaching rapidly and without mishap. The slender gray-haired gentleman was taking one Hessian-booted step after another down windy St. James Street as sure-footededly as a mountain goat, as gracefully as if it were a May morning. The wagers flew higher, surely such luck as the old codger was having couldn’t last. But he walked on, unhampered. Then, as he approached their lookout post, he shot them a glance from eyes grayer than the sleet which then again veiled his austere features. Some of them groaned at that, some sighed, some looked abashed, but recognizing him, they all canceled their wagers and looked about for more profitable game.

And yet the glance they’d got hadn’t been malicious or threatening. It had been brimming with mirthful awareness of the situation. Which was worse to his would-be tormenters. Because after the gentleman entered the club and gave his hat and coat to a footman, it could clearly be seen that it was a serene and youthful face beneath that thick crop of deceptively silver hair. And the tight-fitting, fashionable clothes revealed the form and figure of an extremely fit gentleman who was not above thirty winters. No, it hadn’t been his age, rank, or dignity that had immediately canceled all bets, and accounted for his fellow club members’ slightly apprehensive expressions now. It was that quietly amused and chilling smile he wore that dismayed them. That, and the fact that Cyril Hampton, Duke of Austell, was known for a wit that was keener than the ice that dripped from his greatcoat and a tongue sharper than the north wind that drove the storm.

He didn’t join the others at the window, which relieved most of them, although they’d invited him to share in their sport. After a desultory wave of one long, thin hand, he instead took a comfortable leather chair near to the fireplace just as an old fellow might, which being a supremely ironic and satirical gesture in itself, caused many faces at the bow window to flush with embarrassment.

“I, at least, didn’t place a wager on how soon you’d take a spill,” a medium-sized gentleman with a crop of light curls announced as he dropped into an adjoining chair.

“Recognized me from afar, did you?” the duke asked lightly.

“No, pockets to let,” the other gentleman reported blithely. “Just paid Harrison and McTeague. The mill last week, picked the loser there—and then lost out on the Honorable Miss Martin. She jilted Palmer on the fifth, you remember,” he supplied helpfully. “I said she’d keep him on the string until the twelfth. Said it fifty pounds’ worth,” he grieved.

“Females have always been your downfall,” the duke commiserated with much insincerity as the curly-haired gentleman sighed his agreement. 

“Just so, and if you’re being ironical,” the sufferer reminded him, “it don’t matter. I ain’t in the petticoat line, as you know, and so I don’t understand them in the least.”

“Precisely why he’s friends with him,” another gentleman standing nearby commented overloudly to his friend, as they dried their dampened coattails by the fire. “Austell can be ironic as he pleases, and Beverly never feels the sting. I doubt he understands three out of four words Austell speaks.”

Before the other man could caution his friend to lower his voice, the duke cut in sweetly, his melodic tenor tones carrying as well as any professional singer’s. “Rather say, sir, that like he who grasps the nettle firmly and doesn’t get stung, Bev here is never hurt because he’s brave enough to confront danger directly. It’s those who shy away who graze against the thorns and are pierced.”

A stillness fell over the entire room. The gentleman by the fireplace flushed more than the heat of the fire could account for, as his companion laid a cautionary hand on his sleeve. He hesitated, and the tension in the room abated. Gentlemen who took up such challenges as the Duke of Austell had just instantly, if obliquely, issued, took them up at once. The hesitation meant that the gentleman had remembered other sharp and killing things the duke was renowned for, aside from his tongue. He was an excellent swordsman, a crack shot, and famous for how well he displayed at Gentleman Jackson’s boxing salon. Unless a new way was found to duel, a man would be well-advised to take anything but umbrage from the duke’s comments. This gentleman took his time, which meant he’d wisely decided not to take the insult.

“Just so,” he eventually murmured grudgingly, in agreement, before he added, because a man had to have some spine, “Lord Beverly is to be congratulated, then, for his bravery if not his taste…in posies, that is,” he explained as another silence fell,…nettles, after all,” he said, and then grew still, belatedly worried about the result of his meager, reflective spurt of daring.

“Indeed,” the duke said equitably enough, “there’s no accounting for some tastes.”

The subject was allowed to drop, and the room returned to normal. Lord Beverly looked at his friend approvingly, but the duke only sighed. He’d taken the fellow’s retraction in the spirit it was offered, just as he took his last feeble display of spirit. No man should be made to crawl, after all. Nor was he eager to fight, however well he did it, but a challenge would have at least alleviated the boredom. That was precisely why he was friends with Lord Beverly. It was true that Bev didn’t understand half the things he said, but then, neither did most of the people he was acquainted with. At least Bev had the best of human attributes, “a good heart,” and most of the time he was, at least, amusing.

“And so,” Lord Beverly asked, as though he’d been speaking all the while, “where are you going for Christmas?”

The duke looked up at that, genuine surprise on his face. Bev often spoke in non sequiturs, but this sudden introduction of a topic he’d not thought of challenged him more than the foolish fellow by the fire had. And filled him with more cold dread too, he realized. So of course, he spoke up instantly, saying idly, “I haven’t thought about it. Is it really that time of year again? It seemed just yesterday that I bumped into Father Christmas on the stair.”

“As if you didn’t know,” Lord Beverly replied. “Probably got an invitation to every house party in the country. Like me. And I’m just a fribble, and I know it. But hostesses can always use an extra male, so I’ve been asked everywhere too. Much good it will do,” he said gloomily, “because m’sister wants me at home, family duty and all, and fun be damned. Family duty, ha! Wants to trot out a dozen marriageable chits for me, as if I didn’t know it. And here I’ve got an invitation to Lyonshall, my old friend Morgan’s place. Earl of Auden, you know him,” he added helpfully.

“Yes,” the duke answered, smiling, “and know he’s fairly newly wedded too. Do you enjoy being fifth wheel on the chariot, Bev dear?”

The curly-haired gentleman looked blank.

“Oh,” he said at last, his color slightly heightened. “But makes no matter. I know the bride too. Wouldn’t have asked me if they didn’t want me,” he argued before he subsided, conceding, “I suppose you’ve the right of it. Still, I’d have preferred visiting them even if I had to pass half the time staring at the ceiling pretending I didn’t hear the cooing. They’re best friends of mine, and—Christmas, after all. Instead, I have to go home,” he said moodily as a schoolboy. “And you? Are you going home too?” he asked suddenly, his thoughts veering, as always.

The duke’s normally impassive face grew colder. “Hardly,” he said.

He was a handsome enough fellow when he smiled, Lord Beverly thought, with those straight, even features and those slanting gray eyes. But when he pokered up like this, his thin silver brows the darkest thing on white skin grown blanched as marble, his finely chiseled face about as expressive as that stone itself, he looked positively threatening, even to an old friend. And so he told him, forgetting, as he did—as he’d wanted to—that it had been a bad question with only one possible answer. Because everyone knew Austell detested his stepfather, pitied his mother for her poor judgment in marrying him, and realizing how that misguided lady insisted on championing the boor she’d wed, stayed as far from his family home as possible. The dower house where the duchess and her gigolo husband dwelt was a mile from the manor. But since being in the same county with the pair was too much for any of the duchess’s children, it was no surprise that it would take more than Christmas—it would take the duke’s stepfather’s funeral to bring him home again.

“But as you say,” the duke said equitably enough now, “since I’ve enough invitations to read until the New Year ends, I haven’t decided where I’ll be as yet.”

“Best make up your mind,” Lord Beverly warned. “Fast away the old year passes, and all that. The street’s swarming with beggars, fell over three—’pon my word, don’t laugh, I did, literally—on the way here. Cost me every cent of spare change I had. Hard to ignore a chap you’ve just landed on,” he grumbled. “And the price of mistletoe’s rising; all the ladybirds are cooing at Rundel’s windows—the devil’s got all his finest bracelets out on display—Christmas is almost upon us.”

The duke laughed. “You make it sound like a ravening wolf,” he said, and then sobered. “But then, in a way it is, I suppose,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s the one time of year one’s supposed to be with the ones one loves…” He paused. It was only when he noticed the suddenly sober look in his friend’s eye that he went on, on a laugh, “Which presents a problem to most of the gentlemen we know. After all, with all the holly and mistletoe, caroling and gourmandizing, kiddies and nursery pantomimes, between the mince pie and having the neighbors in for wassail, it must be difficult for a family man to find time to slip away from home and hearth to visit his mistress. Especially if he goes to his country estates.”

“Which is why there’s all these house parties, enough room in those drafty old piles for a fellow’s wife, mistress, and her mother, I should think,” Lord Beverly said at once, speaking more warmly than he was wont to do, discussing matters he’d little interest in, all to get his friend’s mind off those things which seemed to be tripping him and hurting him as his stroll through the dangerous streets never had or could.

“Welcome to come along with me to m’sister’s,” Lord Beverly added, without much hope of agreement, and so wasn’t surprised when his friend answered, “Find someone else to hold your hand, Bev. Your nephew’s worse than all five of mine combined. I’ll be visiting some of mine in town—the rest are safely snugged away at their home in the north…which reminds me,” he mused, “I’d best remember to send Louis—my sister Emily’s oldest—a chess set. All the letters I have from him hint so strongly for one that I wouldn’t be surprised to find the little rogue’s already sent me the bill.”

Lord Beverly heard his friend chuckle. “Gad!” he said with some wonder, “Listen to you! You sound just like a doting old bachelor uncle! Ninety if you’re a day. Time to have your own, I’d think.”

The duke seemed discomposed for a moment, and then, in the voice his enemies so detested and even his friends were wary of, he said, “Why, so I would, my dear, if you could show me how to have them legitimately without tying myself for life. Exactly as you’ve done, I presume?”

“I’m not in the petticoat line, myself,” Lord Beverly reiterated uneasily. “Which isn’t to say I won’t be someday. I’ll wed if only to cut my nephew out of the succession. But since we’re speaking of it, I suppose you’ll be going to the Edgecombes’ house party then? In Buckinghamshire? Well, I thought you were considering the Incomparable. Everybody else is.”

The duke didn’t bother to mention that they hadn’t been speaking of it, or ask which Incomparable his friend meant. Bev’s thought progressions had a logic only unto their own selves, and there was only one new Incomparable beauty each Season.

“Everyone else is considering her? Or considering me considering her?” he asked instead, before he said, “Yes, Miss Edgecombe is everything desirable, true. But I don’t know if I’m ready for everything desirable yet. Still,” he sighed resignedly, “it’s likely I’ll go. After Christmas Day. I’ve Randall’s boy coming to town before the holiday, and I thought I ought to do the pretty with him first.”

There was nothing in his voice as he said the last to make Lord Beverly look up, but precisely because there was so much of nothing in it, he did. He’d known Randall Thomas, the brave officer who’d fallen at Waterloo the previous year, too, if not as well as his friend had done. But the only way he could cope with sorrow was to flee it. Before he could think of how to do that, the duke went on, “But after that, I’ve been asked to the Incomparable’s house party, a house party in Sussex with last year’s Incomparable, and another in Hampshire with a young person I’ve been promised is to be next year’s Incomparable. Not to mention being invited to a score of Christmas dinners here in town with all the runners-up. Odd, I hadn’t noticed how decorative the female youth of England has become. Still, so everyone says—something in the water supply that year, possibly?”

Lord Beverly groaned. His friend was succumbing to another mood. He damned himself for bringing up the topic of prospective wives. And Christmas. Talk of brides and holidays seemed to be bringing out the worst in him. And that, as his friend knew too well, could be very bad indeed. He looked around for something to divert the duke, saw a new arrival coming through the door, and hailed him with gratitude.

The gentleman that joined them was a great favorite of everyone at the club’s, and his entrance caused some desertion of the bow window, leaving that outpost to a clutch of only the most rabid gamesters. The Viscount Talwin was a great raconteur and after he’d been prompted and primed with a glass of fine brandy, he took a seat near the duke and soon had a circle of listeners laughing at his latest tales of the ton.

“…and then the gentleman—no, he shall remain nameless,” the viscount insisted as he went on, “went to visit his bit ’o muslin—a young creature up to the mark in everything, I might add—in expectation of receiving the Christmas present that she’d promised him in her note. A thing, as she’d writ, ‘of rare beauty, and greater worth.’ Well, what could he do but reciprocate? He’d a necklace of rubies and diamonds in his pocket, and was fair trembling that it mightn’t be good enough. Never do to look no-account in front of one’s doxie—especially since he suspected she was deceiving him with two of his best friends, and wouldn’t want to look clutch-fisted to them either.

“Her maid let him in, the lights were low, he crept to her boudoir as he was bade, nervous as a cat about what she was going to give him for Christmas. Well, it was a problem. If it was worth that much, he’d want it to be something he could flaunt without his wife’s being the wiser, and yet something that could make his friends expire from envy.

“‘Come in!’ she caroled, from the general direction of the bed.

“He did. To find his mistress stark, staring naked save for a huge length of wide red ribbon, which she’d used to do herself up, with a bow tied under her lovely I won’t say what! ‘Happy Christmas!’ she cried. Truth! Truth! It happened only yesterday night, and cost him a king’s ransom!” the viscount insisted as they all laughed.

“Truth indeed!” another gentleman said indignantly as he arose from his chair. “Damned unfaithful wench!”

“Peace, my lord,” the viscount said, as the others roared with merriment. “It’s never the same lady. I know your—ah—little friend, and it’s never she.”

“No, no, it’s not,” another gentleman put in, with an embarrassed look, “for I was enchanted to find myself the recipient of just such a gift this morning, and I know your cher ami is not mine. And it was a pink ribbon mine used,” he added sadly, as the other men laughed.

“Oho,” one of the gentlemen said. “Seems like the demireps of London are on to a good thing. Giving nothing and getting something for it.”

“The demireps, and a great many others,” the Duke of Austell commented. “But isn’t that the way of Christmas? Especially when you receive something from a dependent? Only more of the usual, done up in gay ribbons to look like a gift, when it’s only always something you’ve yourself already paid, and dearly, for.”

“Remind me to invite you to my next Christmas party,” the viscount said dryly as all the gentlemen fell silent, pondering the duke’s words.

“You already have, thank you. But sorry, I can’t attend,” the duke answered sweetly.

“I’m sorry for it,” the viscount answered, and he was. Austell’s wit might be lethal, but it was fair. He observed the same rules of conduct in public that a prizefighter did, never using his talent against those weaker or younger or unable to defend themselves. Most of all, the viscount thought, the duke never spoke without provocation, and knew when not to, even when provoked. Impatient with fools because he was so clever, suspicious of his fellow man and woman because he’d been catered to and flattered unmercifully since he’d come into his estate and honors, at the same prematurely young age that he’d gotten his distinctive silver hair, he took tribute as his due and duly disregarded it. Wealthy and elevated in the ton as he was, he’d not hesitated to work for his country in diverse ways during the recent wars, traveling the Continent and risking danger as he did. And he’d been invaluable, not only because he saw beneath the surface, but because beneath his own icy surface, those who knew him knew how much he cared.

Some thought Austell too high in the instep, but the wily viscount knew better. Nine-and-twenty, going on sixty in his good sense, yet daring as a boy; as high in principles as he was in rank, yet willing to bend to any situation. That odd combination of silver locks and youthful face was very like the man himself, in his attractive, deceptive contradictions. In all, he was, as most men with enough convictions to make great enemies were, an even better friend to have than a foe. And that, his one-time employer, the spymaster viscount thought on a reminiscent smile, was saying a great deal.

“I’m sorry to take my leave now,” the duke said, rising gracefully, “but as I’ve been repeatedly forewarned of Christmas’ imminent appearance, and can already feel its mince-scented breath hot on my neck, I think I’d be best advised to take myself off and armor myself for its arrival. There are diverse shops to visit and monstrous debts to incur in the spirit of the season. So good day, gentlemen, and God rest ye merry,” he said on a bow.

“What? Shopping? In this weather?” one of his audience cried, amazed.

“What weather?” asked the duke, blandly.

That bit of arrogance caused many gentlemen to lose large sums as they crowded at the bow window hoping to see him stumble. But he made his way down the street like a man gliding on invisible skates, until he was lost to their sight, swallowed up by the gloom of the lowering afternoon.

*

It was good to have a plan for the day, these days it was as important to the Duke of Austell as having a menu before dinner. That way, even the blandest offering could be taken with equanimity, knowing other treats beckoned after it was swallowed down. So, the duke thought as he strolled out from his town house the next morning, reviewing his mental agenda, he’d get the chores of Christmas out of the way before it came. This morning he’d complete his shopping for things his secretary couldn’t buy for him, so as to be able to present his secretary and household staff with those gifts before Christmas, since he might be off to a house party then. Then he’d lay other offerings of the season at his next stop, his sister’s house; then, after lunch at his club, he’d pay a visit to Miss Clarissa Dunbar, the latest light-minded and light-moraled young woman to enjoy his keeping. He’d a gift sure to delight her, because it was her favorite thing: expensive. After that pleasurable interlude, he’d return home to dress for the night and take something far less valuable to his latest flirt, the Incomparable Miss Edgecombe. Because something valuable would betoken something more than best wishes of the season, and even though she was the Toast of the Season, he wasn’t yet sure that he wanted to give her what she most wanted from him this Christmas: his name.

The streets of London were always crowded, but the weather had cleared and this morning it seemed that the many people who thronged the avenues were dressed in brighter colors and wore pleasanter expressions than he could recall having seen in a long while. But it was only fitting. The interminable wars seemed to be truly over at last, the sun was out, street musicians played Christmas tunes to do with hope, and joy, and perfect love and peace. Everywhere, there was color and variety that defied the calendar. Even the humblest grocers’ shops displayed bounty for the oncoming holiday: impossibly fat fowls, bright red beef, tender white lamb, berries and nuts and fruits, and things that were green and growing against all reason of the real season.

In the district where the duke paused to browse, the foods displayed were those that were select and savory, but however delectable, the rare treats were just that—those that could be lived without. Similarly, the elegant shop windows were filled with things that glittered and shone; things of great price and little purpose. His eyes were caught and dazzled by items of magical beauty, seemingly imbued with an Arabian Night’s mysticism and wonder. Imported and ancient, or newly devised and exquisitely executed, the windows displayed silken and satin things, gold and silver thingamabobs of uncertain function, or no function at all. Or common objects made remarkably uncommon: plain things flowered, simple things painstakingly embroidered, everyday things lavished with adornments until it seemed a waste to use them every day—who would dare to use a musical snuffbox? What lady’s foot merited a true glass slipper fashioned of finest blown crystal? And nail scissors made of baroque chased gold—whose toenails but a sultan’s should they address? It was a bazaar of the luxurious and unnecessary, and yet such was their appeal that even to a traveled gentleman such as himself, every foolish trinket seemed to be just what the duke had never known he’d always wanted.

But today wasn’t for himself, although the fever to buy was upon him. He’d a great many things to purchase, and a great many people to gift. Suddenly the expectation of the effort of selecting, acquiring, and then giving of gifts gave him an unexpected feeling, and he paused on the pavements to ponder it. Yes. It was definitely a thrill of pure pleasure such as he hadn’t felt in years. He was home, unoccupied, and alone in London at this season for the first time in a long time. Christmas was coming, and he found himself greeting it as he hadn’t done in years: with a full and anticipatory heart.

The tall, lean, gray-haired gentleman was a shopkeeper’s delight. His secretary, Pritchard, would appreciate that calfskin wallet initialed in gold—yes, it would be a nice touch to give him his Christmas bonus in it. His London housekeeper should love the fine tooled leather belt for her chatelaine keys—no, no, that intricately seedpearled and enameled brooch, instead. Totally useless except for decoration, but who had given Mrs. Raines a useless gaud for years, if not in the whole of her virtuous, hardworking life? A snuffbox for Alec, the butler? No, let it remain his secret vice. That handsome ivory-handled walking stick instead. Yes.

Too soon the gifts had been bought, wrapped, and sent back to his house—for a gentleman never carried anything but his quizzing glass and walking stick. All Christmas presents purchased, since Pritchard had ordered the dozens of others for the staff on all of the duke’s farflung estates, as well as those for his family and friends…yet the duke was loathe to get on with the rest of his day. The shops drew him as if he were a brainless dandy with a full purse on his first day in town. But after all, he thought, it had been so long since he’d experienced leisure at this season. And after all, as he didn’t wish to think, there was in this business of buying to please others some of the joy and warmth he’d missed at this season in all the years since his sisters had wed and he himself had fled his home and the idiot his mother had replaced his father with.

His attention was caught by a display in a window, and before he could think of what he was about, he’d gone into the toyshop and spoken for one of the most beautiful dolls he’d ever seen. She was French, the proprietor announced, as if in apology for her outrageous pricetag. And had sky-blue eyes and silky black hair and a pouting mouth and a magnificent set of clothes on her porcelain back.

Then the duke remembered that Pritchard had already bought his niece a perfectly charming toiletry set. But mirrors, combs, and brushes were practical, heartless things, and he’d the sudden notion of giving his niece something to remember her uncle with, something specially fine. A thing as lovely and unforgettable as this magnificent toy, whose beauty bordered on art. Imagining her glee settled it.

“She’s beautiful, one of a kind, expensive, but worth it because of the pleasure she’ll bring,” the proprietor continued to urge, seeing that the duke paused with the magnificent doll in his hands.

“Very like many living examples of the sex that I know,” the duke commented agreeably. “Very well, wrap her, please, I’ll take her with me now. And for my nephew, that set of tin soldiers,” he added, motioning to a mock battle set up on a countertop. “No,” he decided, looking at the uniforms and suddenly seeing all the figures fallen, broken, and bloody in his mind’s eye. “No,” he repeated softly, “they’ve been too lately seen in reality to charm in tin—that set of medieval knights, instead. And for the infant, that clown music box, I think. The babe’s too young to even turn his head to the music, but a pleased mama is the only gift for an infant, after all, isn’t it?” he added, as the proprietor hastened to comply, scarcely listening, grinning at whatever he said for the price he was about to pay.

And though a gentleman never carried anything through the streets of town, and a nobleman certainly not, the Duke of Austell, cumbered with packages, grinning to himself at the thought that he looked like a demented, if extremely well-dressed Father Christmas, walked lightly toward his sister’s house in the heart of town, his own heart unaccountably high.

*

“It is very beautiful, Uncle Cyril,” the child said graciously, tucking the doll back into her papers in the box, “Thank you very much.”

“And?” prompted her mama before the duke could answer.

The child turned questioning eyes, bluer than the doll’s, to her mama. She bit her lip and then brightened, remembering, “And Happy Christmas, Uncle,” she said, almost as enormously pleased as her mama was with her cleverness.

“The proprietor at the toyshop said she was French,” the duke explained, surprised to find himself deflated by the way the doll had been taken out, inspected, and then packed up again. “But you needn’t worry about playing with her, I’m sure she’ll take to an English girl.”

“I’m sure she will,” the child agreed.

“Perhaps,” the duke wondered in an undervoice to his sister, “she’s too old for dolls? Ten, after all.”

A trill of laughter was his answer.

“Elizabeth, take your uncle upstairs to your room, and show him your dolls, will you?”

Elizabeth smiled. Genuinely, this time.

“I see,” the duke drawled as he stood in his niece’s bedchamber and found himself the cynosure of at least a hundred eyes: painted, enameled, glass, and beaded. The wall of dolls stared back at him.

“I think I’ll put her on the third shelf, to the left,” Elizabeth said officiously, bustling over to that area of her doll collection, “because she hasn’t got open-and-close eyes, like the ones near the window, and she’s dressed for court, like these over here, do you see?”

“Oh yes, I see.” He sighed. “And I suppose instead of a name she’s to be given a designation. She’s to be filed under F for French, is that it? Or B for blue eyes?”

“Oh!” giggled his niece after a moment, when she understood—Uncle Cyril was always making odd jests, “No, under C for Christmas,” she replied, playing along with him. And then wondered why he wasn’t amused with his own game, because he only sighed.

“And I suppose your brother will put his knights next to his Armada, or on top of his Crusaders, when he gets home from the park and finds them?” the duke asked quietly.

“Oh no,” Elizabeth said on another giggle, “in his castle, of course. His silver castle, that is,” she corrected herself, remembering her brother’s habits, “because the others are already filled.”

“I think,” her uncle said as he turned to leave, “it would have been better, no matter what your mama said, to have waited until Christmas to open the presents.”

“Oh no,” Elizabeth said, horrified. “Because then I wouldn’t have had time to notice her at all, and how could I have remembered what to put on the thank you note?”

“A problem, certainly,” her uncle replied as he left.

*

Miss Dunbar’s lodgings weren’t far in distance from those of the duke’s sister, but they were, by tacit mutual agreement of all concerned, leagues apart in every other respect. Gentlemen of the ton, married and not, often had need of female companionship of a nature only too natural to be discussed, or provided, in polite circles. Young persons such as Miss Dunbar supplied such needs when they weren’t dancing at the theater or otherwise displaying their wares. They were in turn supplied by their protectors with lodgings nearby to their own, for convenience, yet far enough away for conscience’s sake. The Duke of Austell was one of the few gentlemen of the ton who scarcely cared if the entire kingdom knew of his arrangement, but there was, in fact, little other place for him to keep Miss Dunbar. Respectability mattered in most polite neighborhoods, either of his own class or below it. And the impolite neighborhoods, where young women such as Miss Dunbar often found themselves when they grew older if they weren’t exceptionally frugal and prudent, were places where no one with any sense would care to live, much less visit.

Clarissa Dunbar was neither frugal, prudent, nor especially wise, but she was lovely in her fashion, and clever enough to conceal her lack of wisdom. If the duke, in his innermost heart, disliked the idea of keeping her as though she were an appliance provided for his occasional pleasure, and so sometimes found himself disliking what he most enjoyed because of the mercenary, impersonal nature of that most personal act of all, he disliked that act with complete strangers even more. Clarissa was not as witty as Harriet Wilson, but neither was she as cruel; she wasn’t as beautiful as Julia Jeffries, but she wasn’t as foolish; and she was never as fashionable as Lucille LaPoire, but she wasn’t as mercenary either. She was young, buxom, and merry, and the duke told himself she was original and charming. And sometimes, he almost believed it.

Now, as he waited in her front parlor, he found himself wondering what rig she was up to. Her maid had admitted him, and then instead of directing him to her room, as always, bade him wait and, suppressing a giggle, dashed away to attend to her mistress, and his. His spirits lifted. Trust Clarissa to come up with something novel, something more than the usual, although the usual would have been good enough for him today. He was oddly blue-deviled, losing himself in something as elemental as what Clarissa provided was what he was after. Lovemaking with wit to spice it and lift it from the basic squalor of such an arrangement as they had would be a more bountiful present than he’d expected, and by the time the maid finally reappeared, he was expecting something delightful. Even more so when she curtsied and simpered,

“The mistress’ll see y’ now, yer grace.”

It was a late winter’s afternoon, but the bedchamber was dim as dawn; he could just make out Clarissa’s rounded form in the center of her bed. As he approached, she turned on her side, reached out, and pulled a cord to draw the heavy draperies away from the windows. Then she lay back again, grinning. He stopped in his tracks, just as she’d wished.

She was completely bare, save for the huge, wide green riband which was wrapped criss-cross around her, tied up beneath her bottom, and resolved in a huge bow beneath her breasts.

“Happy Christmas!” she caroled.

But then she frowned, because he didn’t roar with laughter, he simply stood and looked at her, without so much as a glint of humor in those light gray eyes. A moment later there was amusement there, but it was rueful, not riotous. She pouted—every observable bit of her. There must have been, he thought, a chill in the room.

“I didn’t think you’d be so prim, your grace,” she complained. “I thought you’d like my Christmas present to you.”

“Original,” he said wryly.

She had the grace to blush, everywhere.

“Oh, so you’ve heard,” she said. “But it’s all the rage. Eva Prentice thought it up, or so she says, and it sounded so amusing…everyone’s doing it.”

“How nice to be in the vanguard,” the duke commented. “There’ll be a shortage of ribands before you know it,” he observed dryly, while nevertheless he began to shrug out of his tight-fitting jacket.

“There’s truth!” she said, stroking her bow pridefully. “I had to fight like the devil to get this much! Now there’s only black left anywhere in the shops, and that’s hardly Christmasy, is it?”

“Hardly,” he agreed, as he took the drapery pull and dragged the curtains back across the windows, so it would appear he couldn’t see as well as he did, before he bent to her where she lay, plump, rosy, blushing, very like the other plaything he’d lately bought—except, he noted with scrupulous fairness, her eyes opened and closed.

He gave her what she’d thought he wanted, and after, gave her what she wanted more, and to her credit, she exclaimed as prettily over the bracelet as she did over his attentions. If he thought there was more honesty in her gasps over the second gift, he was courteous enough not to mention it—or the fact that her gift to him had been an insult to him. Because she’d never understand that it was the conceit that their arrangement was different that had made it bearable to him. And he was gracious enough not to tell her he wouldn’t be back when he left her, soon after. Because though he’d be generous in his farewell gift, it would be no kindness to tell her he’d decided this was to be his last farewell to her. At least, he reckoned wryly, not now, at this joyous season.

*

The town house was filled, so stuffed with guests that if another was admitted, the duke thought, someone present would have to climb out the windows to make room. The thought entertained him, and it was as well, because little else about the affair did.

“My mistake,” he admitted to Lord Beverly as they stood at the sidelines and sipped punch as the other guests prodded and inched their way into the thicket of guests thronging the salon. “Our hostess, the Incomparable, asked me to a small ‘do’ here tonight, and like an ass, I believed her.”

Lord Beverly looked puzzled, as he often did.

“What mistake?” he asked, “It’s small enough, only four musicians, they haven’t opened the ballroom, I suppose there’s not even a dinner on tap.”

“In case you hadn’t noticed, there isn’t any air, either,” the duke commented. Looking for his hostess and not seeing her, he asked, “Bev, do me a favor. If you ever see her tonight, pay my respects, and say that like a good wife, I’d a headache and had to say good night before the fun began.”

But no sooner had the duke begun to edge his way to the door than he heard a clear and merry voice call to him, and turning, found the Incomparable herself at his elbow, her eyes twinkling up at him almost as much as all the brilliants that were sewn on her white gown did in the candlelight.

“Fie, sir!” she cried, “stealing away so soon? Why you haven’t had a dance with me yet!”

“Not surprising,” he answered, looking down into her clear blue eyes with amusement, “since I could scarcely ask you to twirl on a tabletop with me.”

She tapped him with her fan. It was a bold gesture for so young a chit, but she was Society’s darling this Season and could do anything, within reason, and be forgiven it. It was just that impudent air that had attracted him when he’d first seen her a few weeks ago. It was that insouciance that made him call on her again, and accounted for his presence yet again tonight. Blue-eyed blond little ladies with engaging dimples were delightful stuff, but fairly commonplace. Most maidens her age interested him about as much as his niece did in conversation, and if they were socially correct maidens, had little else to offer him. He was only a decade older than the misses making their debuts, but in the common run of things, felt it as a century. But so far, at least, he’d found this Incomparable to be uncommon.

Still, he was nine-and-twenty, and unwed, because he was as careful of where he gave his heart as where he gave his word. And that, unfashionably enough, was his goal: to marry where his heart lay, and he was wealthy enough to be that eccentric. He knew he was considered a great catch, but didn’t care to be caught so much as enticed, or want to be captured so much as captivated. He’d many women friends, and many lovers, but never any who’d been enough of both. He sought a kindred spirit, a matching wit, a companion as much as a coquette. Most of all, he wished to be cared for as deeply as he was prepared to care. He’d always thought he’d know at once if he met the right female, but he hadn’t, not even a long while after “at once.” For some reason, it had never happened. The Incomparable had certainly caught his attention, though. He’d seen the charming little rogue a total of six times, never entirely alone, or even partially alone for longer than the correct half hour call or interminable country dance. He was intrigued, and his bachelorhood weighed heavily upon him, especially tonight. But it was early days, he reminded himself as he smiled down at her, although the rest of the days he could foresee looked bright.

“Papa’s going to open the ballroom in a moment,” she said merrily. “The decorations are so fine we wanted it to be a surprise.”

“Ah, drama,” the duke said, nodding, as greatly bold, his hostess asked, tossing her fair head back to look him in the eyes, “And shall you have the first waltz with me?”

He didn’t hesitate. His training as a foreign agent stood him in good stead, as ever.

“Ah, too much drama for me,” he said with mirth he didn’t feel. “Your other suitors would be at me with challenges to appear at dawn. And I’m such a late sleeper. Not to mention what Papa would say. My dear, only your papa, or your fiancé, should have that honor.”

“I know,” she said.

Not so uncommon, after all, he thought, with as much sorrow as shock. But he did cast aside his intention of leaving and engage to have the second waltz with her.

When the ballroom doors were flung open, the company could see the boughs of holly and sheafs of pine draped everywhere about the room. Mistletoe hung from the great chandelier and huge yule logs blazed in both fireplaces. The tables were garnished with evergreens and weighted with punchbowls hissing with hot crabapples.

As the duke bowed before his hostess before the second waltz, she, saucy to the last, said with only a trace of chagrin to belie her twinkling eyes, “We rushed the season a little, I suppose, but isn’t it delightful?”

“Delightful,” he agreed.

They spun about the room gracefully, the tall, serene, gray-haired gentleman and the lovely, lively little blond lady, and not a few romantics sighed, even as some of the unwed young ladies and ardent young gentlemen hissed as much as the crabapples did at the sight of them together.

But, “In another moment it would have looked like wrestling, not waltzing,” the duke murmured when Lord Beverly trailed after him to the anteroom after the dance was done to ask why he was leaving so early.

“You’ve no idea how exhausting it is to waltz around a room avoiding the chandelier as if it dripped henbane, not mistletoe,” the duke said softly. “Especially when your partner is determined to steer you beneath it,” he added as he put on his hat.

And muttering something about “Papa’s with rings and preachers at the ready,” he marched off into the night, less in love with the season than ever, and slightly bilious from the scent of pine.

*

The Duke of Austell’s study was stocked with such esoteric treasures it looked like an Aladdin’s cave only to a connoisseur. The faded rose color, intricately designed carpet beneath his slippers was comfortable enough to the feet, but would catch the eye, and then the breath, only of someone able to recognize its age and rarity. Similarly, the bit of statue on his mantel—the athlete sadly lacking a nose—would look as no-account as Lord Beverly once proclaimed it to anyone who didn’t know how greatly daring it was for the duke to have it out in plain sight, not covered by glass or protected by a museum guard. Just as the jolly Dutch gent in the painting over the mantel, the landscape mounted by the window, the etchings near the door, the various knickknacks, the vase atop the bookcase, not to mention the contents of the overflowing bookshelves, would help present a picture of a comfortable well-lived-in library to most; a glittering hoard only to a select few astute others.

But now, as he sat in his favorite chair and sipped brandy, the Duke of Austell looked at the room filled with accumulated treasures and felt like a dragon he’d once read about in an old nursery tale: like an ancient and antiquated hermit creature gloating over his solitary treasure, which was actually useless to him because he’d love for nothing else in his scaly and hardened old heart.

All the objects were things he’d badly wanted in his time. Now that he had them, they did give him pleasure. Yet now, too, it seemed not half enough pleasure to show for his almost thirty years on the planet. Reasonable, he thought on a sigh, staring into the fire—and inevitable, he realized at length. It was the season, of course. A new year was approaching, and no matter how caricaturists delighted in personifying them, they were never innocent infants. No, new years were accountants: dry and demanding, bustling in armed with ledgers and papers, sums and statements of losses, projected earnings, and reminders of accounts long past due. Just as Christmas, he thought, rising and going to his desk, arrived with nursery rhymes in its mouth and childhood in its eyes.

That must have been why he found himself searching for his oldest, chiefest treasure in his desk drawer. Finding it immediately, although he hadn’t brought it to light in years, he carried it to the firelight and inspected it as he turned it round and round in his long, slim fingers. It wasn’t worth much really—only more to him, he realized suddenly, than any other object in the room.

Randall. It was that—the recent thought of his best and boyhood companion—that had made him unearth it. For it was Randall’s grandfather who’d brought it back from his travels on the Continent that long-ago season. One for each boy, for such faithful companions should have identical gifts for Christmas, Randall’s grandfather had said. It had been a wondrous thing then, not the least wonder of it was that he still had it, almost four-and-twenty Christmases later.

It was an apple-sized thick glass globe mounted on a stout wood pedestal, and in it, a scene of Christmas. Within its glass walls it housed a minute winding road that ran through a tiny, perfect town, where a team of little horses pulled a miniature sleigh peopled by a man, a woman, and two even more infinitesimally detailed children. And when he turned the globe upside down, a swirling blizzard was created in the glass.

When he’d been young, he’d gazed into the globe for hours—then he could almost hear the sleighbells, the shushing of the runners rushing over the snow, and the laughter—he could have sworn he’d heard the laughter then. Because the little figures wore such jolly smiles it was hard to remember they were painted on to last through their eternal winter. The tiny gentleman was fair as ice, the little smiling lady had honey-brown tresses beneath her gay bonnet, the merry children were swathed in winter clothing. When he’d been a boy he’d imagined himself one of the children. Now, as the snow fell again, settling on the driver’s hat and hair, he saw that it was the gentleman who was very like him.

Everything else was changed too, the years had seen to that. The globe had a chip in the heavy glass at the top to show where a careless maid had dropped it, and myriad scratches drew a fine veil over all the scene. Well, after all, he thought, it had been packed and moved so many times since it and he were young—traveling with him from home to school to university and back. Somehow, though so much else had been lost, it had made the journey to his adulthood. Now, too, it could be seen that the snow floated in water, because the liquid had gotten cloudy—perhaps the chunks of snow had bled into it, perhaps it was all decomposing with age. The wooden mounting was nicked and scraped; it was a wonder he could still see the scene in all its detail, and now he wondered how much was real and how much was memory that he saw.

He’d studied it often enough in his youth. It had been his talisman when he’d been sent away to school: better to stare into it than to give way to shameful tears beneath the covers on those first sleepless nights. And when his father had died, and again, so soon after, when his mama had married that oaf… Nevertheless, he thought, shaking off those memories, even in placid times it had always exerted a powerful hold on him, even when he’d grown old enough to not be able to forget the thick glass walls holding the perfect scene within, and himself, without.

As the duke watched the grayish snow tumble over the tiny, silent scene in the clouded globe, he decided that it was more than the fact that it had reminded him of home, his friend Randall, and other comforting things. It was that then, and always after, it seemed to signify everything he wanted and would never have again: security, a family, more than that—a kind of joyous love that was Christmas itself personified. Or so, at least, he’d thought of it then, when he’d been, after all, so very young.

Which was odd, because he’d never had what this globe always seemed to tell him he’d lost. His father and mother had never been so casual with each other as this tiny couple were, he’d no such commonality with either sister, nor ever seen exactly such a quaint little Tudor-styled town or driven such a sleigh—or actually, wanted to except in his imagination in those long lost lonely days.

Before that void in which he’d grown to manhood, it had been Randall and Maryellen Tanner and himself, three neighbor children with a world to explore together whenever they could steal away from the enemy—the adults who tried to bind them to propriety, to lessons, and to manners. Then, Christmas had been a pleasure almost beyond that which a child could hold, with all of them sharing all their bounty, as they did in summer, autumn, and spring. Perhaps if Maryellen had survived until adulthood, he thought…before he buried the thought firmly and with almost as much sorrow as he’d felt when she’d been interred, those many years ago, so long before he’d neared his majority.

He’d survived it all, all these years, just as the globe had done, only perhaps not even so well, he thought wryly: separation, schooling, the losses—of his father and so, in a sense, of his mother, and perhaps most keenly, since it was the most recent, that of his friend, Randall. But really, it was almost beyond comprehension, how such a quicksilver boy could grow so quickly into a clever young man, marry a bright-eyed girl, produce a son, and then perish so suddenly, falling in battle as swiftly as he’d raced through his bright young life. And even so, for all it still stung, Randall had had the greater losses in his brief life, even before he’d lost his own. For his devoted grandfather had gone before him, his parents long before that, his wife had gone to childbirth…

The duke shook his head, carried the globe back to the desk, and put it back deep in the drawer. Christmas was no time for ghosts.

Now only the boy was left. And to him. The legalities had finally ground to a halt. The distant maternal aunt had capitulated, the cousin in the colonies had signed the papers. As Randall’s will stipulated: young Randall junior had been left to the Duke of Austell. He’d recently been appointed the child’s guardian. And so the child, at almost eight years old, almost the same age his father had been when he’d met Cyril Hampton, later to become Duke of Austell, would finally meet him.

The boy lived somewhere in Kent, in his late maternal grandparents’ house, with a full staff of servants and a governess. He’d go to boarding school as soon as his fragile health permitted, but that wouldn’t be until his guardian was entirely convinced that he was sound, because the governess had written of a fragile constitution. There was no chance the duke would jeopardize this last mortal scrap of evidence that his friend had existed. The boy was to be seen by a panel of physicians when he arrived in London. That would be this very week. It would be, in fact, tomorrow. Then, if the child’s health permitted, he’d escort the boy on a round of pleasure in London before he sent him home again, to be sure of his hardihood, until the autumn term began.

And then, of course, the duke thought on a grimace as he settled back in his chair, he’d be free to pursue his own round of pleasure. He’d been invited to fetes in town and at the country homes of all his peers, all his good friends: Jason Thomas, Duke of Torquay, the Baron Daventry, the Marquess Severne, and a great many others. He’d been asked to grace noble piles as well as simple country estates this season, for if ever a man could be said to have friends, he did. But those fellows were all married, and some had children. Although he enjoyed their company and that of their wives, and was sure he’d dote on their children, he was, after all, not really the elderly gent he felt he was tonight, and would prefer a livelier holiday.

No, he’d likely pass Christmas at the Incomparable’s house party in the countryside, after all. Well, he told himself savagely, as though he’d heard himself mocking, he’d been invited, many of his unwed friends and acquaintances would be there, she was very young, there was no crime in exuberance and no insult in the fact that she so obviously wanted him for her husband—perhaps it was the fault of her parents’ prodding—he was getting no younger…he could do worse.

He drained the brandy in his glass at a gulp, frowned, and looked around for more.

What should he wait for? The girl in the glass globe?

The duke took a deep breath, decided to forego the brandy, and rose in order to go to bed. He had to be up beforetimes tomorrow. That was, if he ever got to sleep tonight. He calmed himself, telling himself he would wait and see, there was time. For now, Randall’s son was expected. And Christmas was coming.

And so, for all his disappointments, his cynicism, his true knowledge and wisdom, with all that he knew and all that he didn’t wish to know, still, for the first time in years, like the boy he’d been thinking of, the duke discovered he could scarcely wait for tomorrow—when a boy who was all that was left of the boy who’d been his best friend would come to visit with him for the holiday.

*

The carriage slowed at the top of the street as the driver looked for addresses. Miss Greer sat up straight and patted her hair. She was so excited her gloved fingers trembled as they touched her careful curls. They’d arrived at last. Within moments she’d meet Randall’s guardian, the Duke of Austell. More importantly, he’d meet her. Because though she was but a governess, she was well-born, well-educated, and well-mannered. And she had dreams, as well.

For the duke, the lawyer had said, was as witty and urbane as he was wealthy and titled. And unwed. She savored the words she’d remembered so well, “…a fine-looking gentleman, tall and straight, gray-haired as yourself, Miss Greer. You’ll like him very well, I’m sure.” She believed she would. She’d never have permitted this journey if she didn’t.

With Randall’s guardian so distant after the tragedy of Lieutenant Thomas’ death, she’d been in complete charge of the boy. It would have been simple enough to keep him at home with her for several more years; he was a thin child by nature, and the nature of doctors and guardians was to err on the side of caution where there was any question at all. And she’d kept those questions continuous because it had become a snug position, an extraordinary one, with no mistress or master to order her, with the running of the house entirely in her hands. She’d felt like her own mistress for the first time in years—more, as it was such a grand house, it was an even headier delight. And certainly, she thought righteously, it never hurt the child. But now she’d ventured to agree the boy was sound enough to take to London, at least. Because she ventured to think there might be something here for herself as well. Months of lording it over the staff hadn’t given her ideas above her station, it had made her rethink it entirely. She smiled. Randall’s voice recalled her to the moment.

“Miss Greer, we’re here.”

She tittered some reply, her expectations depriving her of speech, and was glad for the diversion of getting down from the coach and ascending the marble steps to the duke’s town house so she could catch her breath again. The butler let them into the magnificent house, the footmen took their coats, the boy stood at her side, only a step ahead of her, as he waited, no less eagerly, for the first sight of his guardian, his father’s friend, his unmet idol. When the duke appeared, Miss Greer wasn’t the only one speechless.
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