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“Masters, you ought to consider with yourselves: to bring in—God shield us!—a lion among ladies is a most dreadful thing…”

“Therefore another prologue must tell he is not a lion.”

“Nay, you must name his name, and half his face must be seen through his lion’s neck: and he himself must speak through, saying thus…‘Ladies,’—or ‘Fair ladies—I would wish you,’ or ‘I would request you,’—or ‘I would entreat you,—not to fear, not to tremble: my life for yours. If you think I come hither as a lion, it were pity of my life: no, I am no such thing: I am a man as other men are…”

“This Lion is a very fox for his valor.”

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

A Midsummer Night’s Dream


1

The dark was not quite light enough; it was difficult to be sure of anything in the room except for one’s hand in front of one’s face. There may have been a thousand candles in the several chandeliers, but they cast their harsh and wavering brightness only on those persons clustered in small rings directly beneath their sharp circles of light. All the others in the room swam secret as sharks in a fathomless sea, becoming only passing shapes of shadows, outside those pools of light.

The gentlepersons gathered in the ornate room didn’t complain; they may have been unhappy about a great many things, but the deceptive light wasn’t a concern of theirs. They paid little attention to anything but their hands in front of their faces anyway, and if they could see them, or the dice or cards or piles of chips there, they were content. Or as content as gamblers could ever be, since from the look of the avid faces watching the fall of a card, the spin of the wheel, or the final resting place that an ivory die tumbled toward, it was clear that contentment was not an emotion any gamester in the room had ever aspired to.

So it was as well for the two gentlemen who slowly prowled the outer edges of the room that they couldn’t be seen too well, for they were watching the other gamblers, searching for a particular face. And they particularly didn’t wish to be seen doing so.

The larger of the two men was larger than most of the men in the room, even stooped and halt as he was with age as he made his laborious way about the room, bent over his heavily chased silver-headed cane. He was almost as broad in the shoulder as the width of one of the wide doors that had admitted him, and equally large in the chest and across his waistcoat too, as if many long years of luxurious living had padded him lavishly, besides having encumbered him with the gouty foot that necessitated his painful passage. And a lifetime of indulgence in wines as fine as the linen in his white cravat had doubtless colored his nose and his cheeks so cherry red, or else his snowy white box wig, as out of style and likely old as he was, only accentuated his high color. A huge old gentleman, and from the tone of the deep grumbling voice which sometimes could be heard, a testy one too, and it was as well that his youthful companion seemed as well-tempered as he was well-looking.

But that would scarcely have been possible, for had the young gentleman that accompanied the cross old gent possessed a temperament to match his looks, he would have worn a pair of wings and should have been able to find his way about the room by the light he gave off from himself, for only an angel could have looked so. Yet only a mortal man could have made all the females in the room who were not gambling look so when they noted him, which they did immediately.

He was somewhat above average height, and his elegant evening clothes—snugly tailored black velvet jacket and skin-close breeches—showed an athletic, lithe, proportionate form, just as the flat abdomen and long muscular legs told of athletic pursuits more profound than following an ancient, ill-tempered old gentleman around the circumferences of midnight gaming houses. As did his clear white complexion, lightly gilded by the touch of sun and wind. His forehead was high, the shapely nose and cheekbones subtly sculptured over perfectly crafted lips; a firm chin with a light cleft in it, to add charm to resolve, completed the symmetry under that tender yet masculine mouth. In the darkened room his long, tilted eyes took on the gray of cat’s fur, yet when he passed gracefully beneath the candles now and again, they grew light as the first rise of dawn. In sunlight they’d look so light as to be blind; in moonlight, they’d be shadowed silver as the moon’s path on water. The slightly overlong gold hair was thick and straight, except where it lay in tendrils about his strong young neck, like the curls of a young vine, almost as if, high white cravat and fashionable get-up of an English gentleman or not, he were the carved statue of some gloriously lusty young Greek god. Certainly he resembled classic statuary far more than common flesh; mortals were seldom so perfect, modern gentlemen seldom so startlingly handsome. And that modern word itself, “handsome,” scarcely conveyed the full force of his appearance. No, he was, in the fullest meaning of that antique word, beautiful.

Now he scanned the room and then paused and inclined his noble head and spoke to his aged companion quietly, in a dulcet tenor voice no less attractive than himself.

“Over there?” he asked softly. “The fellow in the blue with the lady all in golden gauze…or,” he added with a hint of laughter, “rather, the lady not quite in all the golden gauze?”

The old gentleman looked up. There were dozens of well-dressed persons crowded into the large room, and yet despite the dim candlelight and the further impediment of blue cigarillo smoke eddying as it rose from several locations, his quick and sparkling hazel eyes followed the direction of his younger companion’s gaze immediately. He saw the lady in her insufficient gold gauze gown instantly, sighed, and then replied in a low rumble, “No, no, my boy. Never. The gent has a diamond at his throat, and the lady several more at the breast she’s about to drop on the table along with her wager. And real ones at that.”

“Well, obviously,” the young man said with a great deal of admiration, “I’ve seldom seen finer. I’d be pleased to take her bet myself.”

“I meant the diamonds,” the old man said with what might have been a chuckle that soon translated into a cough, “and I’ll wager you this night’s work her bets have already been covered, and often, by every gentleman in this room, save for us. No, no, my Apollo, our bird has nothing so fine at his fingertips, or about his lady’s person. He’s a confirmed gamester, and so any diamonds he holds, in cards or set in gold, are gone from his hands almost as soon as he’s been dealt them.”

“Are you sure they are real diamonds?” the young man asked plaintively. “I think we ought to go closer for a better look.”

“And put you off your favorite game forever? No, lad, I can tell a true gem from thirty paces, and I assure you that the lady’s jewelry is real as her complexion, hair, and figure are not. Bend but one of your dazzling smiles upon her, Julian, and you’ll find that as soon as you’ve gotten her out of her gown, you’ll have to free her from her stays, and that would be as much work as and even less pleasure than getting me out of mine. Ah yes,” he said as he limped on and they passed the table the lady played at, “I see you’ve taken a closer look. Don’t scowl so, it only makes you look in pain, and if you keep at it, we’ll soon have all the females and not a few of the males in the room rushing over to solace you. It’s being inconspicuous that we’re after at the moment.”

“Damn your eyes,” the young gentleman said pleasantly as they strolled past in the perimeters of light near the table in question, “you’re right again. She’s old enough to be your grandmother, Grandfather, and you could cut glass with her smallest rings, dirty as they are. I still can’t understand how it is that you can judge a jewel and a person from across a room, and a dungeon-dark one at that,” he complained.

“My father, the Gypsy King, taught me,” the old man commented absently as they walked through a doorway to another of the salons in the noisy, thronged gaming house. “And you know how dark those caravans can be. Ah,” he said with some more interest, “look there, in the corner, the fine-drawn old fellow in the biscuit coat, with the lively little blond party laughing over his shoulder. Our pigeons, or I’m really your grandfather. I’ll lay a pony on it. And let’s make that ‘Uncle,’ not ‘Grandfather,’ shall we? A wastrel uncle is very understandable, but corrupt grandfathers are not thick upon the ground even here in France, where almost everything else I can think of can be twisted interestingly.… Ah, piquet!” he exclaimed suddenly in loudly audible tones as they walked toward the table he’d been gazing at. “A good solid British game at last. Nevvy. Haven’t had a hand at that in an age, b’God. I was used to be a dab hand at it in my salad days, or did I ever tell you?”

“I believe you did, Uncle,” the young man replied with a patient sigh, smiling apologetically at the persons whose play their sudden appearance had interrupted.

Those persons—a small elderly, neatly gotten-up old gent with sparse light hair and pale eyes, the fashionably dressed fair-haired young woman in a deep crimson velvet gown who stood by his side, and the old fellow’s opponent, another aged gentleman, this one with too many chins and not enough hair—all looked up at once, amazed at the pair that had loomed up from the shadows to address them. For though it was a crowded gaming house, and though over half a hundred persons were in this small salon with them, few of the other gamesters had paid them any notice or could be expected to. This wasn’t surprising; the salon was for the use of those interested in small personal wagers and games. And in a private tripot such as this one, a gaming house whose attractions included thrilling games of macao, baccarat, rouge et noir, faro, vingt et un, and the delicious, forbidden deep hazard, all games more treacherous and exciting than could usually be found at some of the most infamous clubs in London, not a great deal of interest could be expected to be taken in a private game of piquet between two elderly gentlemen.

Now that Napoleon had been bottled up again after his defeat at Waterloo, and this time on an island even more remote than the Elban kingdom he’d been able to slip away from last year, the world had come back to France to play again. Or at least it seemed that the English world had done so, and especially here, in this exclusive country hotel and gambling house. For though play was play, after all, wherever it took place, it seemed to have a more exotic flavor for the British here. As did all things French now, after having been in short supply for so long, from perfumes to cuisine, from fashions to the females who wore them. So although there were nationals from many lands come to lose their several monies here, the predominance of them spoke French with a Scottish burr, or a Welsh purr, or any of the several dialects of England.

Obviously, then, it couldn’t have been the accents of the new arrivals that had startled the players. At any rate, the intrusion seemed to break the players from their concentration as well as their silence.

“Damme, sir,” the fattish fellow grunted, looking up from his cards to his opponent in disgust, “mebbe I ought to throw in my hand and give this chap a turn, at that. My luck ain’t in tonight, and if I’m to lose my sauce, I’d just as soon watch it disappear all in one stroke on the wheel instead of leaking it out drop by drop in this game with you.”

“Why, I’d be pleased to raise the stakes if it would suit you, Henderson,” the old gentleman said in a smooth voice, but then, being fixed by a long stare by the bright-faced young woman, he went on in more regretful, conciliatory tones, “but sure as the tides turn, your luck’s due for a change, you know. Be pleased to have you sit in, friend,” he added in an aside to the huge old fellow who stood staring down jealously at the table.

The young man solicitously fetched a chair for his gruff companion and brought it to the table with a particularly charming smile at the young woman as he did so. Then the old fellow he called “Uncle” sat, but with so many groans and grunts of effort and muttered curses of annoyance at his own bulk and his bandaged foot, and, it seemed, his life, as he did so, that he almost drowned out the declarations being made in the game he wanted to watch.

The stout gentleman playing cards groaned as well, if for a different reason.

“A point of four!” he said, scowling, and all the young woman’s sympathetic smiles could not seem to raise his spirits as his opponent answered tonelessly, “Good.”

“A point of five. I score five. A quart,” he intoned, still frowning ferociously, as though none of the pretty young woman’s warming smiles could be seen, as though it wasn’t a triumph as well as a major modern miracle that she completely ignored the gloriously good-looking young blond man who had just joined them so that she could continue to smile down upon him from across the table instead, and he a stout, balding, five-jowled fellow with more decades to his name than he had jowls, and her own gentleman’s opponent, at that.

For she was a pretty and lively looking young creature, with a neat figure and a set of small even white teeth. If her nose was a shade overlong, her chin a trifle too decisive, and her frame more sturdy than sinuous, and overall, her looks as common as meadowsweet in the June fields of her homeland, still she was pretty enough, with eyes like bluebells and ringlets more blond than brown, and a dimple that was surprised from hiding in her fair cheek when she smiled. If she wasn’t spectacularly beautiful, she was a true English rose, and so as exotic here in this gambling house outside of Paris among international lovelies as a dancing girl from Carthage might be in the heart of Sussex.

And not the least interesting thing about her, the old gentleman who watched the game go forth noted, was that though the fragile old gentleman whose side she hovered at was likely her relative or protector, she ignored him entirely and reserved all her winsome smiles and coy glances for the stout fellow who played against him, even though that fat fellow did nothing to encourage her, but only grumbled at his cards. And this, even though her party had just been joined by a young man whose looks made marble statues blink.

“How high?” the frail old gentleman asked evenly.

“Jack,” the stout fellow replied nervously.

“Not good,” his opponent said softly.

“A pair of queens, the other spoke up immediately.

“Not good,” the older fellow said again.

“Damme, no point in going on, I concede it,” the other declared, casting his cards down. “You’ve left me only the lint in m’ pockets, Wyndham, I’m gone. Perhaps we’ll meet again tomorrow. Change my coat, change my luck. Never know, what?” He dug a wallet from a tight inner jacket pocket, and after sorting through it, cast some notes down atop his discarded cards. “That should settle it,” he grunted. “Till then,” he said as he rose, and then, casting a full and meaningful look at the young woman at last, added, “Madam. You’ll let me know if your friend changes his mind, eh? I’m still at the Deauville Hotel, near the Palais Royal…in my own set of apartments, too,” he added pointedly, but then, recollecting that he’d an interested audience to his awkward attempt at setting up a meeting with the young woman, he bowed abruptly, and just as gracelessly left them.

“Well, then, sirs,” the older gentleman said with a smile, deftly scooping up the cards in his long white fingers and rising to bow to the gentlemen that had joined him, “I’d be pleased to have a game with you. No, no, pray do not,” he protested as the huge old man began to try to struggle up to return his bow. “Let’s not be so formal as all that. I am Sir Geoffrey Carlisle, Baron Wyndham, from Norfolk, and I’m pleased to make you known to my good friend Mrs. Cobb, from the Isle of Wight. Her late husband,” he said somewhat more gravely, “was a friend to our family for many years.”

“Pleasure,” the old man said in acknowledgment, nodding and setting back in his chair after his abortive attempt at rising. “I’m plain John Tryon, my lord, out of London this sennight, and here’s my right-hand man, my nevvy, m’late sister’s boy, George Tyler. Say hello, Georgie,” he ordered, just as though the young man were three instead of the thirty he might soon be, but before the handsome young man could do so, he went on, “I’d be pleased to try a hand with you, Lord Wyndham, but I warn you, I’d be a flat if I didn’t wager only for pins to begin, and I ain’t known for a flat, I can tell you. Mind, neither am I a skinflint, but it’s been a generation since I played this game, and seems to me you’re a regular Trojan at it. Well, my only interest’s been my farm and my prize bulls and getting them to market, do you see, and would still be if my blasted sawbones hadn’t physicked me to death and ordered me on this repairing lease with young George here. So I’ll say it plain in case you want to take on someone more your weight—though I don’t lack blunt, no, for I’m warm enough in the pocket and I haven’t spent any in a generation neither, living alone as I do, and secluded, except for Georgie here. But I ain’t in practice, my lord, not at cards, nor any sort of play. Well, butchers can’t be choosers, can they?” he asked, wheezing at his own wit even before Mrs. Cobb could recognize it as such and join him with her own silvery laughter.

“My dear Mr. Tryon,” Lord Wyndham said amiably, “never fear. I’m here for my health as well, unfortunately. Heart,” he explained solemnly, tapping his waistcoat with one long white finger, and after the company had a second’s silence to acknowledge the diagnosis, he continued, “and I’m not at all an adept at the game either, I only played to oblige Mr. Henderson. And he, poor fellow, had himself forgot half the rules, but he’d such a bad run of luck at the wheel and with the dice that he wanted to try something ‘tamer,’ as he said. But, poor gentleman, his mind is so taken up with his dear wife’s recent demise, he couldn’t concentrate on anything. Lucky for him,” Lord Wyndham said wisely, “that I insisted we play only for pennies, for the pure sport of it.”

If Mr. Tryon had noted that the banknotes, which had disappeared as if by magic into Lord Wyndham’s own pockets seconds after they had touched the table, had amounted to a great many “pennies” indeed, or that Lord Wyndham’s state of health didn’t seem to influence the steadiness of his hands as he absently riffled the cards through them, or even that Mr. Henderson’s leers at Mrs. Cobb as he’d left her had not looked anything like those of a man still grieving for his departed spouse, he said nothing at all, but only grinned widely, rubbed his huge hands together, and promptly settled himself, with a great deal of creaking from his suffering chair as well as his stays, for a “good round game of piquet,” as he put it.

They played for laughably small stakes at first, just as Mr. Tryon had asked. And they played cautiously even after they’d made sure they’d the rules right. For Lord Wyndham had hesitantly explained the game as he knew it, and Mr. Tryon had corrected him on only one or two points, frowning as he tried to remember them exactly.

They seemed evenly matched, at the start. They both played fumblingly and so badly that at first it was a contest merely to see which would lose to the other the fastest. It was so much good fun, and they were so equal in their skills, or lack of them, that soon they agreed to raise the stakes, since they had to add some interest to the game, and it was clear neither would beggar the other. And even then, as they upped the ante again, and yet again, and a treble time, until they were playing for quite respectable amounts of money, they seemed equal in skill and intent. Until, that is, they then looked up and about them, as though the silence there were loud enough to distract them, and saw that their spectators had begun to play as well.

For Mrs. Cobb, it appeared, fantastically enough, had suddenly been possessed by a singularly strong attraction to Mr. Tryon. Or his hands, he thought, or his cravat, he thought again as he noted the general direction of her unrelenting gaze, for his face, red and rounded and wrinkled as it was, could never have attracted the interest of anyone but a surgeon or an artist drawn to the naturalistic and grotesque. Yet when his unusually sharp and knowing hazel eyes beneath his bushy white brows met her wide and unabashedly direct blue stare, she smiled, and then dimpled and ducked her head, only to raise it to bat the lashes above that sky-blue gaze, but never so much so that she ever left off looking upon him with what seemed to be coy embarrassment and absolute invitation. And this, while all the while young George, who had himself, as ever, attracted interested stares from females clear across the room, both smiled and stared and gazed amazed, with something very like the look of a starveling puppy, or a gentleman who’d been instantly smitten, and very hard at that, at Mrs. Cobb. Who, in turn, noted this adoration, but then proceeded to completely ignore him as she continued to ogle his ancient uncle. While her gentleman friend, Lord Wyndham, looked up once, twice, and then again at the byplay of eyes above him, and so could not help but see young George’s worship of his young companion, as clear as it was profound.

If Mr. Tryon could be expected to find it difficult to concentrate while being openly admired by such a charming young female, it would be only understandable that Lord Wyndham would discover it hard to assess his cards while his lovely ladyfriend was being so blatantly sighed over by such a manly young paragon. And so it was even harder to understand then why neither gentleman playing cards made so much as one miscall, or lost count of one card taken in, even as they each took in the situation, or forgot any other card his opponent dealt out, even as all this was going forth.

In fact, it was only after a particularly sharp play by Mr. Tryon that Lord Wyndham gazed at him narrowly, and then only when Lord Wyndham tried an extraordinarily observant ploy that Mr. Tryon laid down his cards and stared at him pointedly. And then the huge old fellow began to grin hugely, showing for the first time a set of strong, even, and dazzling white teeth. And then Lord Wyndham cocked his head to the side before he too laid down his cards and began chuckling. Young George left off languishing over Mrs. Cobb as he noted this, and after a quick look to Mr. Tryon answered his unspoken question, he threw back his golden head and began to laugh outright. At the last, when the other three were all so merry, Mrs. Cobb looked shocked, then annoyed, and then, relenting, gave way to an attack of giggles herself, and the sound was far more infectious than her usual practiced silvery ripples of laughter.

“When did you twig to it?” Mr. Tryon asked at last, wiping his eyes with the back of his hand.

“That last call,” Lord Wyndham admitted a bit breathlessly, “and young George’s soulful look. Good heavens, Roxie’s a pretty enough chit, but why on earth an Apollo on earth would be consumed with passion for her so suddenly was more than I could discern.”

“Ah,” young George put in sweetly, seeing Mrs. Cobb’s amusement dwindle at the comment, “but that admiration was entirely genuine.”

He followed the compliment by immediately assuming a look of such outsize and pained devotion that Mrs. Cobb, who had begun to preen and look at Lord Wyndham with great affronted dignity, gave it up and began to giggle again.

“Well, as for that,” Mr. Tryon said merrily, “her flaming passion for me was a bit much. There’s only so much lust a pocketbook can generate.”

After their laughter had been spent again, they settled to an awkward, edgy silence. Lord Wyndham, who had been absently shuffling the cards, straining them through his hands until they performed like acrobats there, assuming a dozen different formations, held them quiet at last, and broke the uneasy peace.

“We don’t look either that affluent or that wet behind the ears, friends. What made you chance to try to pluck us?” he asked softly.

“We were looking for you,” Mr. Tryon said quietly, as Lord Wyndham’s shoulders gave an involuntary leap and Mrs. Cobb’s merry face grew cold and wary.

“As a favor,” Mr. Tryon explained seriously, and seeing their reaction, raised one enormous finger to silence them stiller than they already were. “But calm yourselves, we’re no sort of law. It’s only that my friend and I happened across a wretched young countryman of ours the other night in the gardens of a hell very like this one, near to Fontainebleau. He was, we thought, either attempting to discover how long his pistol’s barrel was by measuring it with his tongue, or more seriously set on self-annihilation. Fortunately, he was too castaway to have remembered to loose the lock on it, or this weary world would have had one less young gentleman in it tonight. When we sobered him up enough to be coherent, he moaned that every last cent he owned was now in the keeping of a shrewd gamester who had plucked him bare. That wasn’t our concern—the world is full of foolish boys with too much of Papa’s money and too little sense to stay out of the hands of sharpers. But when young Lord Waite let fall that he’d also staked and lost the title to his ancestral home in Surrey, and he an orphan, and that the sum of his inheritance, we paid a bit more attention.”

The quartet about the table grew grave.

“And,” Mr. Tryon went on relentlessly, so far from a smile that it seemed his face had never framed one in the whole of its long life, “he described the dapper old gent with the charming young filly at his side. And she, he mentioned when pressed to think on, was not only so taken with him he could scarcely keep his mind on the cards he held, but she often strayed from the old fellow’s side to drift close to him. Or else, he remembered, he wouldn’t have noted that her perfume was lilies and roses intermingled, and that it made him drunker than the wine the lordly old fellow kept him so well supplied with. Now I,” he added lightly, “am wounded. I didn’t get a sniff of the posies or a sip of the wine. Did I look too old for the one and too hardheaded for the other?”

Mrs. Cobb opened her pale pink lips to speak, but Lord Wyndham silenced her with an upraised hand. His austere face was so still that it seemed he scarcely moved his lips when he spoke. But speak he did as he rose from his seat, quietly but firmly biting off each word as if he were slashing it out in bold black ink.

“I may,” he said coldly, “use the lady’s charms as a distraction for the opposition now and again, when needs must. But only that. And only for distraction. I do not scruple to win young men’s fortunes from them if I can do it, nor old ones’ neither, if it comes to that. But I do not bilk them. I am a gamester, sir, entirely, that is true. But never a thief. And certainly not a procurer.”

He paused, and never taking his gaze from Mr. Tryon, took a swallow of wine to wet his lips before he went on. “I do remember the young fool. And I did take his purse, because he was as unlucky as he was impulsive, and played like an ass. And I took his bit of paper in settlement of the larger debt he still owed. Here it is,” he said, reaching into an inner pocket and withdrawing a folded yellowed sheet of vellum before he flung it carelessly to the tabletop, “although I didn’t believe it to be more than the paper it was printed on, and was in fact prepared to wager it off again if I could find someone foolish enough to want it. I can’t return the money. Indeed,” he said regretfully, “I lost it just last night to a better dicer than I’ve met in months. Hence Mrs. Cobb’s cooperation tonight. I must make up the room rent, sirs,” he said on his first half-smile, “but if the young idiot had told me the whole, he would’ve had the whole of it back. No,” he corrected himself quickly, with a rueful grin, “not the whole, for we needed a good breakfast, but the most. For I’m not in the business of fleecing ewe-lambs. It was a very black sheep I thought I was clipping, my friend. And you?” he asked suddenly. “Is it Robin Hood and his merry man I address, then?”

“What, when the only deserving poor we concern ourselves with is ourselves?” Mr. Tryon laughed as he took the deed and tucked it away in his vast waistcoat. “No, not at all. Sit down, my lord, please. We, my cohort and I, are not in the habit of rescuing damsels or fighting dragons in the natural way of things. Say we are, rather, soldiers of fortune in the ongoing war against our own poverty. Only now and again we feel we must lend a hand when one is needed. Come,” he said then, extending his own hand, “take mine, and let’s cry truce. Mr. Arden Lyons at your service, my lord, and my good friend Julian Dylan, the Viscount Hazelton.”

“And I,” the old gentleman said, taking that large hand in a firm grip, “am actually Lord Wyndham, and the lovely lady is truly the widowed Mrs. Cobb, although,” he said with a slightly wicked glance as the blond young man took her hand, “her husband never knew anyone in my family, or we wouldn’t have let her marry away from us in the first place.”

After they’d shaken hands all around, Mr. Lyons called a waiter and asked for some wine to accompany the light dinner he ordered for all, not as penance, he insisted, but because he was hungry too.

They chatted as they waited for their supper, and amused each other by comparing notes on a great many of the same people that they’d met in their travels across the Continent. And if Mr. Lyons and the Viscount Hazelton were not specific as to exactly where they’d passed all of the past year, Lord Wyndham and Mrs. Cobb were never precise when they documented what they did with those they’d met.

“No,” Lord Wyndham said sadly at last, “I’m not very successful, I suppose, because I fancy myself a gamester, not a trickster. The truth is that the luck is seldom in the cards for me—for long. I’ve had more fortunes in my keeping than a shilling-a-sitting seer at a country fair, but I’ve lost more than I can remember having, too. I cannot,” he sighed, “resist a good wager.”

“And cannot,” Mrs. Cobb put in with a little smile, “make one neither. Why, Geoff, you wouldn’t know a good wager from a fool’s errand, and you never wait to tell the difference.”

“Roxie’s not a gamester,” Lord Wyndham explained, not in the least offended. “She likes the traveling and the excitement surrounding it, and doesn’t understand the lure of it in the least. In fact, she’d not wager a pin to your gold watch that the sun will rise tomorrow. A good cautious lass. And yes,” he said with not a little regret in his voice, “she’s only window-dressing for me, Viscount, as much a daughter to me as my own, though if I were a decade or two younger…”

“And I the greatest fool in creation…” Roxanne Cobb laughed.

When the waiter arrived with their dinner, Mr. Lyons heaved himself up and begged their leave to freshen up before he dined with them. He left the remaining three at the table, waving away the baron’s help, declining the viscount’s company as well, and leaning heavily on his cane, sighed, and, uncomplaining, or at least, complaining mutedly, made his way out of the salon to his room abovestairs. His company made themselves so busy when he left, between the wine and their increasingly entertaining stories, that they didn’t begin to miss him until the waiter appeared and began to fret over the chicken growing cold and the aspic growing warm. Then Lord Wyndham eyed a cutlet as wistfully as he’d ever studied an odds sheet at the races, and seeing the cover raised off a steaming stuffed goose, Roxanne Cobb swallowed hard and took an extra-long swallow of her wine.

The viscount immediately began to serve out the food to the others, explaining, as he also heaped Mr. Lyons’ plate high, that his friend was not such a gourmet that he’d mind a tepid dinner, which he deserved if he didn’t shake a leg. It was while both Mrs. Cobb and Lord Wyndham paused, digesting this unusually callous remark about the lame old fellow along with the first bites of their dinner, that another, even more remarkable thing made them pause, forks falling unnoticed to their plates as they sat openmouthed.

For, quite suddenly, a complete stranger paused at their tableside. And then, without a word, had the audacity to pull out a chair, swing into it, and without so much as a “pardon me,” picked up the cutlery and proceeded to dine on the absent Mr. Lyon’s dinner.

Lord Wyndham, the first to collect himself, drew himself up and, swollen with outrage, exclaimed, “Excuse me!” in an awful voice.

“No need,” the stranger said amiably, as best he could around a mouthful, “the capon is excellent, thank you.”

It wasn’t so much the viscount’s smothered laugh as it was the stranger’s familiar bright hazel eyes that made Lord Wyndham pause as he was about to call the waiters to eject the presumptuous young fellow. Then he sat back and stared, and slowly he too began to laugh. Roxanne Cobb didn’t. She only sat, her napery to her lips, and finally gasped, shaking her head in astonishment, “Well, I never…”

“But he always does, you see,” the viscount whispered in her ear, but she was still so astounded at what she saw that she scarcely noted he left his lips close for an extra second, he so liked the rose-and-lily scent he detected there.

The stranger grinned at them, seeming well-pleased at their reaction. He was a huge but trim and fit fellow, as tall as a young oak, and almost as wide at the shoulders as a tabletop made of one. Before he’d seated himself, Lord Wyndham had briefly noted that his figure tapered from a barrel of a chest to a trim waist, washboard-flat abdomen, neat hips, and then to broad, long muscular legs. A thick neck supported the well-shaped head, his hair was a thick and springy ginger crop, his face tanned, unlined, and smooth with craggy features that seemed hewn from stubborn rock, from wide brow to straight nose, from generous mouth to jut of chin.

He was a man of Promethean proportions, but although he was not in the least fat, there was nothing at all lean about him. Although an expert tailor had fashioned his correct evening wear, it would have taken a magician to make him resemble a gentleman of fashion. For even though he moved with a curiously easy grace for a man his size, he was his size, and so nothing in the style of the admired gentlemen of the day; nothing of a languid man of fashion, of a town, or, for that matter, country beau, either. There was simply too much of him, and every inch exhibited a vigorous and robust hardihood. Neither was his face anything in the acceptable style, but that wasn’t to say it was unhandsome. Clearly, it could be jovial or threatening or even oddly attractive, and all at its owner’s wish. He didn’t remotely resemble the footsore old man that had grumbled his way from their table earlier, but it was the same wise and amused hazel eyes that gave the game away.

“I am impressed,” Lord Wyndham said, when he could.

“And I am reeking of spirit gum. Julian, what did you do with the skin cream we bought in Paris? Fellow’s vain as a peacock, hides away anything to beautify himself with, not that it will do him the least good when he’s with me,” Arden Lyons confided loudly to Roxanne Cobb, as she, finally accepting the inevitable truth of his identity, sat back to stare at him with shock and delight.

“A lot of padding…well”—he grinned as he explained to her—“perhaps not such a lot of padding, but a great deal of acting, and the will to appear to be different does the trick as well as the putty and paint, for it would never do for us to go about clandestine business in our usual fashion if we want to be discreet. We are, you may have noted, each singularly remarkable, although distinctly different in our manly beauty.”

His guests stared and reflected on the truth even in the jest of that, for if the Viscount Hazelton resembled a young god, his companion was surely a Titan, or if described in mortal terms: one was a young Hercules to the other’s Adonis, for there was certainly something mythic, even fantastical about the pair. Of course, they’d always be memorable. But the giant gentleman didn’t give them time to reflect on it for long.

“And, yes,” he said, leaning toward the blond young woman and gesturing with his fork toward the viscount, “you’ve guessed it, my dear. He’s actually seventy-five if he’s a day, bald as a day-old chick, and knock-kneed, to boot. Amazing what some spirit gum and padding will do, isn’t it?”

Their meal was passed in joviality, all past accusations and suspicions laid to rest. The fair-haired young woman had two gallants to butter her up more than they did their bread, and the Baron Wyndham was receiving more information, he ruefully admitted, about men he’d mistaken for gentlemen before he’d lost several of his fortunes to them, than he’d ever imagined. They were all so in concert, so content with each other, that they were pleased to sit and chat long after they’d done with their meal.

It was surprising when the Baron Wyndham stopped speaking in the midst of a story about a certain mad duke with a fondness for wagering on any horse with three white socks, to look up with an arrested expression to the doorway he’d been idly watching since he’d demolished his dinner. He’d seen dozens of persons entering and leaving from it as the night had gone on, and yet now he paused and smiled. But so did many another gentleman in the salon.

A stout middle-aged couple, almost equal in height and girth, both overdressed in the latest fashions, as similar as any fraternal twins or long-married pair might be, stood there looking about eagerly. Between them, a vision that stopped most of the gentlemen who were not rabid gamesters in mid-wager stood shyly, protected on each side by the oddly matched couple. The young lady was all in white and her long golden hair lay neatly all in a coil on one of her white shoulders, reaching to just above the peek her demure but fashionable gown permitted at the rise of her shapely little uptilted breasts. Her long-lashed eyes were cast down past her divinely rounded form to her satin slippers, but not a few inveterate gamblers in the room wouldn’t have hesitated to wager a week’s wages on those lovely orbs being cornflower blue when they at last opened wide, for such a little beauty would have everything she ought. Behind her, a long Meg of a chaperone stood stiffly, white-faced and all in black, and glowering, it seemed, at every man in the room, but especially, if one were of a mind to tear one’s eyes from the little enchantress newly arrived in their midst to notice, at the Baron Wyndham.

But that gentleman only smiled widely, and rising, raised his glass to the persons in the doorway.

They smiled back at him in turn, all save for the dour chaperone, and began to approach his table.

“Ah, good, my daughter has arrived,” Lord Wyndham said comfortably, as proudly as any father in the land might do.

“That little beauty?” the viscount asked softly and wonderingly of his friend Mr. Lyons, as they too rose to their feet.

“No, no, he’d have lost her in a game of whist long since. It’s the duenna with eyes like thunder,” his friend replied absently.

“A baron’s daughter a servant?” the blond young man hooted softly.

“I’ve known viscounts’ sons to be coachmen,” Mr. Lyons replied easily as his friend smothered a laugh, before he added piously, “and my own papa, the sainted vicar, would’ve been shattered had he been unlucky enough to live to see his only begotten child a wicked gamester. No, she’s his chick, all right: they’ve both got clean, sharp lines, they’re fine etchings, the beauty’s all pastels, a watercolor—twelve to one on it, and a case of my favorite champagne besides.”

“Done!” the viscount said for his ear only. “And I’ll enjoy every drop I drink of it, Arden, for I’ve got you at last, it’s cheese to chalk, and they’re nothing like.”

The wager had been made impetuously, more in an attempt to confound his friend for once than out of absolute conviction, and so the viscount eyed the chaperone more carefully now after his sudden rash claim, for he wasn’t in the habit of noticing servants too closely, especially when they had deliciously nubile young charges in tow. It was true she was more youthful than she’d appeared at first stare; in fact, on closer inspection it was clear that she, too, was quite young. And her features, on second glance, could be seen to be as finely drawn as a cameo’s, although he’d seen few cameos with such full and tempting lips. She was, in fact, remarkable-looking, and could, he realized with growing interest the more he looked at her, be magnificent-looking, but then he couldn’t judge more, for she’d turned away. Yet she’d looked nothing like the Baron Wyndham, for she was tall, with large speaking eyes as dark and secret as a quarter-past midnight, and her bound hair was black as the night shadows behind her. Lord Wyndham was a small man with pale eyes, and what little of his thin hair remained had the dusty look light brown takes on with age. Satisfied with his wager then, the viscount stood back respectfully, waiting for the introductions and his rare moment of triumph to come.

The middle-aged couple, soon discovered to be the “estimable Mr. and Mrs. Deems, from London,” were just as respectful in turn, equally awed by Mr. Lyons’ size and the viscount’s comeliness, before they were thrilled and gratified to monosyllables by the viscount’s title.

“And here is lovely little Miss Deems, gentlemen,” the baron said teasingly as the tiny beauty in white dipped a curtsy to them. “If she were any more handsome, the Deemses would have to hire a dragon to guard her, and not just my own lovely daughter. And now, Viscount, Mr. Lyons, I’m pleased to make you known to this other beautiful lady, the Honorable…ah, I always will forget, won’t I? It’s still hard to admit to your growing up, I imagine. Forgive me, sweet…gentlemen—Mrs. Francesca Devlin, my daughter.”

They made their bows to the golden-haired beauty, but when Francesca Devlin inclined her long black-draped body stiffly toward them, the viscount couldn’t repress a sigh.

As soon as he was able, while the baron was smiling at Miss Deems and complimenting her parents on the child’s great good looks this night, the viscount remarked resignedly to his friend, “Done and done in again, Arden. I doubt you still cast a shadow, because you have the devil’s own way about you, but you’ll have the champagne in the morning. You win.”

But then he looked hard at Arden, because he didn’t celebrate his victory. Instead, he stood unusually silent, gazing thoughtfully at the dark-haired, dark-eyed chaperone. For he too had seen the fury in her eyes as they’d been introduced. And then had felt the scorn in the cold and withering glance she’d given them before she’d concealed all, and let the emotion leach out of those great dark eyes, to leave them bleak as her pale face had been when she’d deliberately turned her back on them.

“Ah, no, Julian, my boy,” Arden Lyons said slowly, still bemused, watching her as she glanced back once over her shoulder toward them, only to fix him with a look of unmistakable loathing before she took her charge’s arm to be sure she didn’t also dare a glance back at the two remarkable gentlemen studying them.

“Wrong again,” he went on, but on a sigh. “It’s clear I’ve only just lost again.”

The viscount looked at him quizzically.

“The Beauty or the Dragon?” he asked.

“Why, neither, I think now,” the large gentleman replied on a half-smile, recovering his usual poise and bantering manner. “After all, you know my prodigious charm, and I’ve just decided I’ve been fairly and truly challenged,” he explained unnecessarily, seeing he was already guiding his friend with him as he strolled past the glowering chaperone to the beautiful Miss Deems’ side.
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The bedchamber was among the best that money could buy in France these days, because once it had been among the best that a gracious and noble host could have offered to his guests. A revolution had spared the great house and its contents only because a clever revolutionary had coveted and claimed it well before the mob had, and by the time they did, he’d already risen from their masses to become one of their leaders, and so as untouchable as its original lordly owner had once been. When his leader had fallen from his pedestal in turn, he’d at least been clever enough to retain his head in many ways. As a republican at heart, if not in practice, he wasn’t averse to opening his home to the public, at ridiculously high fees, for the purposes of play, and so had held on to it as well as his own cool head.

It was a room redolent of roses. There were improbable blue and gold roses in the carpets, their buds everywhere upon the draperies; fanciful carved roses adorned the bedposts; tiny representations of them climbed up the walls on their stretched silk arbors, looped around the edges of the ceiling in intricate plasterwork, were strewn in the upholstery of all the fragile chairs, and echoes of them, outlined in gold embroidery thread, were embossed upon the white swags of the great bed’s canopy. The young girl whose head was emerging from the white nightdress she was being helped into was no less of a lovely and blooming wonder of nature, and her mama nodded in satisfaction as that perfect cheek blushed a more tender pink at the words she’d just heard.

“Aye,” the stout lady said as she perched upon an edge of the high bed and watched her daughter’s maid brush out her golden hair, “depend on it, Cee-cee. Both of them were struck to the heart, but because they’re gents to their fingertips, and men of the world with it, you’d never know. Never a stare or a pinch, nor a stammer or a foolish brag, nor will either of them pour the butter-boat over your head, but they never took their eyes off you for a moment, nor did they ever leave your side, neither. I thought that Mrs. Cobb would bust,” she gloated, “when the viscount asked how long we were staying on, and then that lovely Mr. Lyons said ‘how fortuitous!’ since they was staying on for just that long too. As if they didn’t decide on it the moment they got an eyeful of you, my dear,” she chortled, swinging her short legs back and forth over the side of the bed as a girl might do at the thought.

“Which of them do you like better, Mama?” the lovely girl asked, watching her mama’s reaction in the glass as her maid lovingly drew up her golden tresses and began to braid them for the night.

“Early days,” her mother answered thoughtfully, “because the viscount’s a treat to look at, without doubt—but a girl might be foolish to wed a gent that beautiful, since the gentlemen age better than the ladies, and that’s a sad fact, and even get to be better-looking as they get older. Besides, who wants a husband who’ll outshine you in looks if you don’t take care even now? Still…he’s a pleasure to rest your eyes on, and a viscount to boot. And the large gentleman, that lovely Mr. Lyons,” she went on, ignoring a gasp emitted from the corner of the room, “a grand, big fellow, and, your father gave me to understand just before we left the gentlemen tonight, with a walloping big fortune to match. Well-connected as he is well-mannered, I’d wager. It’s never necessary to hold a title to be high in society. Just look at Mr. Brummell himself, a valet’s son, they say,” she sighed happily, thinking with pleasure of how far impudence could rise in this modern day. “And with such a husband, you’d never have to worry about being outshone, would you?” she continued enthusiastically. “Those big chaps are so protective, I’ve always had a soft spot for them, still—a viscount, and with such looks combined with yours, my dear, imagine the children.…”

As Mrs. Deems grew silent, with a reflective smile at the happy choices she’d just described, her daughter grew pensive as well, and so both were a little startled by the vehemence in the voice which intruded on their reveries. Francesca Devlin leapt to her feet and gave a gasp that converted to a croak when she began to speak, and that in itself was odd, for Mrs. Devlin had the loveliest, most soothing deep and whispery voice in the usual way of things.

“Mrs. Deems!” the dark-haired chaperone cried, “I beg of you, don’t even think of it! After all,” she said, in as much of a quieter tone as she could manage despite her agitation, because she became aware of the sudden amazed quiet that had fallen over the room at her impulsive cry as mother and daughter Deems stared at her. Even the maid had left off her work, and stood, three hanks of Cecily’s hair suspended in her hands, stopped in mid-braid by surprise.

“I mean,” Francesca Devlin went on in her more normal husky tones, “you hardly know the gentlemen. Indeed, you scarcely know if they are true gentlemen at all. After all,” she said in an appeal to Mrs. Deems’ home wisdom, since that lady only looked at her oddly, “fine feathers do not make fine birds, and you’ve only just met them, and in a gaming house at that, and abroad as well. Pray don’t consider either one as Cee-cee’s future husband after only such a brief acquaintance,” she begged, and then, realizing that she was being more than presumptuous by Mrs. Deems’ growing truculent stare, she concluded more softly and a little desperately, “for Cee-cee can have her pick of the gentlemen, here and at home, you know.”

“No, that she cannot, Mrs. Devlin,” Mrs. Deems said indulgently, finally understanding and so relenting after being just a touch annoyed at the chaperone’s interference, and after exchanging a knowing look with her daughter, she went on in kindly fashion, as though lecturing a child, “for we tried and we couldn’t get a toe into anywhere fashionable in London, you know, even with Cee-cee’s looks and Mr. Deems’ money. We got invitations, but to trumpery masquerades and public entertainments; we met gentlemen, but they were scramblers or old jades or younger sons with no prospects or no sense, who’d do Cee-cee a favor by marrying so that she could settle their debts and feel honored to do so again and again. No, no, my dear, we’re here to ensure Cee-cee’s future, and we shall, my Sunday bonnet to your shilling on it. The best of Britain is in France this Season, and society here is freer. We’ll catch us a worthy gent, never fear, and one that will suit Cee-cee, Mr. Deems, and myself, at that. Cecily Deems will wed into fashion, and never doubt it. Mr. Deems is a canny gent, as clever with reading people as he is with making money,” she chuckled. “And,” she added comfortably before the chaperone could speak again, as she clearly wished to do, “remember, your own dear papa introduced us, didn’t he?”

The dark-haired chaperone became very still. Nodding triumphantly as she climbed down from the bed to kiss her daughter good night, Mrs. Deems added, “Thanks for your concern, Mrs. Devlin, but you were a young lady of fashion, and so you wouldn’t know what it’s like to be on the outside looking in. But never fear, we’ll get Cee-cee on the inside, and sooner than you think.”

And why not? she thought as she bade the governess good night too and went off to her own rooms for the night with everything in train to marry off her exquisite, well-dowered little daughter as she deserved at last: Cee-cee rigged out in the latest fashions and looking like an angel, reservations at the best hotels, a baron’s daughter for a chaperone, and the baron himself to lend them countenance. He might be a gamester, true, and down on his luck at the moment, so far down that his widowed daughter had to work for her fare back home. But the true gentry were sometimes wild, after all. And they’d been lucky to find the baron and his daughter when they had. For though the baron’s fortunes rose and fell, his title and his address remained of the finest. And his daughter, poor thing, if she’d nothing else left, had her manners and breeding. And just look, after only one week of employing Mrs. Devlin, it had already netted them an introduction to two fine eligible gentlemen from her father.

Clever Mr. Deems, his wife thought as she went to her room to prepare to greet him as such a canny gent deserved, to reason out that a gaming house was precisely where one might meet the most eligible gentlemen. And there, free of society’s strictures, he might become besotted, for constant company with Cee-cee would turn any gent’s thought to dalliance, and, once he saw that wasn’t possible, to matrimony. Then they could nab him before he remembered responsibilities to the name and the family and that sort of rot, for foreign travel altered one, just as Mr. Deems claimed, bless his heart, she thought, feeling strangely young and giddy herself because of tonight’s events. Then, so content she began to cobble up an imaginary dress for the wedding for herself, she went to her room, her only present doubt being as to which of the two fine gents would make a better husband for her daughter: the charming, beautiful viscount or the wealthy, manly, jovial giant.

“I think the viscount is amazingly handsome, but do you think he would outshine me in time?” Cecily asked her chaperone as that lady made ready to bid her good night.

“I think,” Francesca said determinedly, “that you do not know anything of him but his face, and so you should not even think of ‘time’ in regard to him…” And then, noting the maidservant’s displeasure at her direct disobedience to Mrs. Deems’ obvious wishes, she added weakly, despising herself but seeing the need, “…yet.”

“But your papa introduced us,” Cecily said smugly, as though reassuring herself so that she could go to bed allowed to dream of amazingly beautiful viscounts in peace and obedience.

“So he did,” Francesca replied tersely, thinking that her papa would have introduced them to a man-eating lion if it served his purposes, and knowing that if she said that she could never go on in the Deemses’ employ, and oh how she needed to. She sighed heavily.

“Oh, Mrs. Devlin,” Cecily cried out in her little girl’s voice, swinging round in her chair in front of her dressing table so quickly that her golden braid whipped out like a lash, “I’m so sorry. Has all this talk of weddings made you remember your own dear Harry?”

“No, no, I’m only weary,” Francesca reassured her, feeling dreadful about her several deceptions, for with all her loveliness, Cecily had no more cruelty than the lovely flower she resembled; it was only unfortunate that she had little more wit than one. “Thoughts of Harry only bring me happiness,” she lied, “and so it is—if you wed someone you have known well and for a long while.”

She could do no more just now, Francesca thought angrily as she left Cecily’s room, but, she resolved as she strode in a most unladylike fashion to her father’s chambers, she was about to do a great deal more. She was so full of what she’d say and how she’d put it, so ready to rage and so justified in it too, that she didn’t look where she was going and found, after she’d turned the corner of the corridor, that she’d walked straight into a wall.

And then the wall put out two strong arms to hold her upright and keep her from reeling, and leaning down, inquired in a smooth deep rumble of a voice, “Are you all right, Mrs. Devlin?”

She looked up, and then up further, and then up even above the white neckcloth so vast and so exquisitely fresh that it glowed like a beacon in the dim hallway, to see a concerned pair of eyes watching her carefully.

“You came around the corner so quickly…” Mr. Lyons began, and then added ruefully, “and I tend to fill a corridor rather completely. There was, you understand,” he explained further, when she didn’t reply, “nowhere for me to go to avoid a collision. But don’t concern yourself too much,” he added in amused tones when he saw from the tightening set of her lips that she’d begun to recover enough to realize who he was at last, “I’m not too shaken, although I confess I’m a trifle concerned because I tend to bruise so easily. But no doubt after a nice little lie-down I’ll be myself again, thank you.”

He grinned at her and she gave herself a tiny shake, and then, when he still didn’t move, she looked down at her arms rather pointedly. Only then did he release her, and she felt curiously light and insubstantial after he’d done so, for his hold on her, though light, had anchored her completely.

“I beg your pardon,” she said properly, “it was entirely my fault.” After a pause which he did not fill, and seeing that he still filled her path entirely and was making absolutely no effort to remove himself from it, she went on coolly, “I was on my way to see my father, who is just down the hallway, so if you wouldn’t mind…”

“I wouldn’t mind in the least,” he said amiably, “but he isn’t just down the hallway. He’s downstairs with my friend Viscount Hazelton. I’ve only just left them together. Talking,” he said at once, when he saw her sudden look of alarm. “We’ve done with wagering for the night. Only a fool plays past the midnight hour anyway, and whatever the time, we’re far too awake to the time of day, my friend and I, to dare wager any longer with your papa.”

He said it easily enough, and the light was too dim to make out his precise expression, but she’d seen the white flash of his teeth after he’d said it, and believed she was being mocked. For who would not dare to wager with her unlucky papa? And who more so than this professional gamester? That he was a professional Captain Sharp was a thing she’d have staked her reputation on, and she, as the long-suffering daughter of a gambling man, had learned to bet on nothing but eventual disappointment. This gentleman and his elegant friend were too at ease in this house, too at ease with her papa, and too at ease in their world to be anything but what she’d imagined them to be when she’d first clapped eyes on them tonight. And that was: exactly like her papa. For if they were cronies of his, then they must be gamesters, or worse, fortune seekers of some sort, although, from the look of them, obviously more successful ones than poor papa. Although that, she knew, was not difficult.

“I see,” she said coldly. Not only did she detest him for what he was, she remembered precisely what she was now, baron’s daughter or not: a woman in service, a supposedly impoverished widow in need of a secure position. Just the sort of female, she’d always heard, who could be expected to find herself being compromised by men of his sort. And she was alone with him in a darkened hallway.

He stared down at her, registering every detail of her appearance, and then, because her eyes were becoming used to the half-light, she could clearly see the warm look of appreciation in his eyes as he studied her. Half-terrified, she then realized she was half-thrilled, and then she was immediately vexed with herself at the sudden admission that it had been so long since she’d been looked at as a woman, that admiration from a rogue even of his low caliber had pleased her. That it could, even for an unguarded moment, in any fashion, upset her considerably.

She eyed him as warily as he studied her intently in those seconds that he loomed over her. He completely blocked her path, but the slight scent of spice and leather that emanated from him reinforced the sense of masculinity that emanated from him as well, and pleasant as it was, it frightened her even more. She swallowed so hard she was sure he heard the crash and founder of her gulp, as she did in her ears. But she had dignity, she couldn’t run. Besides, she thought, she’d only one direction to flee in. But she’d a sharp tongue and could summon a satisfactory shriek if she was prepared to. And, she’d fingernails. She braced herself.

He spoke.

“Good night, Mrs. Devlin,” he said in an amused rumble that sounded almost like a purr.

And stepped aside, and flattened himself as best he was able against the wall to make room for her passage. She was so startled by his entirely proper act that she hesitated before she held her head high and marched past him. Then he spoke again.

“Oh,” he said as her shoulders went up, “yes. Sleep well, and we’ll see you in the morning.”

She wheeled around, but before she could ask, he explained, “Your papa and Mr. Deems kindly accepted our offer to show you and Miss Deems some of the sights in the vicinity of Paris tomorrow. It bids to be a cold day, I see,” he said merrily, “so do dress warmly. Till then,” he added before he bowed and walked off down the hall.

Francesca was thoroughly furious by the time she reached her room. The more so because she’d had to wait until she was sure he’d gone before she’d doubled back again, remembering only after her encounter with the vile Mr. Lyons that there was no point in going to her papa’s room, and that her own room was on the other side of the house, where she’d just come from, near to Cecily’s, only one floor above hers, as befitted a servant.

She locked her door behind her, although she ruefully realized there was little need of it; no one had looked at her as a woman since she’d come to this hotel, since she’d agreed to work for the Deemses—no one, that was, except for the villainous Mr. Lyons. It seemed to her that since she’d willed that they would not, so they had not. She’d wished to be seen only as a good and decent, meek and proper woman, and had found that acting as one and thinking as one, keeping her head low and her eyes averted and wearing black and being deferential, had done the trick. But then, since before tonight she’d never lifted her fine eyes to the gentlemen to see their reaction to her presence, she could be forgiven for having thought that, especially since she’d wanted and needed so badly to believe it.

She’d quite forgotten, she sighed to herself, that once she’d been thought of, once upon a time but not so long ago, as a beautiful woman. No, that wasn’t quite true, she corrected herself guiltily as she came into the room and walked the few steps to her window, for servants’ rooms, even upper servants’ rooms, are not, even, or especially, in noble houses, anything like those for honored guests. The only roses in her small spare chamber were those that arose in her cheeks at the thought of her self-deception. For no, she’d never really forgotten that once she’d been considered lovely, and that, damn her vanity, she thought miserably, had made her present servitude all the more wretched for her.

“My own dark lady,” Harry had called her. “My own dark beauty.”

And that too added to her guilt. But then, in those lost carefree days she’d not cloaked herself in widow’s weeds and avoided men’s eyes, frowning at the mere thought of dalliance, walking head down and hesitant like a proper grieving widow ought to do. Only she wasn’t, she raged as she struggled to unbutton the detested shapeless black dress hastily so that she could fling it off the faster, for she, a servant herself, had no maid to assist her with the many tiny buttons. Not meek, she almost wept, sending a pearl button flying in her clumsiness, not widowed, she snarled to herself as she tugged her bodice down, not respectable, she thought, stepping out of the dress at last, and leaving it, like a deserted shell, almost all of a shape, behind her on the floor.

Now calm, and merely sorely troubled, she walked to her window and gazed through a shining sheaf of jet-black hair she’d just released from its bonds, to stare at the ghost of herself reflected in her night-silvered windowpane. And that ghost, she grieved again, was likely all she’d ever know of happiness, all she’d ever have of life, unless her fortunes turned. Unless, she thought, resting her aching head at last against the cool pane, her father’s fortunes turned again, and though they might, for all things were possible, she supposed, there was nothing she could do but wait. Because she’d already done all she could for herself, and that had netted her nothing but these useless tears she dashed away with the back of her hand; weak, self-indulgent evidences of her shattered pride that they were, she detested them as much as she did her helplessness.

She’d done everything she could think of to extricate herself from the situation she’d found herself in since she’d joined her father, only a few weeks that felt more like a few centuries ago. And she’d tried everything Father could think of as well—at least, she amended, with a ghost of a smile, those things she was willing to do. For she wouldn’t take over Roxanne Cobb’s position for any reason—standing about as a distraction and a decoration for lackwit boys and drunken gentlemen in gaming hells not being an occupation she considered either her vocation or her destiny. Only what those were, she couldn’t say, any more than she could say what final folly had brought her to her own special sort of degradation of the spirit. Because for all that she refused to play at Father and Roxanne’s games, and for all that she worked at the virtuous task of companion, still she had to lie, deceive, and playact to do it—just like Roxie Cobb, just like any cheat and scoundrel belowstairs tonight in the gambling salons.

For she was not Francesca Devlin, aged five-and-twenty, relict of the brave Lt. Harry Devlin, honorably fallen at Waterloo these ten months past. She was the Honorable Francesca Carlisle, called “Fancy” by her friends, aged only just one-and-twenty, and yet a maid, and very much one, for she’d no more been a wife to poor Harry than she’d been the lover that she’d sometimes been tempted to be to him. And she wasn’t meek or calm or disciplined enough to be a fit companion to poor foolish Cee-Cee Deems either, not when she couldn’t even reconcile herself to her deception. She was only a confused and silly chit herself, she thought furiously, in need of respectable employment so that she could earn her way home. For she was terribly homesick, that much was undeniably true, even though, she admitted on a sigh, she’d no home to remember or return to, and scarcely knew what it was she missed so badly.

Father had owned a home once, a great stone manor house built at the time of Queen Elizabeth. She’d heard about it so often she fancied she could picture it, but she didn’t remember it at all, since it had been sold out from under her when she was only an infant. Father had gamed it away, of course. Just as he’d gambled away his only son’s respect—because a father was supposed to hold on to his heritage so that he could pass it on as it had been handed to him; and as he’d gamed away his family’s friendship—because the head of the family was supposed to keep the clan together, not to lose everything and continually come to them for more to toss away; and just as he’d continued to play and lost his wife’s love—because a husband was supposed to find more joy in his bed with a live love than by clutching pasteboard pictures of painted queens to his thrilled and wildly beating heart.

So by the time Francesca had learned to spell her long name right and write it out neatly, the disillusioned son had taken up the army to make his fortune, the rest of the family had turned their backs on its nominal head, and the slighted wife had found a decent man forced to an indecency by his love and fierce feelings of protectiveness. For he took the baroness with him one moonlit night, all the way to an isle off Scotland’s coast, and thence to wive without benefit of clergy, so that thereafter only far-off Britain knew of her bigamy and his part in it.

The boy was older and had a legacy, and was left to it. The girl child too had been left behind. Perhaps her mother thought that she might lead a better life so, or so she ever after tried to believe, or else she’d been left so that there’d be nothing to remind the mother of her failure, and no trace of her marriage with the baron to shadow her new life. At any rate, she was gone to the kindliest world of all, Francesca learned, while giving her illegal husband their third child, about the time she herself was learning to cope with her new woman’s body. And once Francesca had mastered the way of walking and talking in her new guise as a tall and elegant young lady, and not just a leggy, misplaced child, the only son had finally found, if not his fortune, then his sad destiny, and not in gold, but lead, in the form of a ball to his lung, on the bloody fields of Waterloo.

And so, just as it had always been only Francesca and her father—and not even that, for whenever he was in funds, she was in a good girls’ school somewhere, and when he was out of funds, she was in a mediocre girls’ school somewhere—it remained so. But when she was too old for schooling, and dared to write to tell him of it, she’d received his summons to come live with him on the Continent. Astonished and delighted at her turn of luck, she’d forgotten that he lived by his turns of luck. Scarcely daring to believe that she could finally live with her remote and adored father, she’d packed and left England at once. Only to discover him impoverished again by the time she’d arrived at his side, by two chance things—a horse that decided not to run hard one hard day, and cards that had turned up eights, when they ought, by all calculations, to have been aces.

For all she’d dreamed of seeing Paris and Venice and all the sights she’d read about, she couldn’t go on with him, not if it meant going as a gamester, not when all she’d wanted to do was to see those things with him as a daughter. But she hadn’t the funds to go back after she’d paid her hired traveling companion the last of the money she possessed, so that that indignant matron, lured out of England on a fool’s errand, as she’d complained, could return. She simply couldn’t afford to go back herself, even if she knew to where she could now go.

For there could be a delay in placing herself. There might be a teaching position at some girls’ school. There might be some relative to take pity on her and find her some other position. But such “mights” could be expensive, since she didn’t even have a home. She wouldn’t call on her old school friends, believing that the firmest friendship couldn’t support the twin burdens of sympathy and guilt their better stations would produce in them. She’d have to find employment of some sort, although there weren’t many choices open to a young woman, even one with some education. And she was wise enough to know there were even fewer for a good-looking but respectable one. Still, drudgery itself, or worse, pity, would be preferable to living her father’s sort of life. She, a gamester’s daughter who’d never gamed, had quite enough of games. Just as she, who’d never taken a chance, and so had never known all of physical love, knew she’d not have much chance of discovering that honorably now either.

Oh, she was well-enough-looking. She wasn’t so modest that she was blind. She knew that much, without excessive vanity, and without exaggeration. Her eyes were large and darkest brown beneath thin winged black brows, her mouth generous but shapely, her nose straight and small, her skin clear with a russet blush when she was flattered by being told of its beauty, for it was brushed with gold even when it wasn’t exposed to sun, and her long thick hair was ink on a cloudless night and shone with silver or fire, depending on whether it was sun or moonlight that touched its shining silken surfaces.

And her form, she thought, eyeing her outline in the shadowed pane, was long-waisted and slender enough for current fashion, which dictated wearing next to nothing, and yet she had curves at waist and hip, and full, high, pointed breasts that both pleased and sometimes even excited her with the possibilities she saw in men’s eyes when they gazed at them. When they had looked at them, she thought, so long ago, last winter, when she was allowed to be young. She’d been touched by a man only once, and then only for a brief moment—before she took fright and he took a deep breath and remembered he was her brother’s best friend—by Harry, when she really was so very young.

That year, by some monstrous good stroke of luck, Father had been in funds. He’d rented a manor house grand enough to house Queen Elizabeth in, perhaps as a nod to what he’d lost, and he’d invited his son to it for his leave, perhaps as another. It was to be a summer of reparations. Francesca had come home from school for the vacation too, and although she was rising eighteen then, it was only the third time she’d ever done so, and never to so fine a home, or to find such wonderful company within it.

Lieutenant the Honorable Bramwell Carlisle was tall, but fair and pale-eyed as her father, and he constantly teased his young sister about the ancient bold Gypsy in the family closet that peeked out at him from her eyes. Father laughingly protested it was actually that mythical Welsh highwayman that had stolen beneath some ancestral sheets, but when they were alone, it was Harry, her brother’s best friend, who had sighed at her and said it surely was a Spanish grandee or Italian prince that had lent his grace and charm to his dark and lovely love.

They played at love that summer, she and Lieutenant Harry Devlin. It was more play than love, she realized now, as he must have then, at eight years her senior and with the experience of foreign nations and their women to his benefit. Perhaps that was what gave him his patience, and the control to give her only his light kisses and gentle embraces and accept her hesitant compliance and close-lipped chaste kisses in return. For the one time he relaxed, that night toward the end of their summer idyll, he taught her to open her lips beneath his, and when she did and came closer into his arms, his hands stole up to hold her more intimately, and then she didn’t know who took more alarm first—the shy but excited young girl, or her rueful suitor, who remembered his stronger bond to her brother even as he felt the strong pull of desire for her.

Slender, brown-haired, and brown-eyed, with ready laughter and enormous charm to more than make up for the great good looks he swore he lacked, he enchanted her and she had, in her innocence, loved him. Then, that winter, when she continued to write to him, his prose became more ardent. Her feelings for him grew, and she began to believe that she could love him beyond innocence, and regretted that interrupted embrace in the garden, planning how to give him more when next they met.

But that would have to be in the next world now, she thought, deflated from present anger to indulge in past sorrow, for he’d perished with Bram, brothers-in-death as they’d been brothers-in-arms, at their unit’s glorious victory at Waterloo.

His monument was not only in her heart but also in her assumed name. She’d taken it when Father had said, and said rightly, she knew, that she’d never be hired on, not even by the social-climbing Deemses he’d met at the hotel where he’d awaited her, as a companion for their eighteen-year-old daughter if she were scarcely past twenty herself, and an unwed chit at that. So if it was a small lie to add a few years to her name, it was, she’d felt, a tribute to add his memory and become Harry’s wife as well, at least in death. For if in life he couldn’t offer her the protection of his name that he’d sworn he’d give her when his tour was over, she knew he’d never mind giving it to her now when she needed it so badly.

She might as well take on the guise of a married woman, she’d decided, for she doubted she’d ever become one now. Even if she were of a mind ever to love again, a dowerless daughter of a self-exiled gambler was not likely to be in great demand in any social set.

The false Mrs. Devlin suppressed her tears. She was very good at doing that. She’d never had her own room before, except for those few times when she’d visited her friends or Father in his several rented houses, and so had learned that sobbing is no balm for a sore heart when it disturbs a dormitory full of sleepy girls, since lack of sleep eventually hardens the most gentle hearts. Nor would it help her now, she decided. She sniveled instead, and blew her nose, and, defeated and subdued, not even bothering to put on a night-rail, climbed into bed and pulled the covers over her head.

But being alone and awake beneath the covers with a warm naked body, even if it was her own, didn’t help either, since it brought up thoughts she’d been forbidden to deal with, so she soon poked her long legs out from the coverlets and scurried to her wardrobe to get a nice thick long flannel robe to cover both her cold from the chill room and her warmth from herself. Then, perhaps seeking a way to divert her wakeful mind from its problems, she rehearsed what she’d say to Father when she got him alone the next day. She had to chastise him, but she didn’t want to alienate him forever, and so was glad in a way that he hadn’t been in his rooms tonight, even if it meant she’d had to deal with that monster of a man instead.

Thinking of the enormous Mr. Lyons refueled her anger. How could her father have brought such a man to the Deemses’ notice? Rich as he was, and clever as he doubtless was, the rotund Mr. Deems knew business and ironmongering, but nothing at all about the sort of creatures that inhabited gaming hells, the sort that had drained her father dry for years. It was not only the loss of her own position Francesca feared, for all that she wanted to earn the generous wages the Deemses had offered her so that she might find her way home to whatever home she could find. But she fretted for the Deemses and their plans for themselves as well.

They’d dragged Cecily clear from Manchester to London, and from thence to France, where they’d met up with Francesca and her father not a week before. And, they’d admitted, in straightforward Deems fashion, with never a blush or a stammer, it was all to seek out a husband to get their dear girl into society. There were three older sisters with more intelligence than comeliness who had already wed from home to local lights, and two brothers who helped with the business and had taken good practical wives from similar families.
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