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Prologue
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THE TWO COACHES FOLLOWED the rider out of London to a secluded glade where shots wouldn’t disturb anyone. The length of the ride was meant to give the duelists time to change their minds. That rarely happened.

William Blackburn was maintaining silence on that ride, though his friend Peter wouldn’t stop listing all the reasons why the duel was a mistake, mentioning more than once that the Rathbans were too powerful to suffer any sort of challenge, a duel wouldn’t be the end of it for them.

“Just strike Henry Rathban and claim satisfaction,” Peter counseled. “As long as no blood is spilled, you can both walk away without further consequences.”

“Perhaps you should be riding in the Rathban coach instead of mine.”

“I’m here to help you see reason, Will.”

“No, you’re here to assure all the rules are followed,” William countered. “Are you ready to hear why I’ve challenged Henry Rathban?”

“Don’t say it. I’m to remain impartial. If the insult was too great, I’d want to shoot him m’self, so it’s better I don’t know.”

“Yet you aren’t being impartial a’tall when you sound like their bloody arbiter.”

“I just want you to be able to walk away from this without further consequence.”

“Assuming I won’t be the one dead, the consequences are already upon me,” William said. “This duel just deals with my rage. Nothing will fix what brought it about. That I will have to live with.”

“I’m not asking why! Stop tempting me.”

“Then a little silence might be helpful, since we’ve arrived.”

William stepped out of his coach first. Peter followed with the small box that held the matched pair of dueling pistols. William would offer one to Henry Rathban if Henry hadn’t brought his own, or accept one of Henry’s if offered; he didn’t care which pistol he used. It wasn’t as if he had a favorite weapon or had ever dueled before.

Henry hadn’t brought an impartial second with him, he’d brought both of his brothers instead. Highly irregular, but again, William simply didn’t care. The rider who had led them here was apparently a physician who had come to this spot before.

Henry’s eldest brother, Albert Rathban, wanted a word with him, another irregularity, but William stepped aside to listen to the older man. “This shouldn’t have gone this far. You were asked to recant the challenge. You will shoot at the ground and be satisfied this matter is settled, or I promise you will regret it. Don’t cross me on this, Blackburn. I’m not willing to lose a brother over this sordid business.”

“Then you should have kept a better leash on your younger brother, or at least warned him not to cuckold other men,” William said before he turned away to assume his position for the duel.

It was there again in his mind, the image of his wife naked in their bed, and Henry Rathban just as naked, crawling into it with her. He never would have known of their affair if he hadn’t decided to surprise her by joining her in London. She went there occasionally without him, while he stayed in Cheshire with the children. She loved spending a few weeks socializing with her friends during a high Season. He preferred the country. Not once did he ever suspect she was carrying on illicitly while away from him.

Of course he’d recognized Henry that night. The man had been one of Kathleen’s other suitors the year William had won her hand. But apparently Henry hadn’t lost after all. He’d still gotten the spoils, just without the ring.

William had run to fetch his pistol that night, so blinded by rage he would have killed Henry on the spot. But by the time he loaded it and returned to the bedroom, Henry was gone and Kathleen was in tears. She swore she was innocent. She swore Henry had blackmailed her into compliance. Then why hadn’t she brought the matter to him so he could deal with it? He believed nothing except what his eyes had seen.

He’d felt so betrayed, so utterly furious, it was a wonder he didn’t point the pistol at her that night. He kicked her out of the house instead while he drafted the challenge to Henry Rathban. And there had indeed been two missives from Henry’s brothers that week demanding he desist from pursuing an innocent man. Calling that blackguard innocent had added fuel to the fire. He’d sent back a note explaining exactly why he couldn’t recant and had heard no more from the brothers after that.

Henry did look afraid when they faced each other on the grassy field, turned, walked the requisite paces, and turned again before they both fired their weapons. William didn’t aim at the dirt. Henry collapsed where he stood. The physician ran over to examine him and with a shake of his head pronounced Henry dead. William bent down to confirm it, hearing the physician’s gasp of shock that he would do that. Henry was indeed dead, it just didn’t ease William’s rage or his pain.

Peter tried to pull him back to their coach so they could leave quickly, the remaining Rathbans looking furious now. Albert suddenly pulled him in a different direction. William put up a staying hand toward his friend, who seemed ready to fight to free him. But Albert wasn’t dragging him to the Rathbans’ coach, just out of anyone else’s hearing.

The eldest Rathban was in such a rage now, William thought he might issue a challenge of his own. But Albert kept his voice low as he hissed, “You made up an excuse to kill my brother!”

“I caught your brother in bed with my wife!”

“Then maybe you should have dueled with your whore of a wife instead of our innocent brother. You don’t get to walk away from this smiling, Blackburn. You will leave England, permanently, never to return, or we will ruin your family with this sordid affair.”

“And ruin your own in the process?”

“Hardly. Henry was innocent in all this, and you knew he wasn’t a marksman of any distinction.”

“I knew nothing of the sort—!”

Albert cut in. “But you still forced this duel, thinking you could get away with murder, when all he did was succumb to your wife’s seduction. That wasn’t worth dying for, and you don’t get to kill him and not suffer for it. You were even warned, given every opportunity to recant your challenge, and yet you still killed him. So absolute exile from England, Blackburn, or your family will pay the price for what you did here today.”

William didn’t need to think about it. He nodded. What did it matter, after all? His heart was already broken, his marriage was over, so it made no difference to him where he nursed his wounds.

As he got into his coach, Peter asked, “What did he want?”

“To discuss those consequences you mentioned, and no, it’s too late to ask what that duel was about. It’s just as well you don’t know.”



Chapter One
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VANESSA BLACKBURN SAT ON the edge of the cliff overlooking the North Sea. It was a chill spring day in the Scottish Highlands, but she was bundled in her fur-lined winter coat as well as a thick tartan that she could use as a hood if the wind picked up. She wasn’t Scottish—well, she was a little. Her great-grandfather Angus MacCabe had been a Scotsman, but his youngest daughter had married an English earl, a Blackburn. Vanessa’s father, William, was their only surviving son.

There was an old campfire pit nearby, which she and her father lit in the winter on clear nights when they would sit out here to watch the most bizarre display of lights that filled the sky to the north. She was going to miss that amazing spectacle. She was also going to miss riding across the hills and dales, fishing, helping her father with the cattle and horses, all the things she could only do here. She would be leaving soon.

She didn’t want to go. The freedom she’d enjoyed here was addictive. She didn’t want to give it up, but she knew she would have to, at least for a little while when she visited her mother, Kathleen. She was already dreading the arguments and rows they would have when she reached Dawton Manor in Cheshire. She hadn’t forgotten for a minute how adamant and determined her mother was about serving up three absolutely perfect daughters to the ton. Her mother had already put her and her twin sisters through a grueling regimen of the do’s and don’ts of a lady’s proper decorum. Her father called it being turned into a puppet, and it had felt that way to her more often than not. He had taken a different approach to educating her when they arrived in Scotland, hiring all sorts of tutors for her and not one of them had mentioned etiquette to her.

She would never forget the traumatic day their lives had changed when she was thirteen. There had been yelling. Her parents had gone outside to do it so no one would hear them, but even from a distance it was obvious they were yelling. She’d watched from an upstairs window with her sisters, the twins in tears. None of them had ever seen their parents fight.

Later that day she was surprised to find her father in his room packing, gathering up everything in the room that was his.

“Where are you going?” she asked.

“Away.”

“For how long?”

“Forever.”

“Why?”

“Ask your mother.” His tone had been angry, but he’d glanced at her then, seen her tears and held out his arms. She ran into them, refusing to believe it might be the last time he would hug her, but he confirmed it when he added softly, “I’m sorry, darling girl, but I can never come back here.”

She ran out of the room to confront her mother, who was in tears, too, but they were angry ones. Still, Vanessa asked, “Why is Papa leaving?”

“Because he has to. There’s no choice, and that’s all you need to know.”

“He said to ask you!”

“Yes, of course he would. And I answered. Now go away. I’m too angry to deal with you girls today.”

Vanessa cried for the rest of the day until she decided to sneak away with her father. She even left her mother a note: You drove Papa away. I hate you, you’ll never see me again!

William was leaving that night in a coach with his belongings piled high on top of it. She left with nothing. She jumped up on the back of the vehicle and climbed carefully to the top, putting a finger to her lips when the driver saw her up there. She revealed herself to her father the next night, only when she got too hungry to hide any longer. Papa was going to take her back immediately. She promised she’d run away again. She swore she wouldn’t live at Dawton Manor without him, that she hated Mama for fighting with him and forcing him to leave. He tried to tell her it was nothing like that, that it wasn’t Kathleen’s fault, yet from his tone and his expression she knew it was a lie. He finally agreed she could stay with him until he got settled, but then he’d have someone take her back. He even arranged that night for a letter to be delivered to Kathleen informing her that Vanessa was safe with him. Her father’s plan hadn’t come to pass, though every six months he asked her if she was ready to return home. Her answer was always an emphatic no.

He couldn’t go back himself. For the longest time he wouldn’t tell her why, and she’d asked often, but his answer was always the same: that she wouldn’t understand because she was too young. The only thing he would tell her was that before he’d left home he and her mother had come up with a story to account for his departure from England—he’d gone to the West Indies to oversee some of their investments and was in no hurry to come home to dreary, damp England.

When she turned seventeen, she pointed out she wasn’t too young anymore. He sat her down to tell her the sordid tale, and that was when she started hating the Rathbans, the odious family who had threatened her father’s life and split up her family. An indiscretion led to a duel, which he’d won, with a nobleman named Henry Rathban. His opponent’s family had been enraged over the outcome and had promised to ruin him and his family in scandal if he wasn’t punished. They’d lost a member of their family that day; his family had to lose a member, too. Him.

“Exile from England was the Rathbans’ choice,” her father explained. “It was more lenient than ‘an eye for an eye.’ It could have been much worse. They accused me of deliberately committing murder. Albert Rathban, the eldest, is an earl, but the family is descended from dukes. They are powerful enough to have filed those murder charges against me or just killed me themselves and gotten away with it. You and your sisters would never make good matches if that scandal broke. And my marriage was over anyway, so I didn’t mind leaving to protect our good name.”

“It wasn’t your indiscretion, was it?”

It didn’t look as if her father would answer that. A few minutes passed while she waited, but then he said, “No.”

Well, that said it all, and she was so glad that she’d never chosen to go home. She had been missing her sisters—and occasionally even her mother—but not anymore. But she and her father had always agreed that once she was of age, she would return to England.

But she loved living with her father in the Highlands. He bred stock, both horses and red-haired cattle, just to keep busy here. It kept her busy, too, since he let her help. The two shire horses he’d taken north with them, he’d mixed with Scottish mares from Clydesdale. Most of the offspring didn’t end up as tall as the shires, but one white albino did. Vanessa claimed that one for herself and named him Snow King. At least Snow would be leaving with her. But maybe she didn’t have to leave. . . .

She ran her fingers through her copper locks, which she’d cut short for the journey because she refused to ride in a dress and didn’t want people staring at her in disapproval when they saw her in britches. She saw the shadow approaching. It had to be her father. The two servants who lived with them, a married couple, never came near the cliffs. She turned and saw him, his dark red hair, which had grown long in recent months, whipping in the breeze. There was a merry glint in his pale blue eyes, the same color as hers.

“It’s Thursday,” William said. “Do we fish today—one last time, Nessi?”

Yet another thing she was going to miss, hearing him call her by that nickname. He’d given it to her during their first month here when they’d traveled around the Highlands looking for horses and cattle to buy for breeding and two servants who would be willing to live so far from any towns. One of the towns they stopped in was near Loch Ness. There they heard the legend about a monster that lived in the lake, fondly referred to by the locals as Nessi. They even camped out on the water’s edge for one night to see if they could spot the water dragon so many people swore they’d seen.

They laughed about it in the morning because the beast hadn’t made an appearance for them, but William teased her with the nickname Nessi after that because she could be as fierce as a dragon at times.

As for fishing, she answered with a resounding, “Of course! If the boat survived the tides.”

She grinned as she jumped to her feet. Every week, except in the freezing months of winter, they would take that little boat into deep waters and bring home fish for dinner. They often joked that the little rowboat would get smashed against the cliffs, but it never did because her father staked it down so well. But they did always have to empty it of seawater before they took it out.

“Let’s go fishing now while the sun is still bright.” As she walked toward the path that led down to the rocky shore, she glanced at her father beside her. “I don’t have to leave this year just because I turned nineteen.”

He sighed. “I let you get away with that reasoning last year only because the twins will be having their official come-out this spring, and if that’s something you feel like doing, you’ll probably feel more comfortable doing it with them. D’you really want to hide up here any longer when so many adventures await you in the south? You were eager to spread your wings right up until last spring when it was time for you to go. If I didn’t know better, I’d think you are afraid.”

She stopped to hug him. “The only thing I’m afraid of is my heart breaking when I have to leave you here alone. It’s been six years, Papa. Maybe the Rathbans have forgotten about you and you can finally return to England.”

“They lost a brother. That’s not something people ever forget. Even after you girls are safely married, a scandal like that will still hurt you and your new families. I’m not willing to take that chance.”

“But it was a legitimate duel!”

“The Rathbans can make it appear otherwise. Besides, I agreed to this.”

She loathed that family, especially the eldest, Albert, the one who had set the terms of their revenge against her father. There had to be something she could do to get them to agree that her father had suffered enough after six years of exile. Of course, she couldn’t do that until she actually went to England.

“And besides,” he added with a grin. “If you do end up deciding that you want a husband and children, you don’t want to be labeled an old maid and be ignored by all the best catches.”

She laughed. “You know that won’t happen. How many times have you told me I’m beautiful? Or were you only teasing? Perhaps I am ugly and that’s why you don’t keep mirrors in the house.”

He snorted. “You think I didn’t see you admiring yourself in the mirror in that shop in Fraserburgh last month? You know exactly how pretty you turned out.”

“I was admiring the new britches I just bought.”

“Ha!”

She tsked. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, so your opinion is biased by love.” She held up a staying finger when it looked like he would argue. “It doesn’t matter, and besides, I’m not interested in marrying now or when I become an old maid.”

“Probably not ever. You’re too independent.”

She could tell he was teasing, but she was serious when she said, “The only way I would wed a man is if there were a signed contract that stipulates my intended can’t tell me what to do, or touch my money. It would be a rare man who would agree to that.”

“True, darling daughter, but you would be surprised what a man will do for love.”

He smiled wistfully, making Vanessa wonder if he was thinking of her mother. He’d loved Kathleen, Countess of Dawton, enough to defer to her wishes and live in her home instead of moving her into his. He hadn’t made the concession because her father’s title, Marquis of Dawton, was more lofty than his. He was the Earl of Ketterham, after all, and richer than his wife.

“And you’re an exceptional young woman, well educated and a natural at handling horses and pistols,” he added proudly. “You also know I was only teasing with that ‘probably not ever.’ When you fall in love—and I wouldn’t want you to marry without it—I don’t doubt the man will agree to anything just to have you by his side. But I’ve prepared you for more than the circumscribed life of a lady. I wish I could have done the same for your sisters, but your mother refused to budge when it came to the social rules she herself was raised by. Now that you’ve come of age, you have a substantial income, enough money to start that horse-breeding stable you’ve always dreamed of, though that will be much easier after you marry. So reunite with your mother and sisters and go with them to London to break a few hearts first.”

She laughed. Her father made it seem as if all her dreams could come true. While she still had her doubts, she couldn’t deny it might be fun to be twirled around a ballroom by a few dashing lords. And once she reentered fashionable society she would undoubtedly cross paths with the Rathbans. She had to figure out a way to make them end the vendetta against her father so he could go home, too.

When they reached the shore, they stopped short, staring at the pieces of the rowboat scattered about. Vanessa started to laugh. William soon joined her.

“It was old, it was bound to happen eventually,” he said.

“I’m glad it succumbed. I would have worried about you taking it out by yourself. Promise you won’t replace it, at least not until I come to visit.”

“If you’ll promise you won’t cry when you leave.”

“I don’t cry,” she said, but added with a grin, “What do I look like, a girl?”



Chapter Two
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CARLTON HOUSE, THE PRINCE Regent’s London residence, was as large and opulent as a palace. Montgomery Townsend followed his usual path into the grand mansion, through the foyer and into the well-lit two-story entrance hall decorated with marble columns. Beyond that hall was an octagonal room flanked on one side by the grand staircase and on the other by a courtyard. Besides the magnificent French decor and furniture, Carlton House boasted a superb collection of artworks, most of which were displayed in George’s private rooms.

Continuing straight ahead, he entered the main anteroom, where many of the Regent’s cronies were clustered, waiting for George to make an appearance, if he deigned to. The door on the left, which led to the Regent’s private rooms, was closed.

Montgomery approached a man he recognized whose name he thought was Henry, but he wasn’t sure and couldn’t be bothered to make sure. He didn’t like this group of toadies and didn’t pretend to. The only reason they were here was to share in the Regent’s extravagances and dissipated lifestyle. But they could still supply useful information.

“What is the mood today?” he asked the fellow. “Money, women, or politics?”

“Prinny isn’t saying. He did ask for you, though. You do seem to be his favorite savior.”

The jealous tone was noted. Montgomery didn’t doubt every man in the anteroom wished to be in his position. Did they even consider that failure could lead to an immediate ousting? George could be that fickle. And where would they be without the Prince Regent’s favor? Back with their families or wives or running again from their debtors. The difference between him and them was he didn’t care if he was ousted from the Prince’s inner circle, though the bigger difference was that he wasn’t there with ulterior motives and needed no favor from the future king.

He liked living on the edge. He could blame his brief stint in the army he supposed. But lately the danger was getting out of hand, with thugs breaking into his rooms and chasing him down the streets brandishing axes. Lord Chanders didn’t have the nerve to challenge him to a duel, Lord Halstead was all too eager to, yet he hadn’t done anything to provoke either man, although he’d led them to think so. That was the point, after all. He wasn’t fed up yet with being the Regent’s personal scapegoat, but shifting Prinny’s scandals onto his own shoulders came with a steep price that tarnished his reputation.

Still, Montgomery viewed his clandestine royal service as another way of serving his country now that he was off the battlefield. It was exhilarating. And there wasn’t much difference between dealing with his own scandals or those handed to him by George. Dodging bullets on the front lines did something to a man, catching bullets and surviving could have turned him toward a more cautious way of life, but it didn’t. The second bullet that had struck him had sent him home to recover for six months, and his father made him promise not to return to the Peninsular War where he’d been stationed or anywhere else on the continent where British troops were advancing or defending. That was two years ago. But his father couldn’t get him to promise to stop courting scandal.

He’d enjoyed a new woman every week, losing interest before any one of them could be called his mistress. But he’d developed a reputation for being something of a rake, which was what had led George to him. George admired prowess of all sorts, including the less valiant kind. But at least Montgomery steered clear of married women. He wished George would do the same. It wasn’t as if the Prince didn’t have a number of longtime mistresses he could visit instead.

Montgomery moved to the Regent’s door, knocked once, and entered without waiting for a response. “George?”

It had been established that formalities weren’t his forte the very night they were introduced with Montgomery saying, “Pleasure to meet you, George. You can call me Monty.” Granted, he’d been a little foxed at the time or he might have thought better of insulting the Prince Regent with anything less than “Highness.”

But while a number of gasps were heard that night and someone would have gotten around to admonishing him as soon as the shock wore off, the Prince Regent had laughed and said, “I think we’ll be friends, Monty.”

And so they were, after a fashion. Montgomery didn’t join George’s entourage and follow him around like that group in the anteroom, but he did come when summoned. He’d come the first time because he was curious, but all George had wanted was a private game of chess with him and someone new to talk to about his love of art, his excitement that he was working with John Nash to redesign and grandly extend his Brighton Pavilion, where he took his holidays by the sea, and his worry that a scandal might be descending on his head over a foolish mistake he’d made in dallying with the wrong woman.

Montgomery had been amused. Scandals didn’t worry him, but obviously a royal couldn’t be so cavalier when the entire country kept their eyes on him, and those who advised him on all matters social and political would be outraged. He’d decided that night to fix the problem that was worrying the Regent if he could, and he did. But the first time he got George out of a pickle, as it were, without being asked to, had established a precedent. George started asking for discreet favors after that, and the man was getting himself into one pickle after another.

“In here!”

Montgomery followed the voice to the lavish drawing room. George was in the large, well-padded chair he favored, however he was too wide of girth for it and would probably have trouble getting out of it on his own. That might be why there were two footmen standing nearby whom George dismissed as Montgomery approached.

The Prince Regent was aging badly. Only in his early fifties, he had too many vices he didn’t try to curb. A bottle of laudanum stood on the table beside him, along with a decanter of brandy and a basket of pastries more than half-empty.

Even though it was the middle of the day, George wasn’t dressed to leave his rooms, merely wearing trousers and a white linen shirt. Even his feet were bare. While the Prince of Wales had ended his long friendship with Beau Brummell when he became Prince Regent after his father’s madness took a turn for the worse, he still favored the long trousers that Brummell had single-handedly made fashionable.

Bets had actually been made that George would return to the knee-length britches and stockings of the last decades because of that rift, but he didn’t. He’d confided to Montgomery that he’d been forced to cut all ties with his old Whig friends, including Brummell, when he became Regent four years ago. Just one of the trials and tribulations of being the Prince Regent.

“I received your summons, George,” Montgomery said as he took a seat on the sofa.

“That was three days ago, you’re late,” George complained, though mildly.

“Your servant might not have been able to find me in a timely manner. I’ve been hiding rather unsuccessfully from the last lord you cuckolded. Chanders sent thugs after me, the bloody sod. Not to mention, Lord Halstead continues to send me challenges to a duel, four of them to date.”

“So just duel with the chap already. You were in the army. You ought to be an excellent shot.”

“I am, which is why I won’t duel.” It was stated flatly but with absolute conviction.

“You prefer to be labeled a coward?”

“I prefer not to kill a man just because I’m accepting blame that’s not rightfully mine.”

Montgomery was well aware that statement could be considered an insult to the Prince, but George merely raised a brow at him before reaching for another pastry.

“Did you find somewhere else to hide?”

“I’m staying at my father’s town house for a few days until I can find another flat. Those thugs won’t try breaking into a house filled with servants. But unfortunately, one of my brothers is also in residence, in town this week on business. And he’s heard the rumors that I’m cavorting with married women. I believe he sent for my father, but I expect to be out of there before the earl arrives to berate me.”

“I knew your father in my youth. Liked him then, don’t want to be yelled at by him now. I hope you said nothing to your brother.”

“Of course not. I don’t mind the yelling.”

George laughed. But Montgomery wasn’t having a pleasant reunion with his brother, whom he hadn’t seen since the last time he’d gone home to visit his parents last year. And with the point being to save George from a scandal by turning it on himself, he didn’t want to tell even his favorite brother, Andrew, about it. His family wouldn’t condone what he’d gotten himself into, even for the sake of the next king of England. So he’d had to listen to Andrew’s long diatribe about what he ought not to be doing in London.

“You know, George, this sudden fancy you’ve taken to married women is turning into a bad habit, don’t you think? It’s not as if there aren’t hundreds of attractive unmarried women, even young ones, who would swoon in delight to share a royal’s bed. You do realize, don’t you, that a woman can’t keep a secret? She may say she will, but she rarely does. And a dalliance with the next king of England is too big a secret not to brag about to her friends. From there it goes everywhere, eventually to her husband. On the other hand, no one begrudges you a mistress or two when you are estranged from your wife, they just insist the lady not be encumbered with a husband.”

“I am well aware of social, royal, and political protocol. As I said before, it was a mistake, that first time. There have actually been only a few women I’ve been smitten with over the years who were already taken. I have resisted all these years pursuing them, but then I saw Lady Chanders recently and was quite overcome with temptation. I thought that would be my only faux pas, but I think you might have enabled me by cleaning up the aftermath of that delightful affair.”

Montgomery laughed. “So it’s my fault?”

“No, no, it was simply my taking advantage of your kind and brilliant resolution to the problem, for which I do apologize and promise there will be no more after this,” George said, and tossed a note to the sofa where Montgomery was sitting. “And now that you’ll be out of town for a while—”

Montgomery cut in. “I will?”

“Won’t you? At least until Lord Chanders stops sending thugs after you? It’s not as if you are socially active in this town and will miss anything of note. By the by, why is that? By choice?”

“Indeed by choice,” Montgomery replied. “The only women at these events are chaperones, debutantes, and wives. Not my cup of tea.”

“Yet you were at Lady Mitchell’s soiree when we met,” George reminded him.

“A rare happenstance. She’s my eldest brother, Weston’s, mother-in-law. It was coercion at its best. She wouldn’t leave my bloody flat until I agreed to make an appearance at her party.”

“Well, you are a prime specimen, dear boy. The only one of three brothers who hasn’t been leg-shackled—strapping and with a face to make the ladies swoon pleasantly—you are a hostess’s dream come true, I would imagine.”

Montgomery grinned. “I prefer to remain my father’s bane. He got the rest of his brood married off. He’s bound to give up on me eventually.”

Montgomery hadn’t yet picked up the note that had been tossed to him, but George was now staring at it pointedly. Recalling the Prince’s promise that there would be no more indiscretions with married women after this, he didn’t need to be brilliant at deduction to know what was coming.

“Lady Tyler will be at that address tonight with some of her friends,” George said, nodding at the note. “If you should happen to make it obvious that you’re the object of her interest, it will get back to her husband. Problem solved. He was overheard accusing her of infidelity, demanding to know the culprit’s name, and several of her servants saw me calling on her a few days ago. So the scandal will soon be upon me if not deflected elsewhere.”

“So once again you want me to take the proverbial bullet for you?”

George wouldn’t say yes—he never explicitly requested these favors. Instead, he stated facts. “Lord Tyler has the temperament of a lunatic, he doesn’t care that he’ll be tossed in prison if he comes here to kill the next king of England. You’ll be saving his life by turning his suspicions on you instead. And I’ll be saving your life by getting you out of town for a few months. I’d already arranged it when I heard about that ridiculous race through the streets with a band of ax wielders. I found you a secluded estate where even your family won’t find you—in case you are worried about your father’s imminent arrival. I had an immediate reply from the lady of the house that you will be welcome in her home for as long as you like. A stint in the country will do you good, don’t you think? At the very least, you can stop worrying about Chanders sending the dregs after you.”

Montgomery picked up the note with two addresses on it, one in town, one in the country. “Who will my hostess be in the country?”

“Countess of Dawton.”

“A widow I hope?”

“No, but she might be lonely, since her husband has been in the West Indies for so many years it’s being assumed he prefers the climate there. But she may be a little old for you.”

Montgomery was amused, since all of George’s ladies had been old enough to be his mother. But seeking confirmation, he asked, “And this will be the last time?”

“That I trespass where I ought not? Yes. But I do have a greater favor to ask of you, one of national importance that lines up well with your own departure from London. Considering secrecy will be involved and patience will be needed, well, let’s just say for your service to the future crown, I will be giving you a parcel of land that currently has twelve rented cottages on it and a small manor house available for your use. The documents will be delivered after the scandals have subsided and the favor is completed.”

“I never asked you for anything, George,” Montgomery reminded him.

“I know, that’s why I’m being generous. Don’t think for a moment, Monty, that I’m not immensely grateful for your handy solutions to my waywardness. But there may be more danger than dealing with irate husbands involved with my final request. The package that will be under your sole charge and protection has become quite a nuisance, at least to me. He seems to think because we are both from esteemed bloodlines that we should be best of chums. He won’t feel that way about you. In fact, I warrant he’ll be suitably afraid of you.”

“Why would he be?”

“Because I’ve quite embellished your credentials. Needed to make him feel he would be safe with you, after all. He will be, won’t he?”

The Prince sounded worried, which made Montgomery ask, “Who exactly is this package, and why do I get the feeling someone wants him dead?”

“Because there are factions that do, even my own detractors would like to see me embarrassed by his demise because I offered him my protection. But Carlton House is too open to visitors, all of the royal residences are. It was a mistake to try to keep him here.”

“A squadron of your royal guards couldn’t keep him safe?”

“Too obvious and just what his enemies are expecting. Better that he be hidden away for a while—like you.”

George was taking it for granted that he would agree to this request. Maybe he would. It was something new, possibly interesting, possibly dangerous. And while he hadn’t thought of leaving town to escape the repercussions of the scandals, this would save him from having to look for a new residence. It would also get him out of town before his father arrived.

“Who is this package I’m to protect?”

“It’s better that you not know. Be warned, he’s a liar, so believe nothing he says. I’m providing both of you with false identities, the names of the guests your host is expecting. Use them. Any and all precautions, dear boy, shall be your motto. And do practice patience. As I said, he can be an incessant nuisance.”

Montgomery raised an auburn brow. “If I didn’t know better, I might think you’re trying to talk me out of this, George, before I can agree.”

“Not a’tall. Forewarned is forearmed, a bit of advice from my advisers. But you wouldn’t really refuse, would you?”

George actually appeared to be taken aback. He wasn’t used to being told no—except by the government that controlled his purse strings. Montgomery was glad no one controlled his, otherwise his father would have cut him off long ago. Instead of giving him an annual allowance when he’d left home, each of his parents had given him a small property that supported him, nothing grand, but more than enough for his simple needs: nice clothes, nice pistols, a good horse, and enough money to rent decent lodgings. An extravagant house would be forthcoming on his wedding day, but what did he need with extravagance—or a wife? Wives nagged, wives curtailed, wives heaped guilt on you if you strayed. And since he was in the habit of straying . . .

Without waiting for an answer, obviously not wanting to hear one that wouldn’t please him, George said, “I will send him to you early tomorrow morning in a nondescript coach for your journey. And Lady Tyler tonight . . .? ”

Montgomery stood, pocketed the note, picked up a pastry, and nodded. Before he walked out the door, he tossed back, “Absolutely no more contretemps?”

“I wouldn’t dare,” George called after him. “My dear Maria has forgiven me. I had a note from her yesterday.”

Maria Fitzherbert? George’s longtime mistress with whom he’d caused quite a scandal when he’d illegally married her all those years ago? Thank God for small favors.



Chapter Three
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“I FOUND OUT TODAY THESE women are old. What the deuce, Monty? How can anyone believe you’re pursuing them, let alone gossip about it?”

Montgomery turned to glance at Andrew filling the doorway to his room. The vexed expression on his brother’s face amused him. He supposed he’d be just as perplexed over the age difference and really wished he could explain the situation to his favorite brother, but that would defeat the purpose of the whole charade.

They both took after their parents, but not the same one. Montgomery was as tall as their father at a little over six feet, and had the same auburn hair. But he had their mother’s emerald eyes. Andrew got his shorter stature and brown hair from her side of the family but had the same lighter green eyes, the color of fresh limes, as their father.

Andrew was the brother he’d been closest to growing up in Suffolk. Weston, their eldest brother, had had different tutors and responsibilities befitting the heir. Six years their senior, he couldn’t be bothered by the brats, as he called them, and their more rambunctious predilections. Weston had even called their sisters, Evelyn and Claire, brats, because they were the only ones who got away with teasing and otherwise annoying him at every opportunity.

All of Monty’s older siblings were married but not very happily. Weston’s wife was a nag; Evelyn wasn’t speaking to her husband; Claire had returned home to live with their parents because she wanted a divorce but couldn’t get one. Only Andrew had no complaints about his spouse, but then he often traveled—without her. A good strategy if it was a strategy, Montgomery thought, because didn’t absence make the heart grow fonder? There was enough evidence in his own family to convince him that marriage wasn’t for him. Even his parents had argued a little too often for his liking during his last years at home.

He finished tying his cravat before answering evasively. “The ton is bored; they’ll gossip about anything, even a polite kiss on the hand.”

“So you didn’t bed them? Why the deuce didn’t you say so sooner?”

He grinned at Andrew, his senior by only eleven months. “And ruin your diatribe?”

“We’ll put a stop to this outrageous gossip immediately. You know how serious scandals can be. People die from them in crimes of passion, suicides, or duels, and entire families can be ostracized, which is utterly ruining. So I’ll help to defuse this while I’m here.”

“You’ll do nothing of the sort, dear brother. I rather like the notoriety, and if it warns off the debutantes, all the better. I assure you, no one is dying over any silly rumors circulating about me.”

“When do you even run into debutantes?”

“Our family has too many mothers-in-law who live in London.”

“Ah, point taken.”

“I usually ignore their invitations, but sometimes I can’t. But now I should receive fewer of them.”

“You still don’t want to marry? Ever?”

“When I don’t need to? Our parents have six grandchildren already, and there are bound to be many more, which is more’n enough to assure the family line will continue long into the future. There are benefits to being the youngest of five, Andy. Why the deuce wouldn’t I take advantage of that?”

“Maybe because Father still wants you to marry?”

“Father doesn’t need to always get what he wants. Besides, dragging all his offspring to the altar has just become a bloody habit for him. Why don’t you point that out to him the next time you see him?”

“He’ll probably be here tomorrow, you can brave that conversation yourself.”

“Then it’s a good thing I’ll be leaving in the morning to find new lodgings.”

“Whatever for? I don’t understand why you aren’t living here permanently. This house is huge and usually unoccupied except for the servants.”

“I’m used to smaller accommodations and no servants underfoot.”

“If you tell me you can’t afford—”

“Not a’tall, I just prefer to do for m’self, a habit from my days in the army. I can even cook, you know.”

“Gads, Mother would be appalled, so we’ll keep that tidbit to ourselves. But Father will be angry if you aren’t here when he arrives.”

Montgomery chuckled. “And whose fault will that be, traitor? You shouldn’t have sent for him, so it’s only fair you deal with him. Now I’m off for an evening of revelry. I’d invite you to join me, but your wife would probably object. Don’t wait up, Brother. I expect to be late.”

“You will send us your new address when you get one?” Andrew said as he followed him downstairs.

“Not bloody likely. But I’ll keep in touch.”

He didn’t like leaving his brother frustrated, but since he was leaving London specifically to not be found, he could provide no further explanation. Perhaps someday, when George was king and his brief courtship with scandal was long forgotten, he could at least share his misadventures with Andrew—or not. It wasn’t as if scandals, true or mere rumor, stayed very long in the gossip mill when so many new ones arrived to supplant them.

Before he reached the front door, it opened and their sister Claire swept in. The younger and more petite of his two sisters, Claire took after him with her auburn hair and dark green eyes.

“Monty!” she exclaimed as soon as she noticed him, and opened her arms for a hug. “Is this where you hide? Father will be so pleased to know.”

“Sorry to disappoint, but it’s just a brief visit.”

“And where’s my hug?” Andrew asked Claire.

“I saw you just last week, but I haven’t seen the scamp for months.”

“What are you doing here?” Andrew queried.

“Escaping Father’s nagging about my marital state,” she replied as she removed her fancy bonnet.

“I thought you were separated—”

“Yes,” she cut in. “That state.”

But Andrew continued. “—from the cheater, as you’re now fond of calling your husband.”

“There’s no fond left where he’s concerned.”

“He swears he’s innocent, Claire.”

She humphed. “He swears to lots of things that aren’t true. He’s very good at that—or thinks he is.”

“Well, you’ve come to the wrong place to escape,” Montgomery warned. “Andy sent for Father and expects him in the morning to chew on my ear.”

She grinned. “Better you than me, darling brother!”

He grinned back. “Ah, but I won’t be here to receive the tirade, so you’re welcome to it.”

“How unchivalrous of you—chew on you, why?”

“No time to explain,” he replied, kissing her brow before heading to the door. “Andy can tell you if he must, but it’s all lies and will have a quick demise if left alone, so leave it alone.”

He quickly got into his waiting carriage but still heard his sister yell through the open door, “Gossip! No, no, there can be no gossip!”

Montgomery rolled his eyes but wasn’t going to worry about his siblings undoing his sacrifice. There had been eyewitnesses, as he’d intended, so the gossip about him wasn’t going to be easily dismissed until something new took its place, especially since he would be adding to it tonight. . . .

The address he had been given actually led to a wedding reception. He had no trouble getting in the door, which made him laugh to himself. George had no doubt paved his way. There were musicians and a space cleared for dancing. The bride and groom had apparently already had their twirl on the floor. Should he dance with his target or just get her alone for a few private words? He had to find her first, and that required asking someone to point her out to him. That problem got solved when Anne Beddows suddenly put her arm through his.

“It’s been too long, darling, I’ve missed you.”

He was surprised. He hadn’t seen the young widow since last year, when they’d ended their brief affair amicably. Of all his dalliances, he’d liked Lady Anne best. No strings, no false protestation of love, just laughter and sex. He would have extended the relationship, had enjoyed her that much, but it was better to stay the course, so he broke it off before she started thinking of something more permanent.

“And you are as beautiful as ever, Anne. I trust you still follow your whims?”

“If you mean have I replaced you, of course I have. And you?”

“I pine for you when I allow myself to.”

She blushed slightly but then tapped her fan against his arm to scold, “Ever the charmer, dear boy. But what brings you here?”

“I’m looking for Lady Tyler,” he replied. “D’you know her?”

“Another wager?”

“Wager?”

“Surely that’s what’s behind the recent gossip about you?” she asked.

Trust Anne, knowing him so well, to come up with that excuse, but he replied, “A gentleman never tells.”

She smiled. “I’d forgotten how gallant you are.”

He grinned. “No, you didn’t.”

“No, I didn’t,” she agreed, and pointed to his target.

He guessed Anne would be avidly watching, and he hoped so, since one of Anne’s whims was to gossip. He was disappointed to see that his target was yet another lady closer to George’s age than his, but then the Prince did admit these women were old infatuations of his, decades old apparently. He sighed. One more ridiculous endeavor, but for once he was going to try to avoid provoking an insane husband to chop off his head.

Putting on his best smile, he approached Lady Tyler’s table. She was sitting with four friends, all finely garbed. They hadn’t been served food yet, but a servant stood by to refill their glasses. They looked bored with the party and likely wouldn’t get a chance to dance, since they were there without their husbands. They might see him as a boon.

He greeted all of them, gave his name, but his eyes were on Lady Tyler as he asked her to dance. She declined, but her friends, a couple of them giggling, urged her to stand up with him. He smiled charmingly and asked again. Grudgingly, she agreed. Half the battle was won, and there were four avid witnesses to the show.

He wasted no time getting to the point, whispering, “I’m here to do you a service, madam, to deflect any brewing scandal onto myself rather than you and our overzealous friend. You must interrupt this dance with a slap to my face and tell your friends I have been pursuing you all week and you have finally made your rebuff more forceful.”

“I’m old enough to be your mother. No one is going to believe you are seriously pursuing me.”

“Nonsense. You’re still a handsome woman, and I’m a rake, which I’m sure someone of your acquaintance can verify. But truly, only your husband needs to believe it. If he has doubts, tell him I made an effort to seduce you on a bet with my friends. Tell him whatever you like, but assure him I was unsuccessful. I would prefer not to be chased after by yet another husband. I am here merely to enable you to claim innocence. I tried to seduce you, you rebuffed my advances, your virtue and faithfulness remain unharmed. A very simple tactic, one I wish I’d thought of sooner.”

“George was seen at my door,” she whispered.

“Well, other than firing all your servants, can you claim he came by to personally apologize for my horrid behavior? He’s a friend of my father’s, after all.”

“There is still a problem with your strategy, Lord Townsend. I am enceinte.”

Said with an utter blush and adding an infuriating wrinkle to the situation that he hadn’t counted on. In defense of his indulgent friend, he said coldly, “Not by George you aren’t. I know for a fact he visited you too recently for you to know one way or the other.”

Lady Tyler’s blush deepened. “It’s not his.”

“But not your husband’s, either?” he guessed.

“No, he’s been away several months and only just returned to London.”

“Then I would suggest you seduce your husband immediately.”

“Yes, I have decided on that course, but he’s not exactly enamored of me anymore. However, you might be a boon after all. He is a jealous man. If he thinks someone as handsome as you has pursued me, indeed, that might work very well to get him back in my bed, however briefly, and have it be his idea, rather than mine.”

“All good luck with that, my lady. Now, the very loud slap? And do huff off afterward. I will look suitably chagrined.”



Chapter Four
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MONTGOMERY WASN’T EXACTLY EXPECTING dawn to be George’s definition of early morning, yet the sky was just turning gray when he was woken by a male servant and told his coach had arrived. He’d prepared ahead, though, in case he overslept, having packed his trunk before he left the house last night. Now he made quick work of dressing. The long strip of linen for his cravat he merely draped over his shoulders for now, and he didn’t take the time to club his hair back because he always had extra ties for that in his coat pockets.

The driver outside was standing by to secure his trunk to the top of the coach, but there were already so many trunks up there, he wondered if his would fit. “More’n one package?” he asked the young man.

“What package, m’lord?”

With a frown, Montgomery opened the door to see for himself how many people warranted that much baggage. One lantern was lit inside, not very bright, but bright enough for him to see just one body was present, huddled in the corner under a furry cloak, apparently still asleep. He thought about slamming the door shut to awaken it, whatever it was, but decided against it. He’d prefer a bit more sleep himself before the sun rose.

He tried, using one of the lap robes on the opposite seat as a cushion so he could lean his head against the side of the coach. One blaring question in his mind kept his eyes open. What sort of “he” could be termed a nuisance? Someone too young, too old, deranged like King George? Was he to be a bodyguard or a bloody nursemaid?

The driver failed to avoid a nasty pothole, which was not surprising when the sun hadn’t quite cleared the horizon yet. But the bounce nearly unseated the package.

Golden hair appeared first, a lot of it, then the untied cloak slipped back and the child sat up straight. Fine clothes, exceedingly fine, jewels dotting the starched high collar. Very slim fingers adorned with an excessive number of rings. A large medallion hanging from a very thick gold chain around his neck. The package was a walking bank of wealth. Smooth ivory cheeks, dark blue eyes, dimples that appeared now with a smile of greeting.

“That’s a pretty face,” Montgomery said suspiciously. “If you’re female I’m taking you right back to London.”

“Do you need to see my manly credentials?”

That was so unexpected Montgomery burst out laughing. “When we’re relieving ourselves on the same rock will be soon enough. George didn’t warn me the package would be this young. Is there a good reason he didn’t want me to know who or what you are?”

“Why would you add a ‘what’?”

“More precisely, are you one of his bastards?” Montgomery demanded.

The boy leapt to his feet in outrage but was a tad too tall to pull it off with aplomb, banging his head on the coach roof. The driver started to slow down, apparently thinking he was being directed to stop the vehicle. Montgomery growled before yelling out the window, “Keep going!” then snatched the boy’s arm, pulling him back onto the padded seat.

“You’re lucky you didn’t concuss yourself,” he said. “If you’re going to get angry, stay in your seat to do it. If you’re going to get angry at me, be warned I might shake you out of your temper tantrum. So you’re not a bastard? I suppose I shall apologize for that errant thought. But you’re a child. George bloody well should have warned me.”

“I’m seventeen, no longer considered a child,” the boy replied with markedly arrogant disdain.

“Is that so? Well, I’m Montgomery Townsend. You can call me Lord Townsend. And you—?”

“Can call me Highness,” the boy said stiffly.

“Not bloody likely. So this is what George meant about your predilection for lies. But if I’m protecting an urchin who happens to be wearing fancy clothes, maybe I won’t be very diligent about it. Out with it, who are you really?”

“Charles Maximilian Pachaly, the seventh Pachaly to inherit the throne of Feldland.”

“Never heard of it.”

“We’re a small kingdom near Austria.”

“Still never heard of it, but I was warned that you lie, so let’s agree at least not to tell such grandiose whoppers. I’ll call you Charley.”

The boy gasped. “I could have you beheaded for such insolence! My father certainly would have.”

Montgomery wasn’t impressed. “Want to take after him, do you? I suppose he’s a king, too?”

A curt, albeit sad nod. “He was killed in the rebellion. I was secreted out of the country to take refuge here. My father was an old friend of your Regent’s father, though the king is too ill to remember.”

“Just so you know, I’m not believing any of this and an in-depth explanation is bound to trip you up, so let’s hear it. I’ll give you a few minutes to convince me.”
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