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The Duel

By Barbara Metzger


To peacekeepers and peacemakers


Chapter One

Honor is everything to a man.

—Anonymous, On the Nature of Marriage

Pride is everything to a man. He is just too proud to admit that, so he calls it something finer.

—Anonymous’s wife

Gray. Everything was gray: the dawn, the day, the fog. The trees that appeared like ghostly soldiers in the mist were gray. So were the reasons for this blasted duel.

He was right. He was wrong. And neither made ha’penny’s worth of difference this dreary morning. It was too damned late.

Hell, Ian thought as he walked the paces, his Manton pistol heavy in his hand, his footsteps on the damp grass sounding loud in the hushed clearing, nothing was black and white anymore. He had to defend his honor, didn’t he? Yet Lord Paige had to avenge the insult to his marriage, didn’t he? So which man had the right on his side?

Ian was wrong to have bedded the baron’s wife, he readily admitted. But Paige was wrong to make an issue of it, choosing White’s Club to issue his challenge, where Ian could not refuse and still consider himself a gentleman. Lud knew Ian had not been the woman’s first lover, and the roomful of lords gathered at the card tables had known he would not be her last. Hell, half of them were hoping to take Ian’s place in the lady’s affections, he guessed, if they had not already enjoyed the lush beauty’s favors. They were welcome to Lady Paige’s perfumed embrace, Ian, Earl of Marden, decided, at least a week too late. She was the one who had broken her marriage vows, and she was the one who had sworn Paige was a complacent husband, content with his mistresses. Damnation, she should be the one out at Hampstead Heath at this ungodly hour, ruining her footwear in the wet grass.

Instead, Mona was likely curled in her warm bed, with a warm someone beside her. The devil take them both, and her loutish lord, too. Ian knew that, sooner or later, he himself was destined for hell, no matter the outcome of this morning’s work. He prayed for later, of course.

Actually, Ian did not bother praying. Cursing, yes, praying, no, for this was not liable to be his day of reckoning. While an illegal duel might be brushed aside, a dead earl could not be as easily ignored. Paige knew it, so he was not likely to be aiming at anything vital. Even if he were, Paige was a notoriously bad shot. Besides, he was merely making a statement. His lusty young wife had cuckolded the fat old fool one time too many, and Paige had to protest before he became a laughingstock for all of London. Ian wished the beef-witted baron had not chosen to make his point by pointing his finger in Ian’s direction, along with accusations of everything from seduction to wife-stealing.

It was too late now to wish he had simply bloodied the baron’s nose. Hell, it was too late to wish he had never set eyes—or hands—on the buxom baroness. Never again, Ian vowed as he took another step. No more Lady Paige. No more married ladies, period. They were not worth the few moments of pleasure.

What if, Ian wondered as he felt the damp morning cold penetrate his shirt, Paige were a better shot? Mona Paige was hardly worth dying over. No woman was, except Ian’s sister and his mother, of course, but that was different. A man had to defend his family—not that either of the earl’s womenfolk would act the wanton, thank goodness.

The thought of his mother and sister chilled Ian worse than the fog. If he were to die today, they would be left at the untender mercies of his cousin Nigel and his shrewish wife, for Ian had not yet performed his duties of ensuring the succession. Damnation, there was another black mark in his book. A peer of the realm had one overriding obligation to his lands and titles: providing an heir and perpetuity. Ian’s lands were all in good condition, the family coffers were full, but his nursery was empty. Here he was, thirty years of age, mucking about with other men’s wives, without one of his own to bear the next Earl of Marden. His late father must be spinning in his grave that Ian might soon join him in the family plot before begetting a boy child. Lud, the old man had been a tyrant in life. The devil only knew how mean he would be in the afterlife. Ian did not fancy finding out. He could only hope that Paige’s aim was not bad enough to kill him by accident. As for himself, he meant to fire in the air. He had trespassed on Paige’s preserves, after all. In addition, while he had no respect for a man who could not control his wife, Ian had no wish to have to flee the country for killing an old goat whose worst offense seemed to be an aversion to soap and water.

Ian’s friend Carswell was counting out the paces. Never had so few steps taken such an eternity. Ian felt as if he were walking under water, as if he were watching himself watching the fog roil across the clearing, as if time were standing still, waiting for two grown men to make imbeciles of each other.

Damn, he was too old for this claptrap. If he was too old, Paige was far past the age of hotspur and pistol, steel and sword. He should have known better. He should have known better than to take a wife twenty years his junior.

It all came back to the woman. It always did. A muddle-headed man committed any number of idiocies, all to have a woman warm his bed and no one else’s. Warm? Bah. Ian wondered if he would ever feel warm again, or if his very bones would turn to blocks of ice, like Old Man Winter, with icicles dripping from his nose. The November morning was not all that cold, he told himself. The grave was.

Whose idea was it to remove one’s coat during an affair of honor, anyway? Someone who thought jacket buttons made better targets than plain white shirts? Or someone who was such a slave to fashion that he had himself sewn into his coat, and could not lift his arm high enough to shoot? Ian would be deuced if he ever let his tailor fit him so tightly that he could not protect himself, and to hell with fashion. But Paige had shrugged out of his, with his second’s assistance, like a fat snake shedding its skin, so Ian had done the same. Their white shirts—Paige’s was slightly yellowed, and slightly spotted with yesterday’s meals—billowed in the breeze.

Thinking of Paige’s dinner made Ian’s stomach growl. Most likely the same clunch who decreed gentlemen should remove their coats also decided they should meet at dawn, before breaking their fast. That lackwit must have possessed something smaller than Ian’s six-foot one-inch, muscular frame, which needed hearty and frequent sustenance to maintain. The early hour might have been chosen for secrecy’s sake, which was more of a fallacy than going to face one’s enemy weak with hunger. Why, half of London knew Marden and Lord Paige were to meet this morning. They had changed the location of the duel at the last minute to avoid a public spectacle and to avoid running afoul of Bow Street. Otherwise the empty field would look like Epsom on race day, with odds-makers and ale-sellers amid the throngs of spectators.

Now the only witnesses to this madness would be Ian’s second, Carswell, Paige’s second, Philpott, and the surgeon, who was reading a journal. Perhaps they could all go to breakfast together when this was over. Ian would offer to pay.

Carswell was still counting. One would think Carswell was measuring his favorite blend of snuff, such precision Ian’s fastidious friend was showing. Next time Ian would choose someone who counted faster.

No, there would not be a next time. Ian was not going to duel again, no matter the provocation. His right fist would have to be enough to settle any disagreements that calm, rational thought could not. He added affairs of honor to the list of activities he was swearing to forsake in the future. No more challenges given or accepted. No more dallying with married ladies. No more waiting for one more birthday, then one after that, before taking a wife. No more delaying his own dynasty.

He was going to be a changed man after this morning—a better man, by George. He’d begin right after breakfast.

Carswell was done counting the paces at last. Now Philpott took command. “Gentlemen,” he began, “at the count of three, you will turn and fire. One. Two.”

Boom.

Ian felt the pistol ball fly past his ear. Paige was as sorry a shot as he recalled. The baron was also a sorry excuse for a gentleman. Like a craven, like a cur, he’d shot early, aiming at Ian’s broad back. Philpott was gasping. Carswell was so angry he looked as if he would have shot Paige himself, if he’d had a spare pistol in his hand. The surgeon was shaking his head in disgust.

Ian turned and raised his arm. No one could blame him for shooting now. He was defending himself, after all. He took careful aim at Paige, right at the man’s heart. And Ian Maddox, Mad Dog Marden, never missed his target.

Paige knew it, too. He realized his days in London were finished either way. He would never be allowed into his clubs or invited to his friends’ homes, for a back-shooting coward had no friends. He’d had one chance to avenge his honor and he’d botched it. Now he could only stand, waiting for the Earl of Marden’s uncertain mercy. He was as good as dead to the life he knew, if he were not dead altogether.

Ian made him wait. And wait, while the earl’s arm never wavered from pointing at the muckworm’s heart, as small and shriveled as that organ might be. All color left Paige’s flabby cheeks, and his jowls trembled. A tear started to trickle down his face; then a stain spread at the front of his trousers.

Philpott spit on the ground. “Demme if he ain’t wet himself. I’m leaving. The dastard can walk back to town for all I care.”

But he stayed on, to see what Ian would do.

The earl looked into Paige’s eyes, willing the man to acknowledge that his life was in Ian’s hands, that he lived by Ian’s philanthropy only, that he was not worth wasting a pistol ball on. Ian slowly raised his weapon up over Paige’s head, then pointed to the left, toward the trees, and squeezed the trigger.

Whereas before everything moved as if embedded in amber, now time sped by, as if making up for the wasted minutes.

Boom, went Ian’s pistol. Then boom again, as if the ball had ricocheted off one of the trees. Then almost at once, a cry. A shout. A thud. The squeal of a frightened horse, the gallop of hooves. Another shout and more hoofbeats. Then silence.

Ian was racing toward the trees. Philpott was standing, confused, and Paige was running toward his friend’s carriage, fleeing. The surgeon picked up his bag and followed Carswell on Ian’s heels.

As he ran, Ian could just make out two horses tearing off through the fog. One was riderless; the other had a brown-coated groom leaning over, trying to grasp the runaway’s reins.

He put the horses out of his mind, intent on peering through the mist to the trees, to their bases, to what the knot in his stomach and the lump in his throat warned him he might find.

“There,” he shouted to Carswell, pointing toward a darker form beside a thick oak’s trunk. He reached the place first, and turned the inert body over.

Blood. There was blood everywhere, from the fellow’s upper chest, from his head that had been lying next to a large, blood-stained rock. Ian could not tell if he breathed. He snatched off his cravat and pressed it to the head wound. Then Carswell was there, white-faced, holding out his monogrammed handkerchief. Ian wiped the sweat from his own suddenly overheated forehead.

Then the surgeon huffed up. “Let me see what this tomfoolery has wrought, then. Stand aside, my lords.”

He pressed his head to the man’s chest. “He lives. Not for long, on this damp ground, losing so much blood. Who knows which wound is worse, the one from the bullet or the one from the boulder. He needs treatment, on the instant. St. Jerome’s Hospital is not too far away.”

“We’ll take him in my carriage,” Ian stated. “To my home. He will get better care there.”

Before anyone could argue, Ian picked up the limp body as gently as he could. Carswell stood ready to assist, but there was no need. The man weighed less than a sack of grain. The surgeon entered the carriage first, and Ian handed his burden in, then leaped in after, telling his driver to spring the horses. Carswell shouted that he would see about Philpott and the missing groom, and Paige, too. “Target practice, we’ll say, Ian,” he called after the rocking coach. “A shot gone amiss at target practice!”

Otherwise, one part of Ian’s mind acknowledged, he had shot an innocent man in cold blood. If the man died, he was a murderer. No matter that it was an accident. Duels were illegal, so shooting bystanders had to be a worse crime. He doubted they would hang an earl, but he would have to leave the country for a while, anyway. Perhaps for good. Or the man’s kin might want satisfaction. Heaven knew they were entitled to it. Not that his own blood—Lord, there was so much blood—could bring this man back to them. Ian’s mind was racing, while his hand was pressed to the wound on the fellow’s thin chest as the surgeon directed. With his other hand, he dabbed at the blood on the man’s forehead and cheeks, praying for him to open his eyes, to live. The chap did not respond, but what Ian uncovered under the gore made his own blood grow cold: no whiskers, no beard, no wrinkled cheeks. He had shot a boy.

God, he had shot a boy. Ian almost gagged on the truth under his very hands and eyes. The lad could not be more than fifteen or sixteen, with wavy blond hair and a fine, straight nose. His coat was of good material, and his boots had a decent shine to them. Those facts, plus the groom who had been accompanying him, pointed to the boy being a gentleman’s son, or the progeny of a wealthy cit. Not that it mattered, not that a well-born youth deserved to live more than a tinker’s brat. No, it did not matter at all, except that Ian might have to tell someone he knew what had happened, instead of a stranger.

He had shot a boy. Someone’s beloved son. Some mother’s pride and joy. Some father’s hope for the future.

He was almost tempted to reach for the pistol he kept under the carriage seat and shoot himself. But the surgeon was telling him to press on the wound with both hands now, to stop the bleeding. Killing himself would not bring the boy back, anyway. His prayers—to say nothing of the resources he commanded as a wealthy, powerful earl—might keep the youth alive, though. Ian swore he would do anything, move whatever mountains he had to, to get his victim the finest care, the most skilled physicians—anything it took to make him live, to make him forgive Ian.

He would never, ever forgive himself. He’d shot a boy.

“No smelling salts,” the surgeon muttered.

“I do not need them,” Ian replied. The sight of all the blood was making him sick at heart, not faint.

“For the boy, my lord. I will not try to rouse him until we have him settled. No need for him to suffer worse than he needs, in the transport.”

“Of course,” Ian said, even more ashamed.

The boy did not stir until the coach stopped outside Maddox House in Grosvenor Square. Jed Coachman jumped down as soon as a servant appeared to hold the winded horses, shouting to the groom that there had been an accident during a shooting match.

Loyal Jed, Ian thought, even as he held the lad steady. Jed reached in to take the boy, but Ian shook his head. He would carry his poor victim himself. It was the least he could do—and the most, at this time. The youngster opened his eyes—a clear turquoise blue, Ian noted—and tried to sit up.

The earl almost wept in relief that the lad had regained consciousness after the blow to his head. The surgeon had warned he might not, ever. “Can you walk, young sir?” Ian asked through dry lips.

The boy’s brows knit in despair and a tear found a course through the bloodstains on his cheek. “No, my lord. I am sorry.”

“Do not be foolish. I am the one who is sorry. More sorry than I can ever tell. Do not worry though, I will not let you fall. I swear.”

“He’s gone off again, my lord,” the surgeon told Ian.

“Damn, and we did not find out his name or his address.”

“But we did find that he recognized you, at least as a gentleman, and is in his right senses. An excellent sign, my lord. Excellent.”

The whole household was tearing around, it seemed, fetching towels and sheets and hot water and hot tea and Ian’s own family physician. Every servant who could find some reason to watch the earl’s careful progress up the arched marble stairs did so, and if any of them noticed that their master’s cheeks were wet, too, they ascribed that to the dampness of the day and the fog.

Ian’s capable valet was waiting outside a guest chamber, the sheets already turned down, a fire hastily lit in the hearth by the time the sad cavalcade reached the upper story. As soon as the earl had set down his light burden, Hopkins handed him a glass of brandy before hurrying to assist the surgeon.

Ian set the glass down. “He is unconscious again, I am afraid, so this will not do any good.”

“For you, my lord,” Hopkins replied as he carefully, efficiently removed the boy’s boots and produced a scissors to cut away the youngster’s ruined coat while the surgeon wiped at the gash on his head.

Ian knew he would be no help until his hands stopped shaking, so he nodded and took a long swallow of the brandy, glad for its searing heat. It could not melt the icy grip on his innards, but it helped.

“What do you think?” he asked after what seemed an eternity. Hopkins had handed at least five basins of bloodied water to one of the footmen. Ian had finished his glass of brandy hours before, and had worn a track in the Aubusson carpet. He did not want more spirits, needing all his wits about him. But he poured a glass for the surgeon, and another for Hopkins.

The surgeon straightened up and accepted the brandy after wiping his hands on a clean towel. “I think he might live, my lord.”

Ian’s knees turned weak with relief. He sank onto the chair beside the bed, then jumped up to start pacing again when the surgeon continued.

“If, that is, he does not take a fever, has not lost too much blood, is not concussed, and the wound does not turn septic. The pistol ball appears to have made a neat exit, without damaging the lungs or heart that I can tell. Of course, he might be bleeding inside. It is the head wound that worries me worse. No telling if his brain will swell, or if bits of the skull are—”

“Yes, I get the idea. How soon before you know?”

The surgeon shrugged. “Soon, if he dies. A week or so if he recovers. Yes, if he survives a sennight, he should make a full recovery. Unless his spine is damaged, or his lungs are weakened, or his wits are addled.”

Good grief, if he lived, the boy could be an invalid or an idiot his entire life? Ian poured himself another drink. “I’ll have to find his people.”

Hopkins handed him a card case from the boy’s pocket. Ian pulled one out. “Troy Renslow,” he read. “Cameron Street.” He did not recognize the family name, but the address was at the outskirts of Mayfair—respectable, but not on one of the fashionable squares inhabited by the wealthy and well-known. The fact that the lad had a calling card at all put him among the genteel, if not the ton. Whoever they were, his family would be frantic soon, when the groom returned without their son. Ian had to go, now that he had something to report to them.

Hopkins signaled for one of the footmen to stay with the patient while he repaired Lord Marden’s appearance for such an important, disturbing visit.

Before he left, though, Ian stepped closer to the bed and touched the boy’s hand. “I will be back soon, Master Renslow, after telling your family where you are.” He spoke as if the youngster might hear him and be comforted. “Hold fast, Troy. You will be fine. I know it.”

Hearing his name, or the voice of authority, Troy opened those startling turquoise eyes and looked into the earl’s. He reached for Lord Marden’s hand.

“My…sister,” he struggled to whisper. “Attie… Can’t leave her alone.”

The boy and his sister were alone in London? “Of course not. I shall invite your sister to stay here at Maddox House.”

“And Roma? Can’t stay…by herself.”

“However many sisters you have, they will all be welcome to come visit or stay here.”

The boy looked confused and tried to speak more, but Ian hushed him. “Do not fret. I will take care of everything. You merely need to rest and recover your strength.”

The boy’s eyes were already drifting closed. The surgeon was packing his instruments and nodded. “Sleep is the best medicine. And he seems to be compos mentis—of sound mind—so at least you will have something positive to tell the boy’s family.”

What, he could tell Renslow’s sisters that the lad could not walk, was in danger of contracting a fever, if he did not lapse into a coma, but that he recognized his own name and remembered theirs? That should reassure a loving family. Lud, Ian was going to have to lie through his teeth. He’d tell the women that their brother was going to be fine. Right after he told them the boy had taken a ricocheting bullet, fallen off his horse, and hit his head on a rock—at target practice.

For a man who took pride in his honor, Ian hated himself.


Chapter Two

To a man, honor is everything.

—Anonymous

To a woman, family is everything.

—Mrs. Anonymous

Ian hurried through his toilette as fast as he could, knowing the Renslow household must be in an uproar. In the back of his mind, placed there by the surgeon, was the worry that young Renslow might stick his spoon in the wall before his family had a chance to speak with him one last time.

He could not let that happen. His shirt and breeches were ripped off. They would be tossed out or burned, anyway. He never wanted to see the blood-soaked garments again, not even as rags. He could not make a call on the ladies unshaven, but was too anxious to suffer Hopkins’s precise ministrations, and did the job himself. He did not shed quite as much blood as the boy, but almost. He was too impatient to be gone to fuss with a neckcloth, so had his valet find him a spotted kerchief to tie loosely at his throat. A swipe of the comb through his dark curls, a plain gray waistcoat, a loose-fitted blue superfine jacket, and he was bounding down the stairs just as the hall clock chimed.

Nine chimes? Could it be only nine in the morning? Ian reached for his watch on its fob chain. Nine o’clock. He felt as if he had lived through a whole day in Purgatory, yet it was far too early for fashionable London to be calling for morning chocolate. That was what happened, Ian supposed, when one started the day before dawn. Or when one had brandy for breakfast.

The boy’s family had to be notified, even if they were still abed. Servants would be up and about, and that groom must have set up a cry when he returned to the clearing and did not find his fallen charge. Unless he was a casual acquaintance, along for the ride. Or unless he kept going, stealing the horse. That was too much for Ian to consider now. Facing…what were the names? Attie and Roma. That was it. Facing two sisters was going to be hard enough.

Ian’s friend Carswell was waiting at the foot of the stairs, every hair on his head perfectly combed, not a wrinkle or a speck in sight on his clothes, despite the early hour and the events of the morning. “How is he?” Carswell asked without bothering with a greeting.

“He’ll do, for now,” Ian said, leading the other man to the library, out of earshot of the servants. “The physician and the surgeon are consulting about treatment. Hopkins and my housekeeper are positive they can keep him alive.”

“Capital. But you look like hell.”

Ian hunched his broad shoulders. “What do you expect? At least you look your usual elegant self, considering you were second to a possible murderer.”

Carswell looked away and cleared his throat. “Yes, well, I thought you should know that Philpott won’t say anything, not after his man turned craven. A shooting match gone bad is enough for him. He’ll spread it through the clubs that you and Paige decided to settle your differences with a test of skill, but a shot went awry. Philpott swears he will make certain Paige leaves town, never to return. That dirty dish left before we discovered the lad, so he cannot refute the claim of a misfire. I know your driver will stand by the story, but what of the surgeon?”

Ian gave a rough laugh. “For the money he is making, the sawbones would say the boy shot himself. I am the one who cannot stomach the lies.”

“It was an accident, man! You did not set out to shoot anyone. Why, you did not even try to shoot that dastard Paige. But you know what the scandal sheets and the gossip columns will make of it. You’ll have days and weeks of explaining, with the rabble crying for your neck in a noose, as if they were Frenchies blindly attacking the aristocracy. The regent does not need such ill favor for one of his own, not now, when his own popularity is at so low an ebb.”

“What, you think the truth of this morning’s events can topple the government? If Prinny would spend the country’s wealth feeding the poor instead of making a glutton of himself he could be a hero to the common man.”

“We both know that is not going to happen. But think of what a scandal would do for the bill you are sponsoring next month in Parliament, if you are seen as considering yourself above the law. Think of your mother and sister. They will be devastated.”

Ian was thinking of young Renslow’s sisters, and his mother, if he had one. “Yes, I understand. Renslow knows the truth, of course. I shall wait to find out what he wishes said.”

“Your butler told me he is just a boy. How can he understand the ramifications?”

“He is the one teetering at death’s door, the only one who is totally innocent. How can I not respect his wishes?”

Carswell kicked at a footstool. “What a muddle.”

Ian seconded that, but turned for the door. “I have to go, to tell his family.”

Carswell’s already pale face whitened to the shade of his waterfall-tied neckcloth. He swallowed hard, but still offered to go in Ian’s stead.

Ian clasped his old schoolmate’s shoulder. “You are a true friend, but this is something I have to do myself.”

“I understand,” Carswell said, unable to disguise the relief he felt. “I’ll look in at White’s to make sure Philpott gets the story straight, but I’ll stop by later, to see how the boy does. Renslow, you say? Someone at White’s will know who his people are, I am sure.”

“I have an address.”

“Yes, well, I will leave you to it, then. Oh, I did bring back your coat and your Mantons. I left them with your man.”

“You can have the pistols. Take them with you when you go.”

“Really?” Carswell’s eagerness was obvious, though he did say, “I cannot accept them. Much too valuable, of course.”

“They are trash to me. I do not want them in my house.”

“Well, if you are only going to toss them out, I will be delighted to own the things. A prize pair, of course.”

Ian would not have purchased the deadly accurate set otherwise. He would never touch them again, never wanted to see them again. “Enjoy them. I will see you later.”

Carswell walked Ian out the door and to the carriageway under the portico, where Ian’s horse was waiting, along with a coach in case he had to carry the Renslow ladies back to Maddox House.

Carswell shook his hand and wished him luck, then pretended to polish his quizzing glass. “One more thing, old chap. My yacht is in the harbor, ready to sail, if…if the worst happens and you need to leave the country for a bit.”

“You mean if the boy dies and I am charged with his murder and decide to flee rather than face the courts? I pray it will not come to that.”

“Perhaps I’ll stop by St. George’s on my way to White’s, what? Say a prayer and all that. Can’t hurt, I always say.”

“Say two, won’t you? One for Renslow, one for me. Lord knows we both need it.”

*

The Renslows’ house was what Ian had expected: neat but not ostentatious, in a neighborhood whose residences were closer together, far less imposing than those nearer the fashionable districts. The carriages he passed were less highly polished, the horses less well bred.

The first passerby he asked had never heard of the Renslows. The second, an elderly nursemaid with two children in tow, directed him to a place a few doors away. “They’ll be the captain’s kin come to stay. And with himself out at sea.” She clucked her tongue in disapproval. “Not that it is any of my affair, I am sure.”

Ian was sure it was not, but he thanked her and made his way to the modest house she had pointed out. He waited for his carriage to pull up and one of his grooms to jump down to hold his horse before walking up the short path to the door. Yes, a brass plate read: BARNABY BEECHAM, CAPTAIN, HIS MAJESTY’S NAVY. Ian took a deep breath and rapped on the door. Then he rapped again when no one came.

“Hold on there, y’lubberkin, you know I can’t do no jig to the door,” he heard from within just as he was about to knock louder, or knock the door down altogether. “And it’s about time you got back afore I had to tell—”

The door opened. So did a short old man’s nearly toothless jaw. “You ain’t young Renslow.”

Ian surveyed the sorry excuse for a butler. The grizzled relic had a patch over one eye and a hook instead of a hand. Captain Beecham might be with the Navy, but this old salt looked like he’d been a pirate, pure and simple. All he lacked was a peg leg and a parrot on his shoulder. “No, I am most definitely not Mr. Renslow. I am here on his behalf, however.”

“I told them he hadn’t ought to be on a horse. Dangerous beasts, they are.” The old sailor was eyeing the carriage in the nearby roadway. “Brung him home, did you? That Alfie Brown said he must’ve been fine, to walk away. Damn fool thing to do, if you ask me. Should of knowed Alfie’d come back for him with the horses. The nipper’s all right, then?”

“He’ll do.” Ian was not about to discuss the situation with a toothless old tar, and certainly not out on the street where some raggedy mongrel was sniffing at his boots with who knew what intentions. “If you would take my card to the Misses Renslow, I will explain.”

The seaman scratched his head. “Ain’t no Mrs. Renslow. S’pose you ought to talk to Miss Attie, though.”

“Or Miss Roma.”

“You want to talk to Roma?”

“Whichever woman is in charge of the boy.” He frowned and ordered, “Now. She will be worrying.”

The sailor heard that tone of authority, and looked at the card in his hand. “Aye, milord. But she don’t know the boy’s gone missing. Seemed better that way.”

And worse for Ian. What if she were the nervous kind? If there was no mother, the sister might have taken over the role—become doting or domineering, keeping the boy wrapped in cotton wool. After all, young Troy was here in London, tied to her leading strings, not away at school as a boy his age should have been. How could the earl tell a mother hen that her chick was pecking at death’s door? Now Ian was glad for the battered old sailor, who gave his name as Macelmore, or Mack Elmore, and his slow gait down a narrow hall.

The earl would have been happier if the dog hadn’t followed them, still snuffling at his boots and gnarling, making halfhearted attempts at the tassels dangling from Ian’s Hessian boots—or Ian’s legs. The ugly, un-mannered beast must live here, then, which did not speak well for the place being a well-ordered gentleman’s residence. Of course, no gentleman hired a one-eyed sea dog as his major domo, either. When the animal did not obey Ian’s command to stop, to stay, to sit, or to go to the devil, Ian decided to ignore it, concentrating on what to say to Renslow’s sister. “I am sorry” seemed pitifully, painfully inadequate.

He was rehearsing some way of gently informing the poor woman of her brother’s plight, deciding to spare her the worst of it until she had seen the boy herself. If the servants had not told her about the duel—he would have to speak to that groom, Alfie Brown, and likely pay for his retirement to the West Indies—he would not mention anything but an accident. The longer he could put off telling a loving relation about her kin’s condition, the better.

When they reached a door at the end of the corridor, Macelmore pushed it open without knocking.

The fair-haired woman seated at the narrow dining room table did not raise her head from the newspaper she was reading over her morning tea. “It is about time you returned home, Troy. Breakfast is cold and Mr. Wiggs will be here for lessons soon. Mac, will you bring a fresh pot of hot water?”

Macelmore said, “Don’t need it. The boy ain’t home. This here swell’s come to tell you he’s been shot off his horse. I told you no good would come of letting the sprat ride. Broke his neck asides, for all I know. That fishbait Alfie Brown left him.”

So much for breaking the news gently.

The seafaring butler was going on: “The governor here came to bring the news. Earl of Marden, he calls hisself. Fancy coach outside. And he don’t like dogs.”

Ian liked dogs well enough, hounds and retrievers at the hunt, herders in the shepherds’ fields. He did not like ugly, untrained mongrels of indeterminate ancestry who guarded their houses against gentlemen’s footwear. At least the dog had stopped harrying Ian’s boots to search for crumbs under the table. Macelmore did not stop his introduction, such as it was.

“His lordship ain’t saying much about the nipper, which don’t sound good to my ears.”

Ian glared at the man to be quiet, but since Macelmore was headed toward the teapot on the sideboard, he could not see. The woman gasped and lowered her newspaper, half jumping to her feet, sending her chair clattering back. The dog growled at her, too.

She was small and slight, in a simple round gown, with blond hair trailing down her back. Good grief, Ian thought, clutching his hat and gloves, which Macelmore had never taken from him, the sister was no more than a little girl! Why, she had not yet put her hair up! No mother, an uncle at sea, her brother shot. No wonder young Renslow said she could not stay here by herself, not if Macelmore was any indication of the caliber of servants. But what the deuce was he going to do with a child? How much help or comfort could she be to the wounded boy, besides? And what if she became distraught or hysterical? Ian ran his hand through his dark curls, wondering how much worse this nightmare could get.

He grasped at straws. “Perhaps your other sister ought to be here?”

The young miss shook her head, sending long blond tresses flying, making her seem younger still. “I have no sister. Perhaps you have come to the wrong house,” she said, sounding hopeful.

Her lips were white and her eyes were damp. They were that same turquoise you could see sometimes at the horizon over the ocean on a clear day, the same as Renslow’s, so there was no mistake. Still, Ian asked, “Troy Renslow is your brother? You are Miss Attie?”

She nodded and gave a slight curtsy. “I am Troy’s sister, Athena Renslow. Please forgive my manners, my lord. Won’t you be seated and tell me about my brother. Mac, please bring coffee, and something stronger for his lordship.”

Ian had to admire her fortitude. The chit had bottom, not flying into a pelter or collapsing into a swoon, thank goodness. Once the servant had left the room, she sat back in her chair and waited for him to be seated.

“Please, he is all right?” she asked.

“He is fine,” he lied. “The surgeon has every expectation of a full recovery.”

“Then why is he not here, where we can look after him?”

She was a clever little puss besides, Ian thought, going straight to the heart of the matter. “Why, we did not know his direction at first, you see.”

“He could not tell you?”

Too clever by half, Ian decided, wishing the uncle were home. “There was too much confusion at first, with his groom riding off and all, so it seemed wiser to bring him to my home. He did ask for you there, however, and I came as soon as I could.”

“But you did not bring him home. Why?”

Ian recalled his cousin Nigel’s two children from last Christmas. “Why can’t we swim in the fountain? How come the munitions room is kept locked? Why? Why? Why?” He wanted to strangle Miss Athena Renslow as much now as he’d wanted to strangle the brats then. Why could children not simply accept his word without question? His servants did—his fellow members of Parliament did, by Zeus. He was not about to tell this half-grown female that her brother might die—not until he could place her in the capable hands of his housekeeper. Nor would he let the boy come here to be nursed by a mere slip of a girl and a hook-handed old man. He had not seen any other servants, although he still had hopes for Roma, whomever she might be, perhaps a cousin or a companion. He could only hope. He would get to that in a minute. For now he told Miss Renslow, “We decided that his rest should not be disturbed, once the surgeon cleaned the wound. At least five members of my staff are watching over him. And I brought a carriage to take you to him.”

“I…see,” she said, and Ian was afraid she did. She was making no move to hurry to her brother’s bedside, though, so maybe his reassurances were adequate. She was too busy crumbling toast and tossing the pieces to the dog under the table, another sign of this household’s lax standards. Nor had Ian been offered the dry, stale toast, which would have tasted like manna to his empty stomach. At least she was not asking about the duel.

His relief was short-lived. “Tell me,” she ordered, as if he were not her elder, not a titled gentleman, not in a hurry to get home to the boy and his own breakfast. It would be nuncheon, by now, he supposed.

“He will be fine.”

“No, tell me about how my brother came to be shot.”

Lud, he could use that coffee. Or the something stronger Macelmore had gone to fetch. He owed her an explanation, though. Hell, he owed these children everything he owned and then some. So he began. “Some gentlemen were having a marksmanship contest out at Hampstead.”

“No, my brother is not permitted to ride so far.”

“I tell you, Miss Renslow, we were at Hampstead. How old is your brother, anyway?”

“Fifteen.”

“That explains it. No lad of fifteen years is going to obey petticoat tyranny.” Especially not when the petticoat wearer was hardly older than himself.

She frowned. “Go on.”

“As I said, the gentlemen were firing their pistols and—”

“You were there?”

The chit definitely needed schooling in manners. Ian drummed his fingers on the table. “Yes. The grounds were very foggy.”

“Not too foggy to shoot a target?”

He took a deep breath. “Not that foggy, no. But one of the shots went wide, into some trees. No one knew your brother was riding there. Perhaps he had halted to watch. I did not ask. The first we knew of his presence was when we heard him cry out.”

“Someone shot him?”

“No! We think a ball ricocheted off one of the trees. No one shot him on purpose, you have to believe me.”

“Of course I do. Why would anyone shoot a young boy?”

“Exactly. Anyway, his horse bolted at the sound and tossed him.” Ian was not going to mention the rock that cracked the boy’s skull, or the fall that might have left him paralyzed. Miss Renslow was holding up well for a girl. He would not press his luck. “The groom—Alfie, Macelmore called him—rode after the horse. We had coaches there, however, and a surgeon, so did not wait for his return.”

“You had a surgeon at a shooting match?”

Ian ignored that question. “Your man says Alfie is out looking for Troy now, thinking he must have walked back to town.”

“No, Troy would not have done that.”

“No matter. He did not. I carried him to my house, where the surgeon could tend him, and a physician has been consulted. Everything possible is being done for his care and comfort.”

“Thank you, my lord. I am sure you have been everything kind, opening your house to a stranger that way.”

Ian had to clear his throat. “It was nothing. Anyone would have done the same. At any rate, he is there now, waiting for you. Will you come?”

“Of course. I was waiting for you to have refreshment, my lord. You look like you could use it. This morning must have been difficult for you.”

Impertinent chit. Ian stood. “I am fine. But you might wish to pack a few things, in case you decide to stay a day or two, to keep your brother company. He did not want you to be alone, so he would rest easier knowing you were close by.”

“That is very generous, Lord Marden, and I thank you again. I shall just be a minute, gathering some of Troy’s schoolbooks and such, too.”

“I will ride on and notify my household of your arrival, leaving the carriage for your convenience. You are, ah, welcome to bring your”—he almost said “nursemaid”—“companion with you.”

“I have no companion.”

“Your maid, then.”

She shook those blond locks again. “The housekeeper helps with my wardrobe. Otherwise I can take care of my own needs.”

“But Troy mentioned Roma. He did not think she should be left behind.”

“How like him, and how very sweet of you, my lord. Roma is devoted to my brother and would pine dreadfully. My family is in your debt, dear sir.” With that, she stood and bent down, lifting the mangy dog into her arms, then thrusting it into Ian’s arms. “Will you place Roma in the carriage?”


Chapter Three

Men rely on reason; women rely on feelings.

—Anonymous

What is truth? What your head tells you or what your heart tells you?

—Anonymous’s wife

Upstairs, Athena threw a nightgown and a robe, a change of clothes, and her hairbrush into a small satchel as quickly as she could. Then she took the brush out again. She could not leave the house this way, with her hair looking like a mouse nest. Her hands were shaking so badly, though, that she could not set the hairpins in properly. The gathered strands fell down her shoulders again as soon as she reached under the bed for her slippers.

She made herself take a deep breath before starting over again. Troy would be fine. Lord Marden had said so, and she had to believe him, for anything else was unthinkable. Of course, the earl did not know how frail Troy had been as a child, how they had fussed and fretted over him for years. Her brother was stronger now, Athena told herself, strong enough to ride such a distance. He was never going to be a big, broad tree trunk of a man like Lord Marden, but Troy was no puny sapling. They were all small in her family. Athena had rued her own lack of inches many a time, yet she had as much stamina as any of the housemaids back at home in Derby. They were wiry, the Renslows, not weak.

Was Troy strong enough to survive a gunshot? That was the question. No, it was only one of the questions rattling around her head, the earl’s story having more holes than her silver tea strainer. It was the most important question, though. She knew such injuries often led to fevers. She knew wounds could fester and become gangrenous. Where was Troy shot anyway, and how had she neglected to ask?

She had to let her hair fall again, reaching for a stack of handkerchiefs. She used the top one to blot at her eyes and blow her nose, before packing the rest in with her clothes. At least she had not turned into a watering pot in front of his lordship. Bad enough she looked as if she’d been dragged through a hedge backward, without embarrassing the poor man with her tears, when he was being so solicitous. Athena knew how a weeping woman dismayed her brothers, so she had tried her hardest not to weep until she reached her own room.

Thinking of the earl reminded her again of his parting words, words she clasped to herself like a drowning man grabbed for a floating log. He’d sworn to her that Troy would be all right. He was no god, no fortune-teller, not even a trained medical doctor, to be making her that promise, yet she believed him. Lord Marden was so sure, so strong, so very kind, that she trusted him, as if his saying Troy would recover made it so.

Trusting his lordship did not stop her from sending for their own physician, of course, or scrambling to gather her brother’s books and her belongings as fast as she could, to be on her way, to see for herself, to be with her brother.

She had to do something with her hair first. Athena dumped out a drawer, looking for a ribbon to tie it back. Botheration, she did not have time to braid the mess, or the patience. If she had a scissors, she would cut it all off and be done. Of all the stupid things, she thought, wiping at her eyes again, to be fussing with her unruly mop when her brother needed her. She reached for her bonnet, thinking to stuff the lot of it up inside and worry about fixing it later, but Troy would be upset. He hated that she took so little pains with her appearance, dressing as simply as one of the serving girls at home. Worse, he felt guilty that their meager funds were spent on doctors and books and sightseeing excursions instead of a fancy dresser and a fashionable wardrobe for his beloved sister. Dear Troy thought she should be trying to attract a wealthy beau while they were in London, so her future would be secured.

Goodness, what would Miss Athena Renslow of Derbyshire do with a town buck, a sophisticated man of refined tastes and experience? She was naught but a country girl, despite being the daughter of a titled gentleman. In all her nineteen years, this was her second visit to the metropolis, a green girl staring wide-eyed at the crowds, the cathedrals, the myriad attractions. Besides, they knew no one in the ton, had no established hostess to make introductions. Perhaps when their uncle returned to England… No, Athena was content with looking after her brother and letting the Reverend Mr. Wiggs escort her about town.

If, however, she had any ambitions of fixing the attentions of a gentleman of distinction, she would be tempted to set her sights on the Earl of Marden. Any woman with two eyes would, Athena decided. He had to be one of the most imposing men in all of London, tall and well muscled. He was certainly the most handsome, with his dark curls, strong jaw, and warm brown eyes. He looked comfortable in his clothes, not like the tulips she had seen on the strut in the park, too tightly garbed to move naturally. He was confident, courteous, and kind. What could be more appealing in a husband—if one were looking for a husband, of course.

Athena was not. That is, she was not shopping at London’s rarefied Marriage Mart. Still, she collected her hairpins. Gracious, if Troy knew she had received no less a personage than Lord Marden in her oldest gown, her hair unbound, he would have a fit. She had planned on washing it this morning, and so had seen no reason to fix her hair for breakfast with her little brother.

She had to now, for Troy’s sake, so he would not be embarrassed by her appearance at what was certain to be an elegant household. And Athena took the time to do the job properly for her own sake, too, because she was bound to have red, swollen eyes, and she still wore her oldest gown. At least her hair would be neat when she next saw the fine man who had rescued her brother.

He was as impressive as she recalled, standing in front of the open door of an enormous mansion facing the park, as if he had been awaiting her arrival. His bewigged butler was even grander, coming to hand her out of the coach with regal dignity that showed her mended gloves, shabby cloak, and limp bonnet to further disadvantage.

Athena would have turned tail and run home, but Troy was inside, and Mac was handing a waiting footman—one of two, in silver and gray livery—her meager baggage. Besides, Roma had already jumped out of the carriage and was racing up the steps to snap at the earl’s boots.

Athena dashed ahead of the superior butler, who sniffed his disapproval, and leaped between the shouting earl and the ankle-biter. She tapped Roma on the nose to get her attention, then patted her own left thigh. Roma instantly ceased her attack and came to sit at Athena’s feet, growling low in her throat, but not moving.

The earl was staring at them. “I do not believe it. I tried everything to get your stupid dog to obey my commands. It cost me five minutes and a perfectly good pair of gloves to get the creature into the carriage. I almost lost my—”

“She hates coach rides. That was why I asked you to put her in. Troy is the only one who can convince her to ride. Otherwise she is perfectly behaved.”

Lord Marden looked at his once shiny, once perfect Hessians.

“Except for shoes. Her former owner used to kick her. We think he must have been wearing boots. Tasseled ones, I am afraid.”

“Undoubtedly the fellow kicked her because she refused to listen.”

Athena bent to scratch behind the dog’s ears. “Yes, the cabbage-head never realized she was deaf.”

“Oh. Deaf. Of course.” He ignored the butler’s cough. “Nevertheless, she shall have to stay in the stables. Maddox House contains far too many valuable—”

The mongrel was bounding up the stairs. Ian could not call back a deaf dog, and he was not about to chase after it the way the hoydenish girl had done before, skirts flying and ugly bonnet flapping around her face. Not in front of his waiting servants. Instead he bowed and said, “Welcome to Maddox House, Miss Renslow. If the dog has any kind of scent hound in that mixed ancestry, it will have discovered your brother’s bedchamber. I am certain you wish to follow. My housekeeper, Mrs. Birchfield, will show you the way. We have prepared the adjoining room for you, and a maid will be assigned to serve your needs. Your man can—”

“Oh, Mac has already left. He needs to find Alfie, you see.”

“Ah, I was hoping he would keep the dog with him.” And Ian had been hoping to locate the missing Alfie Brown himself. “No matter. You have only to ask the maid or any of the footmen for whatever you require.” He eyed the two small tapestry bags the footmen carried. She was going to require a great deal. That would be Mrs. Birchfield’s problem, not his. The housekeeper was already nodding and smiling at the girl, eager to take the little chick under her wing. Ian said, “I shall see you after you visit with your brother and get settled.”

“Thank you, my lord. Once again you have been everything kind.”

Ian fled to the morning room and his long-delayed breakfast. Kind? All he could see in his mind’s eye was the boy, as pale as the white bandage around his head, lost in one of Ian’s own much larger nightshirts, lying still—too still—on the bed. He replaced that image with one of the girl, all splotch-faced from crying over her brother, he could tell, and intimidated by his household although she hid her anxiety by petting the dog instead of meeting his eyes. She did not come to his chin, and she still wore a frock his sister would have been embarrassed to put in the poor bag, topped now with a dreadful bonnet. At least she made him a creditable curtsy before she went off with Mrs. Birchfield, so someone was teaching the chit a few ladylike graces. Someone would have to see that she stopped chasing after dogs, stopped interrupting her elders, and stopped dressing like a ragamuffin. He could only pray that the uncle returned home soon. If not…

Lud, let the Renslow children not be his concern!

Ian’s appetite was gone.

*

He was so pale, so quiet. But Troy was not fevered. Athena tore off her gloves to feel his cheeks. She dropped her bonnet on the floor so she could lean closer, listening to his breathing. “His lungs do not sound congested,” she told the hovering Mrs. Birchfield. “That is a good sign, isn’t it?”
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