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CHAPTER I
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IT STILL FELT SOMEWHAT STRANGE TO BE PART OF A gathering of the crème de la crème of English society again and to hear the English language spoken by virtually everyone. Not that the English were the only nationality present, it was true. There were also Dutch, Belgians, and Germans, among others. But the British predominated.

Gervase Ashford, Earl of Rosthorn, was standing just inside the ballroom doors at the house Viscount Cameron had leased on the Rue Ducale in Brussels, looking about him with considerable interest. He was searching for familiar faces. He had seen several since his recent arrival from Austria, but he expected to see more here. The vast majority of both ladies and gentlemen looked exceedingly young to him, though. He felt strangely ancient at thirty.

Most of those young gentlemen, and a few older ones too, wore military dress uniforms—some blue or green, but most scarlet and resplendent with rich facings and multitudes of gold lace braiding. Like peacocks, they outshone the ladies in their pastel-shaded, softly flowing, high-waisted gowns. But the ladies looked delicate and very feminine in contrast.

“One feels at a distinct disadvantage dressed even in one’s very best civilian clothes, does one not?” the Honorable John Waldane said ruefully into Gervase’s left ear—the buzz of a hundred voices or more all raised to be heard above the rest of the hubbub plus the sounds of the orchestra tuning their instruments more than occupied his right.

“If one came here with the intention of impressing the ladies, yes, I suppose so,” Gervase admitted with a chuckle. “If one came to be an invisible observer, no.”

At the moment he preferred to be as unobtrusive as possible. He still felt a little self-conscious around British people, wondering how much they remembered from nine years ago, and wondering too just how much there was for them to remember. Although there had been a few rather public scenes, he was not sure how much of that whole sordid business had become public knowledge. Waldane, who had been one of Gervase’s acquaintances at the time and who had hailed him with the greatest amiability when they ran into each other two days ago, had made no reference to it. But, of course, the reputation Gervase had earned since then was undeniably notorious to anyone who had spent time on the Continent.

“Old Boney will probably be captured any day now and dragged back to Elba and kept in irons for the rest of his life if any of his guards have a brain in their heads,” Waldane said. “These officers will no longer have an excuse to play at such gallantry or to dazzle the ladies with such a gorgeous display.”

“Jealous?” Gervase chuckled again.

“Mortally.” Waldane, slightly more portly than he had been nine years ago when Gervase last saw him, and balding at the crown of his thinning fair hair, laughed ruefully. “There are some ladies one might enjoy impressing.”

“Are there?” Gervase raised his quizzing glass the better to see to the far side of the crowded ballroom. He recognized Lord Fitzroy Somerset, the Duke of Wellington’s military secretary, in conversation with Lady Mebs, and Sir Charles Stuart, British ambassador to the Hague. But his attention moved obligingly onto the young ladies, none of whom he could be expected to recognize—or feel any particular interest in if he did. His tastes did not run to the very young. “By Jove, you are right.”

His glass had paused on one member of Sir Charles’s group, who was even then turning half away from its other members in order to greet the approach of two young officers of the Life Guards, gorgeous in dazzling white net pantaloons, scarlet coats, blue facings, and gold lace—and dancing shoes instead of their cavalry boots.

She was a very young lady indeed—not long out of the schoolroom if his guess was correct. He would not perhaps have noticed her if Waldane had not set him to the task. But, having looked, he was forced to admit that sometimes one could draw sheer pleasure from simply gazing at extraordinary beauty.

He was gazing at it now.

She was really quite outstandingly lovely, the more so perhaps because the simplicity of her white gown was in marked contrast to the bold richness of the uniforms worn by the two officers. It was a short-sleeved, low-bosomed, high-waisted gown of lace over satin—but Gervase was not interested in the gown. His practiced eye noted that the body beneath it was slender and long-legged, coltish yet undeniably feminine. Her neck, long and swanlike, held her head at a proud angle. And proud she had every right to be. Her dark hair, piled elegantly and threaded with jewels that might well be diamonds, gleamed under the light of a thousand candles in the chandeliers overhead. Her face—oval, dark-eyed, and straight-nosed—was classical perfection. Its beauty was nothing short of dazzling when she smiled, as she did in response to a remark made by the officer on her right, raising a lacy white fan to her chin as she did so.

It seemed to Gervase that he might well never have seen a lovelier woman—if she could be called a woman. She was little more than a girl really—but as breathtakingly lovely as a perfect rosebud that has not yet burst into full bloom.

Fortunately, perhaps, for the young lady in question and any parents or chaperons who were hovering in her vicinity, he preferred mature blooms to tender buds—they were more amenable to being seduced. He had looked his fill and was prepared to move his glass onward.

“That one would be well worth impressing,” John Waldane said, noting his friend’s pursed lips and the direction of his gaze. “But alas, Rosthorn, she has eyes for no man unless his broad shoulders are encased in a scarlet coat.” He sighed forlornly and theatrically.

“And unless he is not a day older than two and twenty,” Gervase agreed, noting the youth of the two Guards officers. He must indeed be getting old, he thought, when even military officers were beginning to look like schoolboys playing at war.

“You do not know who she is?” Waldane asked as Gervase turned away, intending to remove to the card room.

“Should I?” he asked in reply. “She is someone important, I presume?”

“One might say so,” his friend told him. “She is staying with the Earl and Countess of Caddick on the Rue de Bellevue, since their daughter, Lady Rosamond Havelock, is her particular friend, though her brother is here too. He is attached to the embassy at The Hague in some capacity but is currently in Brussels with Sir Charles Stuart.”

“And?” Gervase prompted, making a circular motion with his hand as if to hurry his friend along.

“One of the officers talking to her—the taller, golden-haired one on her right—is Viscount Gordon,” Waldane said. “Captain Lord Gordon, Caddick’s son and heir. The only son in fact. Hence the military commission in the Life Guards, I suppose—all glory and gold lace but absolutely no danger. They will prance around on horseback on the parade ground, looking magnificent and sending all the ladies into a collective swoon, but they would swoon as a body themselves if this threat of war against Boney were to prove more a reality than an exciting game.”

“They may surprise us yet if given the chance for glory,” Gervase said more fairly. He took one step toward the ballroom doors. Obviously Waldane, mistaking his interest in the dark-haired girl for something more personal than it was, wanted him to beg for her identity.

“She is Lady Morgan Bedwyn,” his friend said.

Gervase paused and looked back at him, his eyebrows raised. “Bedwyn?”

“The youngest of the family,” Waldane said. “Fresh from the schoolroom, newly presented at court, the richest prize on the marriage mart if she has not already been snatched off it by Gordon. I understand that an announcement is expected any day. You had better keep your distance, Rosthorn, even if the wolf did remain behind in England when she came here.” He slapped a friendly hand on Gervase’s shoulder and grinned.

The wolf. Wulfric Bedwyn, Duke of Bewcastle. Although he had not seen the man for nine years and had not particularly thought about him in four or five, nevertheless Gervase could feel all the cold fury of an old hatred as he was reminded of him now. It was to Bewcastle he owed the strangeness of these English faces and these English voices, and his own self-consciousness in being among them—his own people. It was to Bewcastle he owed the fact that he had not been in England—his own country, his father’s country—since he was one and twenty. Instead he had wandered the Continent, not really belonging in France despite his French mother because he was English by birth and the heir to a British earldom, and not safe in many other European countries under French occupation for the same reason.

It was because of Bewcastle—whose friendship he had once cultivated—that his whole life had been turned upside down and permanently changed for the worse. Exile really had seemed almost worse than death for the first year or so—that and the terrible humiliation and his impotence to convince anyone that he had been wrongfully treated. He had consoled himself eventually by becoming exactly what he was expected to be—a rake who cared for nothing and no one except himself and the gratification of his own desires, whether sexual or otherwise. He had certainly allowed Bewcastle to win in more ways than one.

Ah, yes, he realized in that flashing moment while he still looked over his shoulder at Waldane, the hatred, the burning desire to do Bewcastle harm in return, had not faded in nine years. It had only been pushed beneath the surface of his consciousness.

And now he was in the same building—the same room—as Bewcastle’s sister. It was almost too good to be true.

Gervase looked across the ballroom once more. She had one gloved hand upon the sleeve of the golden-haired officer—Captain Lord Gordon—and was proceeding with him onto the dance floor, where the lines were forming for the opening set of country dances.

Lady Morgan Bedwyn.

Yes, he could well believe it. She carried herself with all the proud bearing, even arrogance, of a born aristocrat.

He could make mischief if he chose, Gervase thought, his eyes narrowing on her. The temptation was almost overwhelming.

As she took her place in the long line of ladies, and Captain Lord Gordon—a handsome young stripling—went to stand opposite in the line of gentlemen, her full smiling attention was on him. And he was very eligible—the son and heir of an earl. Indeed, she was thought to be all but betrothed to him.

The thought of causing mischief grew even more appealing.

She was doubtless an innocent, despite the arrogance. She had probably been hedged about with governesses until the very moment of her presentation and with chaperons ever since then. He, on the other hand, was anything but innocent. It was true that, despite his reputation, he had only ever turned his seductive charms on women who could match him in experience and, usually, in years too. But if he chose to turn those charms on a young innocent, he might perhaps succeed in turning her attention away from a scarlet coat.

If he chose.

How could he not so choose?

As the music began, he felt the very definite stirrings of a slight temptation. Though truth to tell, it was not so slight either.

Lady Morgan Bedwyn performed the steps of the dance with precision and grace. She was small-breasted, Gervase could see, and willowy slender, neither of which physical attributes normally aroused him sexually. He was not aroused now, of course, merely appreciative of her perfect beauty.

And yes—quite powerfully tempted to make trouble for her.

“Are you for the card room, Rosthorn?” John Waldane asked.

“Perhaps later,” Gervase said without withdrawing his attention from the dancers, whose feet were thudding rhythmically on the wooden floor. “I must go in search of Lady Cameron and ask her to present me to Lady Morgan Bedwyn at the end of the set.”

“Oh, I say!” His friend reached for his snuff box. “You devil you, Rosthorn! Bewcastle would challenge you to a duel even for raising your eyes to his sister.”

“Bewcastle, as I remember it, does not deal in duels,” Gervase said disdainfully, his nostrils flaring at the remembered insult. “Besides, I am Rosthorn. It is quite unexceptionable to request an introduction to the girl, Waldane. Or even to invite her to dance with me. I am not planning to invite her to elope with me, you know.”

Though there was a wicked sense of satisfaction in imaging how Bewcastle would react if he did run off with the girl. Did he dare contemplate such a thing?

“Five pounds on it that she will insist upon dancing every set with a scarlet uniform and will grant you no more than the time of day,” John Waldane said, chuckling once more.

“Only five?” Gervase clucked his tongue. “You wound me, Waldane. Make it ten, or one hundred if you wish. You will, of course, lose.”

He could not take his eyes off the girl. She was Bewcastle’s sister, someone close to him, someone dear to him. Someone through whom Bewcastle’s pride and consequence, even if not his heart, could be hurt. It was doubtful that the man had a heart—any more than he himself had, Gervase thought cynically.

It was strange how fate sometimes turned in one’s favor—though it was about time. Belgium was as close as Gervase had come to returning home even though his father had been dead for longer than a year and his mother had long been urging him to come home to Windrush Grange in Kent to take up his inheritance and his duties and responsibilities as the new Earl of Rosthorn. He had been in Vienna when Napoléon Bonaparte escaped from Elba in March. Now, two months later, he had taken the tentative step of moving to Brussels in Belgium, where the British and their allies were beginning to gather in some force for the expected showdown with Bonaparte. Many of the British who had sons in the military had brought their wives and daughters and other family members with them. A large number of other Britons had come flocking there too simply because Brussels during this spring of 1815 was the social place to be.

And that number included Lady Morgan Bedwyn, sister of the Duke of Bewcastle.

Ah yes, he was very much more than slightly tempted.

Fate had dealt him a potentially winning hand at last.

         

LADY MORGAN BEDWYN WAS EVER SO SLIGHTLY BORED and more than slightly disappointed. She had hated the whole idea of a come-out Season and had fought Wulfric—the Duke of Bewcastle, her eldest brother and head of the family—on the issue for a whole year or more before she turned eighteen. She did not want to giggle and simper behind a fan and become a commodity at the great marriage mart, she had protested, being looked over and bid upon by all the callow, pimply male youth with which London was sure to abound—just as if there were nothing else in life but marriage and nothing else to her except looks and lineage.

But of course Wulfric had insisted—quietly and inexorably without ever raising anything louder than his eyebrows. But Wulf’s eyebrows—and his quizzing glass—were at least twice as formidable as the combined voices of a whole regiment roaring out its battle cry. And of course her aunt Rochester, that veritable old dragon, had taken her firmly under her wing when she arrived in London and had soon had her decked out in the obligatory uniform of a young lady making her come-out. In other words, everything was white and delicate and made Morgan look half her age—not a desirable thing when one was just eighteen. And then Freyja—her elder sister, Lady Freyja Moore, Marchioness of Hallmere—had arrived in London with her husband the marquess to sponsor Morgan’s presentation to the queen and her come-out ball and first few official appearances in society.

Finally the whole tedious come-out business had been an accomplished fact. Morgan had hated almost every moment of it. She had felt like a thing—a very exclusive, precious thing, it was true, but still an object more than a person.

She was glad afterward, though, that it had happened. For despite her reluctance to endure a London Season, she did possess a restless, adventurous soul and a lively, intelligent mind that needed constant stimulation. And suddenly, both adventure and food for the mind had presented themselves when Napoléon Bonaparte had escaped from his prison on the island of Elba and returned to France. London drawing rooms had buzzed with the news and with speculation of what it would all mean. Surely the French people would reject him. But they had not done so. Soon London had been buzzing even louder with war talk. Was it possible that the Allies, so cozily ensconced in Vienna while engaged in peace talks, were going to have to fight one more great battle against Bonaparte?

It quickly became apparent that the answer was yes—and that the battleground would be Belgium. No less a personage than the Duke of Wellington went there in April—to Brussels to be more precise—and other important personages from all over Europe had gone to join him there.

Morgan had found the whole business fascinating from the first moment, and—since she was a Bedwyn and the Bedwyns notoriously flouted convention and never dreamed that certain topics were not suitable for a lady’s ears—she discussed the situation and the possibilities endlessly with the rest of her family.

And then she had been given the chance to go to Brussels in person.

The armies had begun to prepare for war, and some of the British regiments and a large number of their officers were in London. The latter began to appear at public functions in their uniforms—and one of them had begun to pay determined court to Morgan. She had found it mildly diverting to consort with the handsome, golden-haired, uniformed Captain Lord Gordon, son and heir of the Earl of Caddick—to go driving with him, to sit with him and his parents and sister in their box at the opera, to dance with him at balls and other assemblies. She had developed a friendship with Lady Rosamond Havelock, his sister.

And then Captain Lord Gordon had received word that he was to go to Belgium with his regiment, and the Caddicks, including Rosamond, had decided to go after him to Brussels. Dozens, maybe hundreds of other members of the fashionable world were going there too. It would be a great lark, Rosamond had said when Morgan had been invited to join the Caddicks, under the chaperonage of the countess.

Everyone had thought, of course, that there was a serious courtship developing between Morgan and Captain Gordon. Although he had seemed to think so too, as had Rosamond and the Havelocks, Morgan had been far from ready to make any decision that would bind her for life. But she had desperately wanted to go to Brussels, to be close to the developing crisis and the building action, and so she had pleaded with Wulf to allow her to go.

She had expected it all to be a grand political and intellectual exercise, the conversation wherever she went serious and stimulating. What a foolish expectation!

In fact, being in Brussels was hardly any different than being in London had been—the days and nights were filled with one frivolity after another. She almost wished that Wulfric had refused his permission for her to come with the Caddicks. It was all a little disappointing.

Of course, there were advantages to being in Brussels. There was a wonderful sense of freedom, for one thing. There was no Wulfric to watch her every move, quizzing glass in hand, and no Aunt Rochester to frown at her every move, lorgnette in hand. There was only Alleyne, the brother closest to her in age, who was here with the embassy under Sir Charles Stuart. But though he had promised Wulf to keep a brotherly eye on her, he really had been doing no more than that so far. It was more like half an eye, in fact.

Lady Caddick was an indulgent chaperon. She was also a rather silly woman. Lord Caddick lacked all character—or, if he had one, Morgan had not yet detected it. She liked Rosamond, but even she liked to talk of little more than beaux and bonnets and balls. Captain Lord Gordon and the other officers with whom they were acquainted liked to bolster their masculinity by telling the ladies not to worry their pretty heads about any topic that Morgan was inclined to find interesting.

It was all somewhat provoking to a young lady who had grown up with Bedwyns and had foolishly expected that other men would be like her brothers and other women like Freyja.

The opening set of country dances at Viscount Cameron’s ball was almost at an end. Morgan enjoyed dancing with Captain Lord Gordon because he really did look very handsome and dashing in his uniform and he danced well. When she had first met him she had thought that she might fall in love with him. But now that she was better acquainted with him she was having some serious doubts about him. He had told her earlier in the set, when the figures threw them together for more than just a few seconds, that he felt very strongly about his role as an officer in the fight against tyranny. He was quite prepared, he had added, to die for his country if he must—and for his mother and his sister and . . . Well, he did not yet have the right to add another name, he had concluded with a smoldering look at her.

It had seemed a little theatrical to Morgan. And more than a little alarming. The Caddicks and many other people, she had realized, assumed that by accepting their invitation she had also acquiesced in a future betrothal to their son. And yet their stated reason for inviting her had been that Rosamond would be in need of female company.

“I was hoping,” he said now as the music ended, “that the orchestra would simply forget to stop playing, Lady Morgan. I was hoping we could go on dancing all night long.”

“How foolish!” she said, unfurling her fan and plying it slowly to cool her flushed cheeks. “There are other ladies awaiting their turn to dance with you, Captain.”

“There is,” he said, offering his arm to escort her back to his mother’s side, “only one lady worth dancing with—but I may not, alas, dance two sets in a row with her.”

Could it be true, she wondered, that he was nothing more than a foolish, posturing young man? But he was also a man facing war and possible death. She must remember that—it would be unfair not to. A man could be forgiven a certain measure of sentimentality under such circumstances—as long as he did not overdo it. She smiled at him but spoke firmly.

“No, you may not,” she said. “I wish to dance with other partners.”

Lieutenant Hunt-Mathers was one of the group around Lady Caddick and Rosamond. He was awaiting his set of dances with Morgan, which came next. He was neither as tall nor as handsome nor as dashing as Lord Gordon, but he was a well-bred, amiable young man and Morgan liked him even if he did have a tendency toward insipidity. She turned her smile on him. removing her hand from Lord Gordon’s sleeve as she did so.

But before she could enter into any sort of conversation, she became aware that Lady Cameron was addressing Lady Caddick and asking permission to present the gentleman with her to Lady Morgan Bedwyn. Permission was granted, and Morgan turned her attention politely their way.

“Lady Morgan,” Viscountess Cameron said, smiling graciously at her young guest, “the Earl of Rosthorn has requested an introduction to you.”

Morgan looked assessingly at the earl. He was not an officer. He was dressed elegantly in gray silk knee breeches and silver embroidered waistcoat with a black, form-fitting evening coat and white linen and lace. Neither was he a particularly young man. He was tall and well formed and handsome enough, though, Morgan conceded as she curtsied and noticed that he had lazy gray eyes, which appeared to be looking back into hers with a certain amusement.

She saw nothing in the Earl of Rosthorn to arouse great interest, though. He was just one of dozens of gentlemen who had effected an introduction to her since her presentation. She was aware that she was considered beautiful, though in her own estimation she was too dark and too thin. More to the point, she knew that as the daughter of a duke with a very large fortune of her own she was attractive to single gentlemen of all ages and ranks. She was, after all, a commodity on the marriage mart even if she was now in Belgium rather than London and even if the perception was that she was almost betrothed to Lord Gordon. She responded politely to this newest introduction and asked him how he did, but she dismissed him in her mind as a gentleman who could be of no personal significance to her. And she regarded him with the cool arrogance that usually discouraged attentions she did not welcome. She hoped he would read her expression accurately and not ask to dance with her.

It alarmed her sometimes to realize how jaded she was at the age of eighteen.

“I am doing very well, I thank you,” he said in a voice that somehow matched his eyes—both lazy and faintly amused, “and am all the better for having been introduced to the loveliest lady in the room.”

The silly flattery was spoken as if he laughed at himself for saying it.

Morgan did not dignify his words with any response. She wafted her fan before her face and looked into his eyes, her eyebrows slightly raised, her expression openly haughty. It was an expression at which all the Bedwyns excelled. Did he really think her that silly and brainless? Did he expect her to simper and blush with pleasure at such foolishness? But why would he not think and expect just that? Most other gentlemen did and thereby displayed how brainless they were.

The humor only deepened in his eyes, and she realized that he must have accurately read her thoughts. Good! But his next words dismayed her.

“Dare I hope,” he asked, “that you still have a free set sometime this evening and that you are willing to dance it with me?”

Botheration! she thought as her fan stilled for a moment and she searched about in her mind for a polite way to refuse him—she disdained to simply lie and tell him that she had promised every dance of the evening.

Someone else did that for her.

“Oh, I say!” Captain Lord Gordon said in the languid drawl he sometimes affected when talking to someone he considered his inferior. “Every dance of the evening in this corner of the room has been promised, my fine fellow.”

Morgan’s eyes widened in outrage. How dare he! But before she could have the satisfaction of framing a suitably biting retort to depress such pretension, the Earl of Rosthorn turned the captain’s way, a quizzing glass materializing in his hand and raised to one eye, and regarded him with disinterest.

“Accept my congratulations, Captain,” he said. “But I feel constrained to disabuse you of a misapprehension you appear to be under. It was not you I was asking to dance.”

Morgan only just stopped herself from crowing with delight. What a perfectly delicious set-down! Suddenly she was regarding the earl in a totally different light. A man of such quick wit and assurance of manner was a man after her own heart. He reminded her of her brothers.

“Thank you, Lord Rosthorn,” she said as if nothing had occurred between his asking and her answering. “Perhaps the set after this next?”

Immaculately dressed and well groomed as he was, she thought, there was something faintly disreputable about his appearance, though she would not have been able to put into words what it was. Perhaps it was just that he was considerably older than she and must therefore know more of the world and its ways. Not that she would ever admit to any naïveté. There was something nonchalant, something ever so slightly dangerous, about him.

“It will be an honor I shall anticipate with the greatest pleasure for the next half hour,” the earl said.

It must be his lazy eyes, she decided—and his lazy voice. But no, there was something else about his voice that explained more clearly the impression of slight danger she was getting. He spoke with a French accent.

Morgan fanned her face slowly and watched him as he turned and walked away.

“The fellow is fortunate that there are ladies present,” Lord Gordon was saying to his circle of cronies, his voice shaking with anger. “It would have given me great satisfaction to slap a glove in his face.”

Morgan ignored him.

“My dear Lady Morgan,” Lady Caddick said when the earl was out of earshot, “the mysterious Earl of Rosthorn must be very taken with you to have made the effort to be introduced to you.”

“Mysterious, Mama?” Rosamond asked.

“Oh, yes, he is quite the mystery,” Lady Caddick said. “He succeeded to his father’s title and fortune a year or so ago, but no one had seen him for years before that or has seen him during the year since—except now here in Brussels. It is rumored that he has been hiding out on the Continent gathering intelligence for the British government.”

“He is a spy?” Rosamond gazed after him in wide-eyed rapture.

“There may very well be some truth in the claim,” her mother said. “It would certainly explain his appearance here in Brussels when intelligence concerning the French must be greatly in demand.”

Morgan’s interest was further piqued. A dangerous man indeed! But the sets were forming for the next dance and the orchestra was poised to play again. Lieutenant Hunt-Mathers stepped up to her, made her a stiff military bow, and extended one arm.




CHAPTER II
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GERVASE SPENT THE NEXT HALF HOUR IN THE card room, strolling among the tables watching the games and exchanging nods and pleasantries with a few acquaintances. He kept one ear tuned to the music.

Lady Morgan Bedwyn was every bit as lovely from close to as she had seemed from across the ballroom. Her creamy complexion was flawless, her eyes large and brown and generously fringed with dark lashes. He had been considerably amused by her reaction to his deliberately lavish compliments. She had stared him down like a jaded dowager. She was not, it seemed, the silly girl he had expected her to be

That blank, haughty stare must be a Bedwyn gift. Bewcastle had been a master of it. Gervase had been at the receiving end of it the very last time he saw the man. The expression on Lady Morgan Bedwyn’s face suggested pride, conceit, vanity, arrogance—all those related aspects of character that hardened his resolve.

Finally the music came to an end, to be replaced by a louder buzz of conversation from the direction of the ballroom. It was time to go and claim his partner. Bewcastle’s sister.

The noise and gaiety in the ballroom seemed to belie the fact that they were all here—especially the officers—because a war was imminent. But perhaps it was the very possibility of such a catastrophe that set everyone to enjoying the moment to its fullest. The moment was perhaps all many of them would ever have.

He located his partner in the crowd and made his way toward her. He acknowledged Lady Caddick, her chaperon, with an inclination of his head and bowed to her charge.

“Lady Morgan,” he said, “this is my set, I believe?”

She nodded her head regally. She and the golden-haired young lady with her were surrounded by young officers, all of whom looked at him with thinly veiled hostility.

“It is a waltz,” the other young lady said. “Do you know the steps, Lord Rosthorn?”

“I do indeed,” he assured her. “I recently spent a few months in Vienna. The waltz is all the rage there.”

“Rosamond!” Lady Caddick said quellingly, perhaps because the girl had spoken to him without first being formally presented to him. But the older lady’s tall hair plumes dipped graciously in his direction. “You may waltz with Lady Morgan, Lord Rosthorn. She has been given the nod of approval by the patronesses of Almack’s.”

He held out one arm to Lady Morgan, and she placed her hand lightly on his sleeve—a slender, long-fingered hand encased in a white glove.

“The nod of approval of the patronesses of Almack’s,” he said, raising his eyebrows as he led her away. “It is of some . . . significance?”

“It is all utterly tedious,” she said with a look that reminded him again of a jaded dowager. “A lady is not permitted to waltz in a London ballroom until she has been granted their permission.”

“Indeed?” he said. “Pray why?”

“Many people do not approve of the waltz,” she said. “It is considered fast.”

“Fast?” he asked, bending his head closer to hers.

“As in improper,” she said disdainfully.

He grinned. “Ah, I see,” he said. And he did too. Good old England. It had not changed. It was as prudish as ever.

“I had danced it a thousand times at home with my dancing master and my brothers,” she told him. “But I was not allowed to dance it at my own come-out ball!”

“Just as if you were a child!” he said, looking shocked.

“Precisely!” But she looked suspiciously into his eyes as they took their places on the dance floor and waited for the music to begin.

Lord, but she was a beauty!

“Are you a British spy?” she asked him.

He raised his eyebrows at this abrupt change of subject.

“There is a rumor to that effect,” she said. “You have been gone from England for a long time. It is thought that perhaps you have been engaged in intelligence missions for the British government.”

“Alas, I’m afraid I am nothing so romantic,” he said. “I have been away from England for nine years because I was banished from there—by my father.”

“Indeed?” she said.

“It concerned a woman,” he said with a smile, “and the theft of a priceless jewel.”

“Which you stole?”

“Which I did not steal,” he said. “But do not all accused and convicted thieves say the same thing?”

She regarded him for a moment from beneath arched eyebrows. “I am sorry you are not a spy,” she said. “Though I daresay you would have been unwilling to answer any of my questions about the military situation anyway.” She turned her head toward the orchestra dais—the music was beginning at last.

He set his right hand behind her waist—it was so slender that he might almost have spanned it with his two hands—and took her right hand in his left. Her free hand came to rest on his shoulder.

She was very young. And exquisitely lovely.

And Bewcastle’s sister.

Dancing was one thing at which he excelled. He had always loved the elegant figures of the minuet and the quadrille, the vigorous intricacies of country dances—and the sheer erotic thrill of the waltz. Perhaps the British were wise to protect their very young from its seductive pull.

He led her off into the dance, waltzing and twirling with small, careful steps while he tested her knowledge of the dance and her ability to follow a lead. She had been well taught. But she possessed something more than just precision and accuracy. He could feel it even during that first minute, when they danced as sedately as everyone else around them.

She showed no further inclination to converse, and he felt none. She smelled of some soft, floral soap or cologne—violets, perhaps? She felt very youthful, very slender, in his arms. She was light and warm and pliant, and he could feel her slippers moving across the floor only inches from his own shoes.

“Is this how the English waltz?” he asked her.

“Yes.” She looked up at him. “Is it not how everyone waltzes?”

“Shall I show you how it is done in Vienna, chérie?” he asked her.

Her eyes widened, though whether in response to the question or to his use of the French endearment she did not say.

He twirled her with longer strides and a wider swing about a corner, and she followed him. He even elicited a sparkling little smile from her.

The waltz had never been intended to be a plodding, mechanical affair, everyone twirling slowly and in perfect time with one another. He danced it now as it was surely meant to be danced, his eyes and his mind focused upon his partner, his ears bringing in the music and pouring its melody and its rhythm into every cell of his body, his feet converting that rhythm into movement.

It was a sensual dance, intended to focus a man’s attention on his partner and hers on him. It was meant to make them think of another kind of dance, one more intimate still.

No wonder the British had misgivings about the waltz.

He whirled her about until the light from the candles became one swirling band of brightness overhead, and wound her skillfully in and out of the more slowly circling couples, noting with satisfaction that she stayed with him every step of the way, that she showed not a moment’s fear of missing a step or colliding with a fellow dancer or losing her balance. The bright uniforms of the officers, the paler pastel ball gowns of the ladies, all merged into a swooping melody of color.

By the time the first waltz of the set came to an end she was bright-eyed and slightly flushed and a little breathless. And even lovelier than before.

“Oh,” she exclaimed, “I like how it is done in Vienna!”

He dipped his head closer to hers. “Would the patronesses of Almack’s approve, do you suppose?”

“Absolutely not,” she said, and then laughed.

The music began again. But it was a slower, more lilting tune this time.

He waltzed her through the crowds as before, weaving in and out, varying the length of his steps, taking several smaller ones, and then moving into wide, sweeping swirls that forced an arch to her back and her neck. He felt the music with his body, moved with it, challenged it, took liberties with it, felt the magic of it. And she moved unerringly with him, her eyes on his much of the time. He held her fractionally closer than the regulation hold, though they touched nowhere except where regulations allowed.

She sighed aloud as the music drew to a close again.

“I did not know the waltz could be so—” she said, but one circling hand, which she had lifted from his shoulder, suggested that she could not think of a suitable word with which to complete the sentence.

“Romantic?” he suggested. He moved his lips closer to her ear. “Erotic?”

“Enjoyable,” she said, and then she frowned and looked at him with a return of her earlier hauteur. “That was not a very proper choice of word! And why have you called me chérie?”

“I have spent nine years on the Continent,” he said, “speaking French most of the time. And my mother is French.”

“Would you call me dear or sweetheart, then, if you had spent those years in England?” she asked. “Or if your mother were English?”

“Probably not.” He smiled into her eyes. “I would have lived all my life with English sensibilities and English inhibitions. How dull that would have been. I am thankful my mother is French, chérie.”

“You must not call me that,” she said. “I have not permitted it. I am English, you see, with all of an Englishwoman’s sensibilities and inhibitions—and dullness.”

She was, he thought, every inch Bewcastle’s sister. Except that he had spotted the rebel beneath the aristocrat, the butterfly eager to fly free of its cocoon. And the woman behind the youthful exterior who was surely capable of hot passion.

“I do not believe you for a moment,” he told her softly, smiling into her eyes. “But if I may not call you chérie, what else is there? What sort of a name is Morgan for a lady?”

“It was my mother’s choice,” she said. “We all have unusual names, my sister and my brothers. But mine is not so very strange. Have you not heard of the Morgan of Arthurian legend? She was a woman.”

“And an enchantress,” he said. “You are aptly named after all, then.”

“Nonsense,” she said briskly. “Besides, I am not Morgan to you, am I, Lord Rosthorn? I am Lady Morgan.”

The music began again for the last waltz of the set as his smile turned to laughter.

“Ah,” she said, brightening, “a lively tune again. Dancing can often be very tedious, Lord Rosthorn, would you not agree?”

“As danced the English way, I would have to agree with you,” he said. “But the Viennese way is more . . . er, interesting, would you not agree?”

“When you paused, you intended that I think of that other word, did you not?” she said. “I believe, Lord Rosthorn, you are flirting quite outrageously with me. But beware—I am not as gullible as I may look. Yes, let us waltz the Viennese way since it is more interesting.” She smiled at him.

All of the sunlight and all of the warmth of a summer day were in that smile, and he realized that she was playing him at his own game—or what she thought was his game. She was far more interesting than he had expected. She might even prove a worthy foe.

He hoped so.

“You have talked me into it, chérie,” he told her, sweeping her into the dance, holding her smiling eyes with his own. “We will perform that erotic dance.”

Her cheeks flushed. But she would not look away from him, he noticed. He smiled slowly back at her.

         

ALMOST ALL THE BRITISH VISITORS TO BRUSSELS HAD driven out to the village of Schendelbeke and across the temporary bridge over the River Dender to where, on the riverbank near Grammont, the Duke of Wellington reviewed the British cavalry. The Prussian field marshal von Blücher was there too.

It was a picturesque setting for such a spectacle. And pure spectacle it was too. First the cavalry stood still for inspection, and Morgan, sitting in an open barouche with Rosamond and the Earl and Countess of Caddick, would have sworn that neither the thousands of men nor the thousands of horses beneath them moved a single muscle. Then Lord Uxbridge, their commander, marched the cavalry past the duke, and it seemed that they moved so perfectly in time with one another that the whole force was a single unit.

“How could any normal woman not be in love with every single one of the officers?” Rosamond asked with a laugh, though she whispered the question so that her mama would not hear. Morgan sometimes found her friend just a little silly in her enthusiasms, but really she had a point on this occasion. Morgan would not have missed the outing for anything in the world. She would probably be paying insipid afternoon calls with Aunt Rochester now if she were still in London. On the other hand, when she had tried a short while ago to draw the Earl of Caddick into a discussion on whether the necessity for military discipline ought to outweigh the human right to individuality, she had drawn blank stares from the ladies and a mere grunt from the earl.

The Life Guards were part of the review and were turned out in all their scarlet, immaculate splendor. They were mounted on magnificent and perfectly trained horses—the best in all Europe, according to Captain Lord Gordon. He was among them now. So were many other young officers who were part of their usual group of friends.

If ever matters did come to the point at which the British cavalry was forced to gallop into battle, Rosamond predicted aloud, the French cavalry would surely venture one look at them and take to their heels in sheer panic. The French infantry would be too terrified even to flee. Not that matters ever would get to that point, of course.

Morgan was not so sure on either count. Alleyne had warned her just the day before that the situation was beginning to look rather grim and that it was altogether probable that the Caddicks would decide to return home to England soon. And surely, she thought, years of warfare should have taught everyone in Europe that it would be foolish indeed to underestimate Napoléon Bonaparte and the French soldiers who had always fought for him with such unflagging bravery. Many of the British, of course, were unwilling to admit that anyone was capable of bravery except an Englishman.

She kept her thoughts to herself.

After the review was over, Captain Lord Gordon and several of the other officers rode up to the barouche to pay their respects to the earl and countess and to chat with the young ladies. Morgan was very aware that this afternoon’s visual spectacle was no circus show. It was the reality of real men preparing for war—for killing and being killed. She twirled her parasol above her head and gazed at them each in turn. It was hard to picture all this male vitality in so desperate a struggle.

“The Duke of Wellington is anxiously awaiting the arrival of more foreign troops,” Lord Gordon was explaining to her, having maneuvered his horse right alongside the door next to which Morgan sat. “And it is said he is terrified lest the rest of the seasoned troops who fought with him in the Peninsula not arrive back from America soon enough to push the French back should they be foolish enough to attack us here. But it is clear to see that our cavalry alone is strong enough and ferocious enough right now to complete the task with ease.”

There was a cheer from his grinning fellow officers.

“Would you not agree, Lady Morgan, after having watched the review?” he asked.

Morgan knew very well—surely everyone must—that it was always the infantry that won or lost a battle.

“You certainly looked very formidable indeed,” she told him.

“And the Life Guards in particular?” he asked her. “Everyone knows that we are the cream of the crop, so to speak, that all the Englishmen of highest rank choose the Guards—if their families can afford it—and that we have all the best horses. Have you noticed how the rest of the cavalry and all the infantry and artillery regiments look up to us with envy and awe? Especially the green jackets?”

His companions cheered and laughed again, and Lady Caddick smiled complacently. Rosamond was engaged in a private conversation with Major Franks, who had ridden around to her side of the carriage.

Morgan wished they did not all seem so disconcertingly like a group of schoolboys predicting a win at cricket over a rival school. She could not help wondering a little uneasily how such unseasoned troops would perform under fire. Most of the green jackets Lord Gordon had referred to were riflemen, and most had fought in the Peninsula and were seasoned, battle-hardened troops. Many of them were somewhat shabby in appearance, but Morgan had noticed that other soldiers spoke of them with considerable respect.

“The Life Guards did look particularly magnificent,” she agreed.

He smiled warmly at her. “You must not fear, Lady Morgan,” he said. “For one thing, no Frenchman in his right mind is going to fight for Bonaparte again if it can possibly be avoided. For another, Brussels is surrounded by our own Allied troops in an impenetrable fortress of protection. And for another, if all else fails, the Life Guards certainly will not. You are quite safe from harm.”

There was another good-natured cheer.

“I do not feel threatened,” she assured him.

“We would not keep you here in Brussels if there were any danger, I do assure you, Lady Morgan,” Lady Caddick told her, “and as I assured the duke, your brother, before we came here.”

“In a way,” Lord Gordon said with boyish eagerness, his whole attention still on Morgan, “I am sorry that Bonaparte never will get close to the doorstep of Brussels. I would love nothing better than a battle to show him a thing or two about the English cavalry in general and the English Life Guards in particular. If Wellington had had us with him in Spain, I daresay it would not have taken him so long to push the French back into France.”

“Perhaps not,” Morgan said. “But you are here now.”

She was feeling decidedly indignant. Until just last year, her brother Aidan had been a cavalry officer. He had battled his way across Portugal and Spain and into France, fighting the Peninsular Wars with Wellington’s forces every slow step of the way. She had never heard him claim that his regiment—or even the cavalry alone—had won the war. He always spoke with respect of all the military forces—cavalry, infantry, artillery, British, and allied—who had fought. He even spoke with respect of the French. But then, of course, Aidan was older and more experienced.

Her thoughts were diverted at that point when her eyes alighted on the figure of the Earl of Rosthorn, who was riding a short distance away with a gentleman Morgan did not know. She recognized the earl immediately. She had not seen him since the evening of the Cameron ball, but she had not forgotten their waltz—or their conversation. Although honesty forced her to admit that she had enjoyed herself at the time, she remembered with disapproval. He had treated her with a familiarity she resented—he had persisted in calling her chérie even when she had commanded him not to. And he had quite deliberately set out to shock her, telling her about the causes of his banishment from England, and using that word—erotic—to describe their dance. He had used it twice. And he had held her just a little too close while waltzing with her and had even moved his head a little closer once or twice to speak softly in her ear. He was, of course, a rake, and he had used his charms on her as if he thought she were a green girl and therefore quite unable to discover what he was about.

She had made up her mind after the ball that if he approached her ever again, she would give him the cut direct. She was not going to dance to anyone’s tune. She was a Bedwyn, after all.

The earl had seen her. His eyes met and held hers, an expression on his face that was not quite a smile—it was half mocking, half amused. It lit his lazy eyes and tugged at the corners of his mouth. Morgan disdained to be the first to look away. She raised her eyebrows in what she hoped was a fair imitation of Wulfric when he wished to depress pretention and turn the recipient into an icicle. And then Lord Rosthorn was guiding his horse in the direction of their barouche, winding in and out of the press of other carriages and riders.

Botheration!

The group of officers parted to let him through, a few of them looking somewhat surprised.

“Ah, Lady Caddick, ma’am,” he said, taking his eyes off Morgan at the last possible moment and touching the brim of his hat courteously to the countess. “I was hoping to encounter you here. How do you do?”

“Lord Rosthorn,” Lady Caddick said, all amiability. “Have you been enjoying the review? I was never better entertained or more proud in my life. Are you acquainted with Caddick?”

The gentlemen, who apparently were indeed acquainted, exchanged affable nods, and Lord Rosthorn addressed the remainder of his remarks to Lady Caddick herself, while the rest of the group paused politely and looked on.

Morgan was more than a little irritated. She was longing to give him a withering set-down on some pretext.

“I am planning a picnic in the Forest of Soignés,” Lord Rosthorn said, “and am in the process of considering my guest list.”

“A picnic!” Rosamond exclaimed, looking away from Major Franks and darting a bright look at Morgan.

“A picnic by moonlight,” Lord Rosthorn added, smiling warmly at Rosamond before returning his attention to her mother. “It would give me the greatest pleasure, ma’am, if you and Lord Caddick would agree to be among my guests and to bring your daughter and Lady Morgan Bedwyn too.”

Rosamond clasped her hands to her bosom.

“And your son as well,” Lord Rosthorn added, “and any other officer of the Life Guards you would wish included in the invitation.”

“That is extremely civil of you, Lord Rosthorn,” Lady Caddick said. “We would be delighted to attend, would we not, Caddick?”

Lord Caddick grunted.

“Splendid!” the earl replied. “I shall do myself the honor of calling upon you in Brussels as soon as I can give you more specific details, then, ma’am.”

He did not linger. He turned his horse and maneuvered it through the crowd again to rejoin his friend a short distance away. But before doing so he looked fully at Morgan, made her a polite bow, and favored her with that half-smile again, as if they shared some amusing secret. She half expected him to call her chérie.

“Well!” she said crossly to no one in particular.

She felt considerably ruffled. How dared he? He had not addressed a single word to her. He had scarcely even looked at her once he was close. And yet she had been given the distinct impression that they were all invited to his picnic because of her.

What was he up to?

She would dearly have loved the opportunity to consider his invitation, twirling her parasol nonchalantly as she did so, and then to refuse it quite publicly and distinctly without offering any excuse. Simply no. Instead, she had had to sit in silence and listen, like a child whose wishes are not consulted.

It would serve him right if he really was planning his picnic for her sake and she failed to attend.

His French accent had been quite noticeable throughout the short conversation. But he was British, was he not? Did he expect her to find his accent irresistible just because French—or English spoken with a French accent—was said to be the language of love? A rake might at least be more subtle in his approach.

Of course, she thought, pitting her wits against those of a rake would surely enliven her days somewhat—her days really had become rather tedious. And the idea of a picnic by moonlight in the Forest of Soignés had definite appeal.

“Who does that fellow think he is?” Lord Gordon asked, his voice irritated, one of his hands tapping out a rapid tattoo on the door of the barouche. “He expects us all to be impressed by his title though he has not set foot in England for years but has instead been moving around the Continent acquiring an unsavory reputation. I can believe it too. He muscled his way in at the Cameron ball two evenings ago and took the first waltz with Lady Morgan, which I had determined should be mine.”

“I had promised the set to no one, Captain,” Morgan reminded him sharply while Rosamond turned to talk excitedly to Major Franks and the other officers buzzed among themselves and Lady Caddick was making some remark to her husband. “It would have been improper to dance with you again so soon after the opening set. The Earl of Rosthorn was properly presented to me and asked formally for a set of dances, a request that I granted.”

“I beg your pardon,” he said hastily. “It is just that I find the fellow impudent and would not have him force his attentions on you if you are unwilling. Perhaps you are not.”

“If I were unwilling,” she said, “I would give him the cut direct, especially if he were indeed impudent. But I cannot construe a properly made introduction at a ball as forcing attention upon anyone. And today he made his invitation very properly—and very generally—to your mama.”

“I beg your pardon,” he said again stiffly.

It was the closest she had come to quarreling openly with him. But really, Morgan thought, he could be very tiresome. And possessiveness was something she would tolerate in no man who was not her husband—or even in her husband, she decided, amending her thought.

But now look what he had provoked her into, she thought, turning her eyes on the departing figure of Lord Rosthorn. Here she was defending the man when she was feeling more than a little annoyed with him.

What was he up to?
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