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The slither of the cards across the baize table, the chink of rouleaux as the players placed their bets, the soft murmur of the groom porters pronouncing the odds were the only sounds in the inner chamber of Brooke’s gaming club. Six men sat around the faro table, five playing against the banker. They wore leather bands to protect the laced ruffles of their shirts and leather eyeshades to shield their eyes from the brilliance of the chandeliers, whose many candles cast a dazzling glare upon the baize table. The banker’s face was expressionless as he dealt the cards, watched the bets being laid, paid out, or collected at the completion of each turn. To the spectators gathered around the chamber it seemed as if winning or losing was a matter of complete indifference to Jack Fortescu, Duke of St. Jules.

But there were those who knew that it was far from the case. Something other than the usual game of chance was being played out in the elegant room, where despite the late hour the day’s summer heat remained trapped, fusty with the smell of sweat mingled with stale perfume and spilled wine. The concentration at the table was focused upon a near-palpable current between the banker and one gamester, and gradually the other players dropped from the game, their supply of rouleaux diminished, their hunger for the gamble for the moment overtaken by this other battle that was being fought. 

Only Frederick Lacey, Earl of Dunston, continued to place his bets on the lay out of the cards, with an almost febrile intensity. When he lost he merely thrust his rouleaux across the table to the banker and bet again. The duke, impassive as always, turned up the cards in steady rotation, laying winners to his right hand, losers to his left. Once his cold gray eyes flickered up and across the table to his opponent in a swift assessing scrutiny, then his gaze returned to the table. Neither man spoke a word.

“By God, Jack has the devil in him tonight,” Charles James Fox murmured from the doorway, where he stood watching the play. Like several of the others in the room he wore the exaggerated costume of the macaroni, an impossibly tight waistcoat in bright crimson and gold stripes and a beribboned straw hat over hair that was powdered a crazy shade of blue.

“And the devil’s own luck it would seem, Charles,” his companion replied in the same undertone. His own costume, rich in lace, ruffles, and gold velvet though it was, was almost somber in contrast with the other’s. “The luck’s been running with him for months.”

“And always against Lacey,” Fox mused, taking a deep draught of burgundy from the glass he held. “I saw Jack win ten thousand guineas from the man at quinze last night.” 

“And twenty from him at hazard on Monday. It seems Jack’s playing a deep game. He’s not playing for the pleasure of it, there’s some damnable purpose behind it,” George Cavenaugh said. “If asked, I would say he’s set to ruin Lacey. But why?”

Fox made no immediate response as he remembered the old scandal. No one knew the real truth of that story and it had happened so long ago now, it could hardly be relevant. He shook his head. “Ever since Jack got back from Paris he’s been different.” He shrugged slightly. “I can’t put my finger on it. He’s his usual careless, charming self, but there’s something, a hardness underneath that wasn’t there before.”

“’Tis hardly surprising. Anyone escaping that hellhole of murderous anarchy is going to be touched in some way,” George said somberly. “They say he got out by the skin of his teeth, but he won’t say a word about it. He just laughs that damnable laugh of his and changes the subject.” He held out his glass to a passing waiter, who refilled it.

The two men fell silent, watching the play. Frederick Lacey had but one rouleau in front of him now. His hand hovered over it for a second, his first hesitation of the evening. St. Jules caressed the stem of his wineglass between two long white fingers of an immaculately manicured hand. A large sapphire ring glowed blue fire in the candlelight. He waited.

With a short intake of breath Lacey placed his rouleau on the ace. The duke turned over the next card in the box to reveal the first, and thus the losing, card. It was the ace. Lacey’s countenance was now several shades whiter beneath the raddled complexion of the heavy drinker. Without expression the duke placed the ace on the discard pile and dealt the next card from the remainder of the pack. He turned it over and the ten of spades lay faceup, seeming to mock the ashen earl. The duke slid the rouleau into the pile that glinted at his elbow. He surveyed the earl in silence. Now only three cards remained to be dealt.

Frederick Lacey fought the constriction in his chest. In the last month he had lost his entire fortune to this one man, who somehow couldn’t make a bad play. The duke of St. Jules had always played deep. He had lost one fortune at the tables in his green youth, disappeared abroad to recoup, and returned several years later in possession of a second and even larger fortune. This one he had not lost, simply increased with steady and skillful play. He was a gambler by nature and yet he never again made the mistakes of his youth. Rarely if ever did he allow himself to rise from the tables a loser at the end of an evening. 

Lacey stared at the two piles of discarded cards beside the dealer and at the three remaining cards in the dealer’s box. He knew what those three cards were, as did everyone who had been watching and recording the discards. If he called the turn and bet on the order in which those three cards would be dealt, he had a one in five chance of being right. But if he was right, the dealer would have to pay out four to one. One last massive stake and he would recoup everything. He looked up and met the gray gaze of the man he loathed with a passion for which there were no words. He knew what St. Jules intended and he alone in this crowded, stuffy chamber knew why. But one stroke of luck and he would elude him, and not just that, he would turn the tables. If St. Jules accepted the stake and lost, he would be forced to pay out four to one, and he would be facing his own ruin. 

St. Jules would accept the stake. Lacey knew that. 

He slowly removed his rings and the diamond pin that nestled in the foaming lace at his throat. Deliberately he placed them in the center of the table. As deliberately, he said, “I call the turn.”

“And that is your stake?” The duke’s tone was faintly incredulous. In terms of what had been won and lost this evening, the wager was pathetic.

A dull flush infused the earl’s countenance. “No, merely an earnest. I stake everything, my lord duke. Lacey Court, the house on Albermarle Street, and all their contents.”

There was a swift indrawing of breath around the room and the spectators exchanged glances. 

“All the contents?” the duke inquired with soft emphasis. “Animate and inanimate?”

“All” was the firm rejoinder.

Jack Fortescu moved his own stacks of rouleau towards the center of the table. “I doubt this sum alone would cover my loss, my lord,” he said in soft consideration. He looked around the room. “How do we value the earl’s wager, gentlemen? If I’m to cover it four to one, I would know precisely what I’m risking.”

“Let us say two hundred thousand pounds in all,” suggested Charles Fox. An addicted gambler himself, he had lost every penny of his own and had borrowed from his friends with such reckless abandon and no possibility of repayment that he had ruined many of them in turn. It seemed appropriate that such a man should come up with such a sum. “That would put Jack’s liability at eight hundred thousand.”

The room fell completely silent, the enormity of the sum hanging in the air. Even for men for whom gaming was their life’s obsession, who won and lost fortunes in a night, it was a figure hard to absorb, with the exception of Fox, whose eyes were glinting with the thrill of the wager. All eyes rested on St. Jules, who leaned back in his chair, still idly caressing the stem of his wineglass, a tiny smile playing over his lips. But there was no smile in the eyes that rested on his opponent’s face. 

“Do you accept the figure, Lacey?” His voice was very quiet.

“Can you cover it?” the earl demanded, irritatingly aware of a tremor in his own voice.

“Do you doubt it?” It was said with a cold confidence that left no room for doubt.

“I accept it.” The earl snapped his fingers at a groom porter, who immediately produced parchment, a quill, and an inkstand. The scratching of the pen as the earl wrote out the terms of the wager was the only sound in the room. He took the sand shaker and dried the ink, then leaned forward to retrieve his signet ring. The groom porter dropped wax on the parchment and the earl affixed his signature, pressing the ring into the wax, then wordlessly pushed the document across to the duke for his own signature. 

The duke glanced around the room and his eye fell on George Cavenaugh. “George, will you hold the stake?”

George nodded and moved to the table. He took the document, read through it, and pronounced it in order. His eyes were questioning as they rested for a moment on his friend’s inscrutable countenance, then he folded the document and slid it into an inner pocket of his coat. 

The duke nodded, took a sip of his wine, and said formally, “Be pleased to call the turn, my lord.”

Lacey licked his lips, a quick involuntary flick of his tongue. He leaned forward, fixing his eyes on the remaining cards in the box as if he could somehow read through them, then said slowly, “The ace of hearts . . . ten of diamonds . . . five of spades.”

All breath was suspended and the sudden splutter of a guttering candle on a sideboard was a thunderclap in the deathly silence. St. Jules took out the first card. He turned it slowly. It was the ace of hearts.

The silence, if possible, deepened. The earl leaned forward a little, his gaze riveted to the dealer’s long white hand as it moved for the next card. The duke’s face was expressionless. He turned over the five of spades.

The earl flung himself back in his chair, his eyes closed, his face haggard, almost as white as his elaborately curled and powdered hair. He didn’t watch as the last card was revealed. It was irrelevant now. The five of spades had lost him the wager. At last he opened his eyes and looked across the table at his enemy. 

St. Jules met his gaze and there was neither satisfaction nor triumph in the cool gray eyes. “So, mon ami, the chickens finally come home to roost,” he said softly. 

The earl pushed back his chair with an abrupt scrape on the polished oak floor. The crowd parted for him in the same silence as he pushed his way through towards a pair of French doors that stood open to combat the hot summer air. He stepped onto a small balcony overlooking the street of St. James’s below and the thick curtains swung to behind him.

Charles Fox, with a sudden exclamation, took a step to follow him, but the sharp report of a pistol sounded before he could reach the door. He flung aside the curtains and knelt beside the still figure of the earl of Dunston. There was no need to feel for a pulse. The top of Frederick Lacey’s head was missing, blood pooling beneath him and dripping through the balcony railing to the street below.

Men crowded to the door, squeezed onto the balcony, bent over the body. Alone in the room, the duke of St. Jules slowly gathered up the cards, shuffled them, and returned them to the dealer’s box.

“What the devil game do you play, Jack?” George Cavanaugh spoke harshly as he came back into the room. 

“The game is now played, George,” Jack said with a shrug. He took up his glass and drank. “Lacey was a coward and he died a coward’s death.”

“What else could he do, man?” George demanded. “You ruined him.”

“He made the decisions, my dear, not I,” his friend said with a hint of a drawl. “He chose his own risks.” 

He stood up, and a groom porter hastened to help him out of the frieze greatcoat that constituted the uniform of the serious gamester. He put on his own crimson velvet coat over the sapphire waistcoat, slid the leather bands off his wrists, and shook down his ruffles. He removed the leather guard that had shielded his eyes. His hair, black as night, was unpowdered, tied back in a queue on his nape with a sapphire velvet ribbon. A startling streak of white ran from a pronounced widow’s peak springing off his broad forehead. As George knew, St. Jules had had that streak since their schooldays and it had not made the brutal rough and tumble of Westminster School any easier for the boy. But his peers had soon learned that Jack Fortescu was not an easy mark. He fought without scruple or inhibition, never allowed a challenge to go unanswered, and in general emerged from the fray bloodied but victorious.

And somewhere, somehow, Frederick Lacey, Earl of Dunston, had earned himself a lethal combat with Jack Fortescu, Duke of St. Jules.

“Why was it necessary, Jack?” he asked directly.

Jack again shook out the ruffles at his wrist with a critical air, as if dissatisfied with them. “A personal matter, my dear friend, but believe me, it was necessary. The world is better rid of such canaille as Frederick Lacey.”

“And you are now in possession of the entire Lacey fortune,” George stated as he accompanied his friend from the room. “Animate as well as inanimate. What do you intend to do with them all? Two houses, the stables, dogs, presumably servants, tenants, and . . .” He paused for a second, before continuing, “And, of course, there is the sister.”

Jack stopped at the head of the stairs leading down to the ground-floor hallway. “Ah, yes,” he said, “the sister. Momentarily, I had forgotten.” He shook his head as if puzzled. “An extraordinary lapse, in the circumstances.” 

“What circumstances?” George demanded but was answered only by a shrug and the duke’s cryptic smile. “She will be penniless,” George pressed. “Unless she has some inheritance from her mother. I believe the countess died when her daughter was a child.”

“Yes, so I understand,” Jack said with a slightly dismissive gesture. “There was a pittance for her daughter, but no significant trust fund.” He started down the stairs. 

George followed him, wondering how Jack could be privy to the financial situation of an unknown woman who had but once entered London Society before retiring permanently to the countryside. He shook his head, silently cursing his enigmatic friend, who could somehow sound and indeed behave with a degree of apparent callousness that shocked even the most cynical members of Society. But there was never a better friend in need than Jack, never a more loyal supporter. He would give a man his last sou if he cared for him, and he never lied, never dissembled. But only a fool would cross swords with him, only a man who had little care for his skin would make an enemy of Jack Fortescu.

“So what do you intend by the sister?” George demanded when they were once more out in the street. It had not rained for three weeks and although it was gone four in the morning, the air was still heavy, airless, and fetid with the reek of the garbage-filled kennels, the piles of horse manure, the odor of human waste. 

Jack stopped, turned to his companion, and for the first time all evening a genuine smile lit his eyes, curved the full, sensual mouth. “No harm, my dear. I swear to you. No harm.” Then he clapped George on the shoulder and said, “Forgive me, but I would be alone now, George.” 

George watched him stride off down the street. Jack’s hand rested lightly on his sword hilt as he whistled a soft insouciant tune, his eyes ever watchful, exploring the shadows and the dark openings of the city’s narrow, dangerous lanes and alleys.

George shrugged and turned back to Brooke’s. There were matters there that needed attention. A man had died.

 
Arabella Lacey was deeply occupied with her precious orchids in the conservatory at the back of the house and heard nothing of her visitor’s arrival . . . not the sound of his horse’s hooves on the gravel driveway, the wheel-rattle of the accompanying coach and four; not the shout of a postillion calling for a groom, nor the loud banging of the heavy lion’s-head knocker on the front door.

She was so absorbed, she even failed to notice when her dogs rose from the patch of sunlight in the corner of the conservatory and padded to the glass door leading into the back hall, where they stood sentinel, ears cocked, feathery tails uplifted. She didn’t hear the door open as she examined the leaves of one of the rarer specimens, frowning at a tiny black dot that had appeared since last she’d examined the plant. 

“I beg you to forgive the intrusion, madam.”

At the soft, light drawl, Arabella jumped and dropped the secateurs she was holding. She spun around, one hand on her throat. “You startled me,” she declared unnecessarily and somewhat irritably.

“Yes, so I see. You must forgive me, but I didn’t know how else to announce my presence.” Her visitor stepped farther into the conservatory and she noticed with a mixture of surprise and annoyance that he had a hand on the head of each of the red setters and they were as docile under the pressure as if it were her own touch. Boris and Oscar were in general suspicious of strangers and could usually be relied upon to alert her to any visitor, familiar or otherwise. So, also, could Franklin, her steward. So where was he this fine morning?

She regarded her visitor with frank curiosity. His unpowdered hair was tied at the nape of his neck with a black ribbon and she couldn’t for a minute divert her gaze from the fascinating streak of pure white that sprang from the widow’s peak on his broad brow. He was dressed for riding and held his gold-edged tricorne hat in one hand, his silver-mounted crop in the other. He lightly tapped the latter against his booted calf as he returned her gaze steadily from a pair of clear and somewhat penetrating gray eyes. 

“I don’t believe we are acquainted, sir,” she said with a touch of hauteur. She inclined her head to one side in questioning fashion, uncomfortably aware that beads of perspiration had gathered on her forehead, and her hair was sticking in limp strands to her scalp in the humid heat of the conservatory. 

Her visitor swept her an elegant bow, the black velvet skirts of his coat flaring. “Jack Fortescu, at your service, my lady.” He rose and extended his hand in greeting. 

Arabella glanced involuntarily at her own. She despised wearing gloves for gardening and there was dirt beneath her fingernails. She ignored the proffered hand and curtsied, wishing that she was wearing something other than a threadbare muslin gown, so faded that it’s original color was a mere memory. She felt at considerable disadvantage in the presence of this immaculately groomed stranger and it did little for her peace of mind. But the name rang a bell.

“His grace of St. Jules?” she queried.

“The very same, madam.” He bowed again, and picked up the dropped secateurs, setting them down on a trestle table. 

“I’m afraid my brother is not here at present,” she said. “You will find him in London, I believe.”

He appeared to have no interest in the information, merely observed, “The orchids are lovely.”

“They are something of a hobby of mine,” she replied. If he wasn’t going to come to the point of this sudden appearance, she was damned if she was going to show any curiosity. She clicked her fingers at the dogs, who rather reluctantly, she thought, left the duke’s side and came over to her, sitting obediently against her legs. 

“Beautiful dogs,” he said.

“Yes,” she agreed. She brushed a sticky strand of hair from her forehead and knew that her face was unbecomingly flushed with the heat. 

“Perhaps we could go somewhere a little cooler,” he suggested with a solicitous air. “You seem a little . . . um . . . overheated, if you’ll forgive my saying so.”

“I’ve been working in a hothouse on a broiling day in mid-August,” she pointed out with a snap. He didn’t seem to have a hair out of place and his ruffles were still as crisp as if they’d just been under the gauffering iron, although he was standing directly beneath the point in the glass roof where the sun blazed down.

He inclined his head and stepped back to the door, opening it for her with an inviting gesture. Arabella swept past him, catching the scent of laundered linen and lavender. She was probably rank as a groom, she reflected, giving an involuntary sigh of relief at the relative cool of the stone-flagged hallway. The dogs flung themselves down on the flags with breathy sighs.

“My lady, is everything as it should be?” Her steward emerged from the shadows, looking a little worried. “I explained to his grace that Lord Dunston was absent and that you were occupied, but . . .” He let the rest of the sentence fade but it was clear that the duke of St. Jules had not given him the opportunity to follow correct procedure.

“I’m not quite sure what the situation is, to be honest, Franklin,” she said, looking at her visitor. “Perhaps you would take his grace to the drawing room. I’m sure he’d appreciate a tankard of ale in this heat and I should like a jug of lemonade . . . If you’ll excuse me, my lord duke, I’ll join you in a few minutes.” She hesitated, then said, “Unless, of course, you wish to discharge your errand immediately? I assume there is some purpose behind your delightful visit? Perhaps it is a very brief purpose.”

An appreciative smile touched his mouth and glimmered for an instant in his eyes. The challenge in her voice was unmistakable. “I’m afraid it’s not quickly discharged, my lady,” he said. “I will await you.” 

She frowned, puzzled, intrigued, and aware of an unmistakable sense of foreboding. Then, with a tiny shrug, she snapped her fingers at the dogs, turned, and took the back stairs to her bedchamber, Boris and Oscar on her heels. “Bring me hot water, please, Becky,” she asked as she walked in, pulling at the limp ribbon in her hair. “My hands are filthy and I have a visitor.”

“Oh, yes, m’lady, we all knows that,” her maid said with unconcealed curiosity. “Is it some message from my lord, do you think?”

“I assume so,” Arabella said absently, going to the dresser mirror. “I have heard my brother talk of the duke.” She peered at her reflection gloomily. It was even worse than she’d imagined. Her face was streaked with dirt and sweat and her hair was a tangled mop. 

“Hurry with the water, Becky . . . but first, unbutton me.” She gave the maid her back and the girl’s nimble fingers flew over the buttons. “Thank you . . . now the water.” She sat in her petticoat and picked up her hairbrush, pulling it through the mass of dark brown curls. A deep frown drew her brows together. It was true that Frederick had mentioned Jack Fortescu, Duke of St. Jules, on more than one occasion, but always with dislike. But then, she reflected, there weren’t too many people her half brother actually did like, and from what she had gathered on her one sortie into London Society, his feelings were generally reciprocated. She didn’t like him herself, truth be told. He was weak and spiteful at best and he had certainly done little to encourage any sisterly feeling in her. 

But just what was St. Jules doing at Lacey Court, thirty miles from London, amidst the cherry orchards of Kent?

Becky returned with a copper jug of hot water and poured it into the basin. Arabella washed her face, sponged her arms and neck, and took a nailbrush to her hands. “Fetch me the apple-green morning gown . . . the Indian silk, please, Becky. It’s too hot for corsets and panniers.” And her visitor, elegant though he was in his black velvet coat and britches, was not dressed and powdered or bewigged for a formal morning visit.

“My hair’s impossible this morning,” she lamented as she struggled with the curls. “The damp in the conservatory has made it all frizzy.”

“Oh, let me do that, m’lady.” Becky took the brush and deftly manipulated the long, dark, curling tresses into ringlets that clustered around her face. “If you wear that pretty French cap, it will be perfect,” she declared, pinning the white, lace-edged cap to the top of her mistress’s head. “There.” She stood back to admire her handiwork.

“You are a miracle worker, Becky,” Arabella declared. She stood up and stepped into the simple silk morning gown that the maid now held for her. “A little splash of rosewater, I think.” She dabbed the light fragrance onto the inside of her wrists and elbows and behind her ears. She wasn’t sure why she was going to so much trouble for this unexpected visitor, but she couldn’t rid herself of that sense of foreboding and it seemed vital that she wasn’t at any kind of a disadvantage for the upcoming interview. 

She went back downstairs, aware that she’d left her visitor to his own devices for more than half an hour. The red setters’ toenails clicked on the waxed floorboards as they followed her. Franklin was hovering in the front hall as she descended the Elizabethan staircase. 

“His grace is in the library, my lady. He preferred it to the drawing room.”

Arabella raised her eyebrows. “Has he examined all the rooms down here, Franklin?”

“He did look in one or two of the receiving rooms, my lady.” The steward sounded both helpless and apologetic. 

Arabella frowned. Visitors didn’t in general reject a host’s directions and roam the house in search of a venue they preferred. In fact, it was both rude and impertinent and she began to wonder just what kind of a man she was harboring under her roof. It deepened her sense of foreboding. “Did you bring him ale?”

“He asked for burgundy, madam. I took the decanter in a while ago. And a jug of lemonade for you.”

Arabella nodded and crossed the hall to the library. It was a much smaller room than the grand drawing room, darker and more intimate, smelling of books and old leather and beeswax.

His grace of St. Jules was standing at the window overlooking the side garden, a glass of wine in his hand. His tricorne hat and riding crop lay carelessly across the seat of a chair and she noticed for the first time the slender rapier that hung sheathed at his side. It was not a dress sword, it was made for business. A little shiver prickled her spine.

He turned as she came in, the dogs bounding ahead of her. “Does your orchid hobby extend to gardening in general?”

She closed the door quietly behind her. “Yes,” she responded.

“It’s clear that someone has an eye for landscaping,” he offered with a smile, leaving the window to take an armless chair beside the empty grate. “The rock garden is magnificent.”

“Thank you,” she said simply, pouring herself a glass of lemonade from the jug on a little gilt table. “How do you find the wine?”

“A fine vintage,” he said. “Your brother kept a good cellar.”

Her hand paused in the act of lifting the glass to her lips. “Kept?”

He regarded her for a moment before saying quietly, “I’m afraid I am the bearer of bad news, Lady Arabella.”

She didn’t say anything immediately. She set her lemonade untasted on the table and unconsciously crossed her arms, clasping her elbows, her eyes gazing into the middle distance. 

Jack waited, watching her as she absorbed the implications. He caught himself observing that the ringlets that framed her face were the rich, sumptuous color of chocolate, and her eyes were a rather fascinating tawny color. He couldn’t decide whether they were more gold than brown. Her complexion was the color of thick cream. But despite the appealing color scheme, she was not in any conventional sense either beautiful or pretty, or even handsome. She was well past the age of discretion, for a start. Her face was too strong, too uncompromising, dominated by high cheekbones, a firm square jaw, and a straight aquiline nose. Her dark eyebrows were thicker than prevailing fashion demanded, but her mouth was full, with a long upper lip tip-tilted at the corners. 

Finally she let her hands drop from her elbows and her arms fell to her sides. “How did he die?”

The directness of the question surprised him at first, and then he realized it shouldn’t have. She didn’t strike him as a woman who would avoid unpleasantness or beat about the bush. “By his own hand,” he replied, keeping his tone even.

Her gaze snapped into focus. She was not shocked by the fact of Frederick’s untimely death. It had always seemed an inevitable consequence eventually of his predilection for debauchery and for the kinds of people who formed his social circle, such as it was. She’d seen how violent they could become in drink, and they were rarely sober. He could have died of drink or as the result of a violent and fatal encounter and she would not have been surprised. But suicide? She would never have believed her half brother capable of that. 

“Why?” She asked the question almost as much of herself as of her visitor.

“He lost everything at the tables.”

“Everything?” She sucked in her lower lip. 

“I’m afraid so.”

Her nostrils flared slightly and she touched her mouth with her fingertips. That would explain such a death. She knew her brother. Frederick could probably have lived dishonored but he could not have faced a world of poverty. She looked for pity in her heart and for the moment failed to find it as she contemplated the grimness of her own future. Frederick would not, of course, have broken the habit of a lifetime and given his half sister even a passing thought. 

Bleakly she surveyed the messenger of doom. His countenance was without expression but the gray eyes were sharply watchful as they rested on her. Why was this man bringing her the news? He’d never been a friend or even an associate of Frederick’s. But of course it was obvious. She said, “I’m assuming that Frederick was the loser, and you, your grace, were the winner.”

“An accurate assumption.” He reached into his coat and drew out the document that her brother had drawn up at the faro table. He rose from the chair and handed it to her.

Arabella took it and turned away from him as she unfolded it. She read it in silence, then folded it, turned again, and handed it back. “My congratulations, your grace,” she said without expression. “When would you like me to leave my home?”

He slipped the document back inside his coat and said calmly, “Curiously enough, my dear, I didn’t come here to dispossess you. I came to offer you my protection.” 

A faintly incredulous smile curled her lips and her voice dripped contempt. “A carte blanche, your grace . . . how very kind of you. But I’m afraid I must decline your so generous offer.”

He held up an arresting hand and shook his head. “Don’t jump to conclusions, Lady Arabella. I already have a mistress, a most satisfactory one, and I neither want nor need another. I am, however, in need of a wife.” 

	Chapter 2	[image: image]


Arabella laughed. It was a spontaneous peal of genuine amusement that surprised her almost as much as it surprised the duke. He stared at her as he sought for words. He was rarely nonplussed but this was one of those occasions.

Arabella finally stopped laughing, sobering abruptly as she realized that there’d been a slightly hysterical quality to her hilarity. “You have an extraordinary sense of humor, my lord duke. And, if I may say so, a most inappropriate one . . . to bring news of my brother’s death in one breath and to make a jesting offer of marriage in the next. Extraordinary.” She shook her head in disbelief.

“It was no jest,” he stated stiffly.

Now it was Arabella’s turn to stare. “You cannot be in earnest. By your own admission, you drove my brother to his death, and now you would propose marriage to me?”

Jack took a sip of wine, regaining his composure as he considered his answer. “Consider my offer as a form of recompense,” he said at last, his tone calm and reasoned. “I was certainly instrumental in depriving you of your brother’s protection, therefore I am offering you mine. All aboveboard—a marriage of convenience, of course, but a perfectly conventional and respectable proposal. I suggest you consider its advantages before you laugh it out of court.” 

This time she did not laugh. Anger instead flared in her eyes and her mouth tightened. The dogs, who had been sprawled on the carpet, got up instantly, heads cocked as they regarded the duke with wary eyes. Arabella laid calming hands on their heads. She spoke with icy sarcasm. “How considerate of you, sir. You must, however, forgive me if I fail to see the advantages of marriage to a complete stranger, one capable of driving a man to suicide in order to possess himself of his fortune. You should also understand that I am not such a pathetic creature as to require any form of protection from any member of the male sex. That may come as a surprise to you, my lord, but there are some women who are quite able to rely on their own resources.” She brushed her hands together in an unconscious gesture of finality. 

The duke merely sipped his wine and looked at her in thoughtful and somehow confident silence, as if, she thought, he believed she would inevitably reconsider and regret her words, and he was being considerate enough to give her time to take them back after more mature reflection. His heavy eyelids gave him the appearance of indolence, if one ignored the sharpness of the gray eyes beneath, and there was something unsettling, something that hinted of danger, in the contrast between his ebony eyebrows and the single, thick swatch of white hair that swept back from his broad forehead.

“It will take me an hour to make arrangements for my departure,” she said in the same frigid tones as before. “I will not be able to move all of my possessions out today, but I’ll have Franklin store them in the attics and as soon as I’ve settled my affairs I’ll send for them. I trust that will be satisfactory, your grace.”

“No,” he said, “not in the least satisfactory.” He turned aside to the decanter and refilled his glass. “I have no intention of throwing you out of your home. You’re welcome to remain as long as you choose.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand. Are you saying you would let me stay here?”

He turned back to her, his expression transformed by a smile in the gray eyes. There was nothing remotely sinister now in the white streak and the black eyebrows. “Certainly. I’m not such an ogre as you think me, Lady Arabella.”

There was something infectious about that smile and Arabella found her own face softening in response. Surely she hadn’t misjudged him. He’d admitted what he’d done, and whatever lack of feeling she might have had for Frederick, he had been her half brother. This man could not know the state of indifference bordering on open hostility that had existed between herself and Frederick, yet his recounting of her brother’s death had been perfunctory at best, callous at worst. He had not spared a thought for her feelings. Still, that smile seemed to hint at some other pleasanter aspect to the man. 

She opted for neutrality. “Forgive me if I seemed discourteous, Duke. Your news came as something of a shock. But I must thank you for your offer.”

He bowed. “The pleasure will be mine, madam.” He reached for her hand and carried it to his lips, his mouth lightly brushing the skin. It was not de rigueur for a man’s lips to touch the skin on such short acquaintance—a mere air brush of his lips in the vague direction of her knuckles was all that was necessary—but Arabella decided that now was not the moment to be a stickler for proprieties. If he was prepared to let her remain in the house until she had time to make proper arrangements for her departure, it would be sensible to stay on the right side of him. 

“Let me offer you something to eat before you return to London,” she said, taking back her hand as he released her fingertips. “It’s close to midday, you must have made an early start this morning.”

“I left at dawn,” he said easily. “But I’m not returning to London, madam.”

“Oh?” Her well-defined eyebrows lifted. “Do you have friends in Kent, then?”

He shook his head, and his eyes glittered in a way that made her skin prickle anew with the sense of incipient danger. “No,” he said, “but I do have a house in Kent. A very pleasant house, it seems.” He gestured expansively at his surroundings. “I intend to make a protracted stay. I must discuss business affairs with the estate manager, and I hope to meet my tenants, and of course the household staff. The country is much pleasanter than London in the heat of the summer, as I’m sure you’ll agree.”

 Arabella felt as if the ground had become quicksand beneath her feet. “I seem to be very obtuse this morning,” she said slowly. “It must be the heat. I was under the impression that you had given me permission to remain here until I can make other arrangements.”

He bowed. “That is so. You must remain as long as it suits you.”

“And . . . forgive me, this is where I seem to be very obtuse . . . you intend to remain under the same roof?” Again she raised her eyebrows.

“Precisely. You are not in the least obtuse, my lady. You have a perfect understanding of the situation.” He smiled an easy, friendly smile that this time did nothing to dissipate the sense of danger.

Anger flared once more in her tawny eyes. “You seem to delight in making game of me, Duke. I fail to understand what I can have done to deserve it. Excuse me.” She took a step towards the door.

Jack moved ahead of her, laying a hand on the door frame. Both dogs growled in unison, hackles rising. “Be quiet and sit,” he ordered them, and to Arabella’s chagrined astonishment they obeyed, although their eyes remained fixed upon him.

“I am not making game of you, Arabella,” he said. “Believe me, I would not do such a thing. You shared this roof with your half brother, did you not?”

She decided to ignore the informality of his address as she’d ignored the hand kissing and folded her arms in an attempt to look as if she was in charge of this situation, as if nothing could catch her off guard. And indeed every fiber of her being, every nerve ending was alert and ready to react to whatever was to come next in this bizarre encounter.

 “He was a very infrequent visitor,” she responded, involuntarily remembering those ghastly occasions when Frederick would descend with a party of raucous debauchers and take over the entire house. In pure self-defense she’d taken to her own apartments and not emerged until they’d gone. 

“And no one considered anything in the least improper in that,” he stated.

“No, of course not,” she said impatiently. “Frederick was my brother, I was his dependent living under his protection.” Or at least on sufferance, she reflected grimly, but she kept that to herself.

“Well, it seems to me that I now take Frederick’s place,” he pointed out. “Your brother left you in my care.” He tapped his pocket where the faro document rested. “It’s clearly stated that the earl of Dunston handed over to me all his responsibilities as well as his assets.” His lips curved slightly as he added, “I consider you, Lady Arabella, to be an asset.”

Arabella maintained a stony expression and his incipient smile disappeared. Jack was not one to waste his charm on an unresponsive audience. He continued in level tones, “But I also consider you to come under my protection. I stand in place of your brother. If no one objected to your sharing a roof with Frederick, then how could they possibly object to your living under the protection of his surrogate?”

The absurd logic of this was Arabella’s undoing. Her eyes widened abruptly and with a curious stifled sound she turned away and walked to the window, where she stood, one hand stroking her mouth as she gazed out at her beloved garden. Jack was suddenly alarmed to see that her shoulders were shaking. He crossed the room in a few quick strides.

“Arabella . . . ?”

She turned to face him and he saw with confused astonishment that she was convulsed with laughter, her eyes glowing like topaz. “Clearly,” she said on a choke of merriment, “you haven’t had the pleasure of meeting Lady Alsop.”

He shook his head, a gleam of responding amusement in his own eyes now, although he had no idea what he could have said to produce such a reaction from her. “No, I have not had that pleasure. What am I missing here?”

“Lady Alsop is the wife of Viscount Alsop of Alsop Manor,” Arabella intoned solemnly. “She is a lady of some considerable consequence and most unbending morality, generally considered to be the arbiter of fashion and social conduct for some twenty miles around. One does not risk her displeasure lightly.”

Jack nodded slowly, the gleam in his eye intensifying. “I detect a note of disapproval in your tone, madam. Is the lady in question perhaps a little too aware of her great consequence?”

“You have it precisely. Lavinia Alsop was the daughter of a country solicitor, but she generally manages to disguise her less than aristocratic origins with an overweening self-importance. By sheer bullying and browbeating she has established herself as the bear leader of our county Society.” Arabella now sounded more contemptuous than amused. “Once she hears of Frederick’s death and your arrival at Lacey Court, she’ll descend upon me within minutes. I can expect a visit from her by tomorrow morning at the very latest.”

“I look forward to meeting her and explaining the situation,” Jack said gravely. 

Arabella couldn’t help herself. She had always had a heightened sense of the ridiculous, and usually at the most inopportune moments. This was probably one of them but she couldn’t resist the image. She alone was more than a match for Lavinia Alsop, but to combine forces with the duke of St. Jules . . . now that would be a battle royal. 

“You know,” she said with a reluctant grin, “I’d almost be willing to fall in with your plan just to see her face when you explain that there is no real difference between a lone woman sharing a house under the protection of her brother and sharing a house under the protection of a strange man.”

“Well?” He opened his hands in invitation.

She hesitated as reality came crowding in. She had no desire to leave her home, her garden, her orchids, at least not without preparation. The orchids required daily attention, although Weaver, the head gardener, would follow her instructions, just not with the kind of loving attention to detail that helped them thrive. She knew she would always be welcome at the Barratts’. Meg Barratt had been her dearest friend since childhood and Sir Mark and Lady Barratt treated Arabella like another daughter. But it could only be a temporary solution. Their resources were stretched thin enough as it was. And there was always the vicarage. David and his wife would welcome her with open arms for a short while, but with six children underfoot they had little enough room for visitors. Besides, the idea of trailing around her friends, asking for charity, was anathema. 

Brutal honesty forced her to acknowledge that the search for a permanent solution to her sudden loss of hearth and home would take some time and would inevitably involve compromises. She had some distant relatives of her mother’s in Cornwall but they’d had only the briefest of formal contact since her mother’s death. Letters would have to be written . . . begging letters, she thought with a grimace. 

Jack leaned his broad shoulders against the mantel, watching her deliberations. She had a very mobile face and it wasn’t difficult to follow the progression of her thoughts. He had expected her to bear some physical resemblance to Frederick, but he could see nothing that would betray their blood connection. He had half hoped that the resemblance would be striking. It would have made it so much easier to have kept his distance, to have maintained the purely pragmatic parameters of the relationship he had proposed. But he was aware more of relief than dismay at her complete dissimilarity to her half brother. And that, he reflected, was not the most sensible reaction.

The reflection prompted him to a rather sharp interjection. “Well?” he said again. 

She looked up from her deliberations, slightly startled by the suddenness of the reminder. There was a shadow across his face now, the light in his eyes quenched so that they were more like pewter, flat and rather cold, and uncomfortably penetrating. And then, almost as if he was aware that she had caught him in an expression that wasn’t useful for his purposes, his countenance was transformed. He smiled and his eyes gleamed again.

“Come, Arabella, let us rout this Lady Alsop together. You know that what I propose is not totally without precedent. If I were your guardian, there would be no question of impropriety. And you have chaperones aplenty in the house. Housekeepers, personal maids, an old nurse-retainer maybe?”

“I am well past the age for guardians, or even chaperones, Duke,” she reminded him. “I’m eight and twenty, almost in my dotage, and most certainly on the shelf.”

She sounded so satisfied with this description that he couldn’t help laughing. “Then, by definition, my dear, you are able to make your own decisions. If you decide there is no impropriety in these arrangements, then who’s to gainsay you?”

“Lady Alsop,” she said swiftly, adding with a considering frown, “but since I am, as I say, well past marriageable age, my reputation is not a matter for concern.” She made up her mind abruptly. It was an unconventional solution but she had never been a slavish follower of convention—witness her spinster condition—and the house was large enough to accommodate two people without their having to set eyes on each other if they so chose. She could simply do what she’d done during Frederick’s visitations and keep to her own apartments.

She said with an accepting shrug, “Let the cats gossip as they may. But you may rest assured, my lord duke, that I will not trespass on your time or your attention. I’ll begin to make other arrangements immediately. It just might take a few weeks, the post being as slow as it is.” 

She turned towards the door and then thought of a minor nuisance resulting from her present situation. There would be many of them in the next weeks as she came to terms with the realities, she reflected ruefully. “Since my brother is no longer . . . well, would you be so good as to frank my letters, your grace?”

“In any way I can be of service you may count on me.”

“Thank you,” she said, and meant it. She laid a hand on the door latch, the dogs expectantly at her heels.

“But may I trespass on your time a little longer?” Jack asked, arresting her as she opened the door.

She turned, her hand still on the latch of the opened door. “How so, sir?”

He replied with a return to a formality that matched her own. “I am not familiar with the house, madam. Perhaps you could show me my apartments. My horses need to be stabled, my grooms and coachmen shown their quarters, my valet introduced to the housekeeper and the steward.”

“I’m sure your horses will have been unsaddled and baited, Duke,” Arabella said. “My household runs . . .” She paused, corrected herself with careful emphasis, “The household runs at the bidding of Franklin and Mrs. Elliot. I don’t think you will find cause for complaint.”

“I wasn’t looking for any,” he protested mildly. “Merely requesting a tour of the house. And perhaps this afternoon you would accompany me on a ride around the estate.”

These plans didn’t fit with her image of two people sharing a house at a distance. Matters needed to be made clear from the outset. She said coolly, “Mrs. Elliot will show you the house and Franklin will send a message to Peter Bailey, the agent, to come around this afternoon. He’ll show you the books and will escort you and be able to tell you anything you need to know.”

“I see.” He pushed himself away from the mantel. “I assume, then, that you know little of how the estate is managed.” As he expected, the comment brought a tinge of pink to her high cheekbones.

“On the contrary,” she said. “My brother had no interest in the business side of the estate. I work closely with Peter—” She stopped, realizing the trap he’d sprung so neatly. “I’m sure you’ll find that Peter will give you all the information. I have rather a lot to do this afternoon . . . planning my departure.”

“Ah, yes.” He nodded as if in agreement. “But perhaps you could spare a few minutes now to show me the house, take me to my apartments . . .”

Arabella wanted to refuse, but she couldn’t bring herself to be so ungracious. Had she been his hostess it would have been perfectly natural, but there was something uncomfortable about the idea of showing the new owner around the home she’d lived in all her life and after her father’s death had always considered to be primarily hers, despite Frederick’s official ownership. And yet it was not an unreasonable request, even if she questioned his motives for making it. He seemed to be trying to persuade her that he had her best interests at heart, but she couldn’t banish the suspicion that the truth was quite the opposite. The duke of St. Jules had no intention of doing her any favors. 

Doubt assailed her. Was she playing with fire here? But even if she was, she told herself firmly, she was clever enough to keep from burning her fingers. Besides, what real choice did she have? 

She offered a distant smile and said, “By all means, sir. Follow me,” and left the library, the dogs keeping pace at her side.

The square-beamed hall was deserted, although she had the feeling there were hidden watchers. There was an almost palpable sense of portent in the air and every member of the household would be curious as to what was happening. She would talk with Franklin and Mrs. Elliot after she’d performed this unpleasant task of welcoming the new owner of Lacey Court. She set a foot on the first step of the staircase, and became aware that the duke was not behind her. She glanced over her shoulder. He was standing in the open front door in a yellow beam of sunlight that fell across the waxed oak floor.

“It seems my entourage has been attended to,” he observed, turning back to the hall.

“Did you doubt it?” she demanded with a snap. “I assured you that would be the case.”

“Yes, so you did,” he agreed with a careless smile. “But I always prefer to verify things for myself.”

At this rate she was going to run into the arms of the relatives in Cornwall with cries of delight, Arabella reflected dourly. “I assume you’ll be taking my brother’s apartments, Duke?” she said, striving for a neutral tone as if the subject was of no particular interest.

“They belong to the master of the house?”

“Yes,” she said through set lips.

“Then that would appear to be the most suitable disposition for the master of the house,” he observed pleasantly, crossing the hall towards the staircase with a quick, loose-limbed stride that reminded her of a stalking jaguar—not that she’d ever seen a stalking jaguar, but she imagined the big cat would have something of the same rippling muscularity and deceptively relaxed posture of the duke of St. Jules. And there was that indefinable blade of menace that flashed now and again behind the gray eyes . . . the jaguar stretching out his claws as he yawned to reveal the strong white teeth—

A discreet cough came from the shadows beneath the stairs and Arabella impatiently dismissed her fanciful train of thought as Franklin emerged into the barred sunlight of the hall. “My lady, I understand from his grace’s servant that his grace intends to remain at Lacey Court overnight. The man wished me to direct the duke’s party to suitable accommodation.” Every line of Franklin’s lean frame expressed both offense and anxiety. His encounter with the duke’s manservant had obviously ruffled his feathers and his sense of what was right and proper would be outraged by the idea of a strange man sleeping in the house without the sanctioning presence of the earl of Dunston.

“Yes, that is so, Franklin,” Arabella said calmly. “I’m sure you’ll know just how to make the duke’s attendants comfortable.” Her hand rested on the newel post, and its smooth familiar roundness helped to ground her as she continued in the same level tones, “Lord Dunston died a few days ago in London. His grace now owns Lacey Court. I’m sure he’ll wish to talk with the household at the earliest opportunity, to explain matters fully.” She looked at the duke for confirmation.

Jack inclined his head in acknowledgment and said civilly, “I would be grateful, Franklin, if you and—Mrs. Elliot, isn’t it?—would come to the library at three o’clock this afternoon. We can discuss then what changes, if any, I will want made in the running of the household.”

Franklin stared at Arabella, his expression stricken, his mouth slightly open. “Lord Dunston dead?” he murmured.

“Yes,” Arabella said. 

“Mourning,” Franklin said in the same dazed tone. As always in moments of crisis, he found solace in practical details. “Hatchments . . . put up over the door immediately. The household must go into mourning . . . you’ll receive visits of condolence, my lady . . . the funeral? Will it be here or in London?”

Arabella took a deep breath. In the morning’s turmoil she hadn’t given thought to any of the conventional rites that must be followed. How was Frederick’s death to be accounted for? A suicide couldn’t be buried in hallowed ground. The truth would bring utter disgrace on the family name, but how was it to be hidden?

The duke cleared his throat and she turned questioningly towards him. “Your brother . . . Lord Dunston . . . left me, as his heir, clear instructions as to funeral and mourning arrangements, Lady Arabella. He didn’t wish you to bear any of the burden. He desired a private burial to take place immediately upon his death and I saw to that in London before I came here. It was his dying wish that there should be no period of official mourning and I’m sure you would want to honor his deathbed request.”

Franklin gazed in bewilderment at the new owner of Lacey Court. “How did his lordship die, your grace?”

“A duel,” Jack said promptly. “He died of his wounds. And he was most explicit about the arrangements for his funeral.”

“I see,” the steward said, frowning down at the floor. He and Mrs. Elliot had often predicted just such a death for the earl, but the proprieties should still be observed. He shook his head. “It’s most irregular, my lady.”

“Indeed, Franklin, but one must honor Lord Dunston’s last requests,” she said, aware of a wash of relief. Of course Frederick had made no such request but she wasn’t about to argue with the duke’s extremely convenient fabrication.

Franklin didn’t seem convinced and his gaze now returned to the duke, but whatever he was about to say he thought better of, and bowed instead. “Welcome to Lacey Court, your grace.” His tone was wooden.

“Thank you, Franklin.” Then Jack added gently, “I do assure you that my position here is entirely within the bounds of the law and that no one in this house need be afraid for their livelihood. Pray convey that to your staff when you explain the situation to them.”

Franklin bowed again, visibly relieved. “Mrs. Elliot and I will wait upon you at three o’clock, your grace.”

Jack nodded, then set foot on the stairs behind Arabella. He placed an encouraging hand at her waist and her skin jumped at the appalling familiarity of the contact. What was he doing . . . thinking? Her doubts came rushing back and she almost ran ahead of him up to the landing at the head of the stairs. He was still following in leisurely fashion as she hurried down the corridor leading to the east wing. “Frederick’s apartments are here, your grace.” She opened the double doors at the end and then stepped back into the passage. “I hope you’ll be comfortable.”

“After you,” he said with a courteous gesture that she should precede him.

“I imagine you can find your own way around a bedchamber,” she stated, then wished she’d found another way of expressing herself. “If you need anything, there’s a bell by the fireplace. I’ll have your servant sent up to you with your bags.”

“Tell me,” he said conversationally as he entered the bedchamber, “do you think your brother’s deathbed requests will be accepted by Lady Alsop and her like?”

Arabella remained in the doorway. This was a safe topic discussed at a safe distance and her heart resumed its normal rate. “No,” she said, “but then, there’s little she can do about it except gossip, and she’s going to have a field day anyway.”

He gave her a rather wicked smile. “But we’re going to enjoy stirring that little pot, aren’t we?”

“I have no wish for the gossip to follow me to Cornwall,” she declared, refusing to respond to the conspiratorial smile as the conviction grew that the duke’s charm was merely a mask. He was dangerous. As dangerous as the rapier at his side. She would resist that charm as vigorously as she rejected his inappropriate familiarities. 

“Cornwall?” He sounded satisfactorily startled.

“My mother’s family,” she said distantly. “I’ll go to them as soon as I’ve arranged matters.” She managed to sound as if it was a settled matter.

“Sounds rather dull,” he observed, strolling around the chamber. “Wouldn’t you rather be in London? There’s plenty of excitement in Town, plenty to hone your wits on.”

“I can hardly afford to live in London,” she pointed out. “Certainly not now.”

“As my wife you could live anywhere you pleased and in whatever manner you chose.”

“Thank you, but I think Cornwall will suit me better,” she declared. “The climate is better suited to the growing of orchids.”

“You could have a hothouse in London,” he said, turning from his scrutiny of the garden beyond his window. But the doorway was empty. He shrugged, pursing his lips slightly. He hadn’t anticipated such opposition from Frederick’s sister. He’d had every reason to believe that she’d jump at his proposal whether she liked the idea or not. What other options did she have? How many women, let alone a penniless spinster, would reject the hand of a duke . . . one of the richest men in the country, to boot? 

Cornwall indeed. His lip curled. What a waste that would be. London, his London, would be the perfect foil for such an unusual woman. Somewhere where her quick wits and unconventional looks would shine to full advantage. 

What the hell was he thinking? He shook his head incredulously. Seeing Arabella Lacey shine in Society was the last thing he’d had in mind. Acquiring her was merely his means to an end, the final closing of the circle of vengeance. He had intended to wed a dull, plain spinster who would stay out of his way in rural Kent because it suited her husband and would perform her marital duties without question when it also suited him, and with luck and due diligence give him an heir. He certainly hadn’t intended to give her any particular pleasure in the arrangement and hadn’t expected to receive any from it himself, except the satisfaction of knowing that he had taken the very last possession of Frederick Lacey’s, something that only the dead man’s sister could bring him.

So why on earth was he offering additional enticements to a proposal that she would soon see she had no choice but to accept? He had no need to offer anything.

It was hot in the room and he flung open the casement, then shrugged out of his black velvet coat and pulled loose the lace-edged cravat at his neck before unbuckling his sword belt. He laid the rapier in its sheath carefully on the window seat and looked out across the garden to the orchards that stretched into the distance. The garden of England, they called this county, and it was certainly fertile, the trees bowed down with fruit, the fields beyond gold and green with ripening corn.

Charlotte had loved the countryside . . . much preferred it to Town. The rolling hills of Burgundy had suited her gentle, easygoing nature, but her husband, the comte de Villefranche, had his place at the Court of Louis XVI, and Charlotte perforce had taken her own place in the household around the Queen, Marie Antoinette. 

Villefranche had ridden in the same tumbrel as the duke of Orleans when the time came to keep their appointment with Madame Guillotine, and Frederick Lacey had ensured that Charlotte followed her husband in death.

Jack flung himself down on the bed, linking his hands behind his head. When the memories and the rage came upon him, he knew to let them run their course, otherwise the black mood kept a stranglehold and he was unable to think clearly or to act with any purpose. He closed his eyes and let the images of that hot-afternoon crowd in as he relived it, feeding his vengeance, strengthening his resolve.

The mob were baying for blood, crowding around the tumbrels as they rattled over the cobbles to the guillotine in Place de la Bastille. The old prison itself was now a heap of rubble and the yelling throng climbed upon it to get a better view of the killings. The steady sound of the blade dropping, the sickening thud as it sliced through bone, the soft thump as the severed head dropped into the waiting basket could be heard only by those standing close to the bloodstained platform.

Jack was in the street clothes of the sansculottes, the tricolor pinned to his cap, as he pushed his way through the press, away from the guillotine, towards the edge of the square. No one paid him any attention, no one realized that this sansculottes was an Englishman who every day came to the guillotine to mark the deaths of friends and acquaintances, to take the lists back to anxious relatives and friends in England waiting desperately for news. He was indistinguishable from the mob as he fought his way through, away from the reek of blood. At the edge of the crowd he drew breath. The air was thick with sweat, onions, stale wine, but he could no longer smell the blood. 

His gaze fell on three members of the securité standing in a knot in one corner of the square. And on the man with them, a man dressed in the height of fashion, but he was no longer immaculate—his powdered wig was askew, the lace at his wrists was torn, and his ruffled cravat had been ripped from his neck. It was easy to see why. One of the securité was holding up an emerald pin and laughing with his colleagues as they pushed and jostled the man towards the guillotine platform.

Jack watched the scene for a minute, his expression blank, but the hilt of the small sword concealed beneath his grubby waistcoat was reassuring beneath his hand. The prisoner was an Englishman, not the usual target for the securité. But most Englishmen in Paris in these desperate times behaved with discretion, kept themselves away from the streets. They didn’t flaunt their emeralds and silks and lace. Only a fool, an utterly arrogant fool, would expose himself to such danger. And Frederick Lacey, Earl of Dunston, was and always had been an utterly arrogant fool, and whatever business he had in Paris, he was up to no good. 

If Jack went to the rescue of the prisoner he would surely die with him, he reflected with a cold abstraction, and while there would be a certain irony to it, what virtue was to be gained by both their deaths? He took a step towards the group, and the prisoner, wild-eyed, looked straight at him. Recognition darted across his eyes. Not surprising, Jack thought. A man would always recognize one who, however well disguised, had once all but killed him. 

Dunston twisted in his captors’ hold and began babbling, waving his arm frantically. He seemed to have caught their attention, because they stopped in their forced march towards the platform and began to fire questions at the prisoner. Then, still gripping him tightly by the elbows, they turned and hustled him out of the square. 

Jack slipped quietly into a nearby alley. Whatever Dunston had said, it had achieved at least a reprieve, and he himself still had work to do elsewhere in the city. 

At dusk he returned to the Marais and the narrow alley where the wine merchant had his store. The door was locked and barred, the windows shuttered. He stood for a moment, gazing at the front of the shop, dread a cold hand on his heart, then he glanced upwards to the tiny window of the loft. It too was shuttered. A door banged on the opposite side of the alley and he spun around. An old woman in the rusty black garments of a widow stood watching him. He approached her slowly and she slid through the narrow doorway of the house. He followed her into the dim passage.

“Madame, qu’est-ce qui se passe?”

She twisted her gnarled hands as she told him of the securité who had come to the wine merchant’s shop, of the man with them, of how they had taken everyone away. Including the woman.

Jack opened his eyes again as the scenes faded and the reek of blood, such a strong memory it was almost palpable, receded. But he could still feel the cold dread that had gripped him as he looked up at the shuttered windows of the attic in the Marais.

He had been so close to getting Charlotte out of Paris. Two more days and the Cornish fishing boat would have arrived on the wild, rocky coast of Brittany. All was in place for their escape from Paris, they had only to wait one more day. 

While they waited, they were safest in the center of the vipers’ nest, living in the little attic above the wine merchant’s store in the heart of the Marais, to all appearances merely Citoyen and Citoyenne Franche, loyal sansculottes, active members of the people’s revolution, as eager as any to dance around the tumbrels, jeering at the aristos riding with their hands bound, the women in nothing but their shifts, the men with their shirts open, baring the neck to the blade’s path.

And then on that last afternoon of waiting, while Jack was out gathering information about the identities of the latest purge of prisoners in the Chatelet, the securité had come to the wine merchant’s shop. They knew whom they wanted and where to find her. When Jack returned, Charlotte was gone. He had tracked her to the prison of La Force, but that same dreadful September night the guards had turned on their prisoners and massacred them. The courtyard, piled high with the mutilated, raped bodies of the slain, ran with blood.

Jack fought to push from him the scene that was burned forever on his internal vision. Frantically he had searched for Charlotte’s body amid the carnage, ever more desperately calling her name, until an old crone, one of the tricoteuse who reveled in the daily slaughter, had told him with undisguised delight about the woman with the startling lock of white hair who had been one of the first dragged from the prison to her death beneath the knives of the prison guards. 

Jack would have killed the woman with his own knife if his friends, at great risk to themselves, had not dragged him away. He had little memory of his escape from Paris, the cross-country journey, the fishing boat that had delivered him to the shores of Cornwall. But he knew who had betrayed Charlotte to the securité. Frederick Lacey. Lacey had saved his own skin at the expense of Charlotte’s, and in doing so had avenged the long-ago dishonor Jack had inflicted upon him.

But Lacey had paid the price. All but one thing that he had owned now belonged to his enemy. Lacey had taken Charlotte’s life, and deprived Jack of a beloved sister. Jack would acquire Lacey’s sister and she would bring him the one remaining thing he wanted to complete her half brother’s destruction. Frederick Lacey would be turning on a spit in hell, but all hell’s fires and fury would be as nothing to the knowledge of his total annihilation at the hands of the man he had loathed for the better part of his miserable existence on earth.

As always, the prospect gave Jack a savage satisfaction. Arabella Lacey was not what he had expected, but how could he possibly have guessed that the reclusive, countrified spinster would be so bold and confident, so sure of herself? So combative. Not that it made any difference. He would marry her one way or another.

He was a patient man when it suited his purposes. 
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