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“I should marry to save England?” Blake Montague asked, not hiding his sarcasm.

His thick dark hair had been marred with a silver streak since birth, lending an air of authority to his demeanor. He had the stern features and military bearing of an experienced officer, standing with legs apart, hands clasped at his back—except he wore the tailored clothes of a civilian with a casualness bordering on the disrespectful.

The youngest of Baron Montague’s three sons, Blake had sought out Lord Castlereagh, Secretary of State for War, in the Duke of Fortham’s library while the rest of the house party played at spillikins and cards in the salon. The interview had not gone well. Blake continued with hostility, “Without a position in the War Office, I have no other means to pursue decrypting this code except to buy officer’s colors and rejoin the army to obtain more examples. For that, I must marry money.”

“It’s just that kind of insolence and intolerance for  the way things are done that holds you back,” the secretary retorted acidly. In his middle years now, Viscount Castlereagh had breathed the heady power of government for most of his adult life, and his impatience with this interview was plain. “For all your intellect, you could not even finish Oxford without waving the flag of your noble code of honor and getting yourself kicked out.”

“Without honor, we are not men,” Blake argued. “The dean gave the grade and the prize I deserved to his lover. If a dean cheats in choosing award winners, is he any more right than a student caught cheating on an exam? Are men of power allowed more leeway than others?”

In response to Blake’s righteous anger, the molting parrot perched in a cage in the corner woke with a start and cried, “Égalité!”

Blake fisted his fingers to prevent flinging an inkpot at the bird. His frustration oftentimes got the better of him. With his future riding on this audience, he couldn’t afford to vent his annoyance here.

“Sometimes, yes,” Castlereagh said. “Men of power are in a position to know more than the common man. Had you obeyed your commanding officer in Portugal and not galloped down a hillside to save a damned enlisted soldier, you might not have taken a bullet to your leg, and you could have earned your colors and been working on your wretched code by now. Your behavior will not suit our office, Montague.”

“It cost me the price of a uniform, a horse, and transportation to volunteer as an officer, my lord. With all due respect, I cannot afford to volunteer again. I will have to enlist as cannon fodder in the front lines, with little chance of obtaining what I need.”

“If you do not want to be cannon fodder,” Castlereagh retorted impatiently, “then yes, I suggest you purchase an officer’s colors, join Wellesley, and learn to take orders, even if doing so means marrying for wealth. Or is that beneath your dignity also?”

“The future of England is at stake!” Blake retorted, ignoring the insult. “All I need is more examples of this code, and I’m certain I can break it. Wellesly can stop Napoleon in his tracks if he has the ability to read French messages. I’ll work at home if I’m such an irritation to your office.”

“And if we do not provide sufficient copies of the code, will you shoot us as you shot Carrington? Don’t think we don’t know about your duels. It was only because you provided discreet witnesses and were not caught that you were not prosecuted.”

“Lord Carrington is a cheat and a fraud and a plague upon society. He is fortunate I chose not to kill him,” Blake said maliciously, aware he’d lost the argument and would get no sympathy in this quarter. Carrington was a viscount, a lord of the realm. Blake was nothing but a thorn beneath his aristocratic instep.

Castlereagh’s scorn was apparent. Blake did not flinch as the great man gestured dismissal. Throwing back his shoulders, he offered a mocking salute, turned on his heel, and marched out. Or rather, limped out. The bullet from his brief stint in Portugal had torn ligaments in his left leg that had not yet healed. The bullet may have ended his volunteer status and sent him home with the wounded, but he did not regret having saved a man’s life.

Physical frustration was as much a part of his fury as his indignation at the obstacles thrown in his way by those in power. Until the wound knit properly, he’d been  ordered to stay off horses and forgo fencing. Without physical release, he had no means of venting the ire boiling inside him.

Avoiding the laughing company in the parlor, Blake aimed for the study, where the brandy was kept. Entering, he encountered a languid, elegantly tailored figure already occupying a wingback chair, his boots propped upon the desk. Nicholas Atherton held out the decanter to his old friend.

“Irish boy turned you down, did he?” Nick asked, without much sympathy. “Probably for the best. You would have punched his snout the first day at a desk.”

“I am not a barbarian,” Blake said crossly, finding a glass and adding a goodly portion of the duke’s finest. “I’m quite capable of carrying out a civilized argument when all else is equal. Castlereagh made it plain that I am not his equal and, therefore, my opinion is of no importance.”

“Men in power have been known to be wrong,” Nick said idly, swinging his glass and admiring the portrait of the voluptuous late duchess hanging on the far wall.

“If I thought even for a moment that he would take the information I’ve given him about Jefferson’s wheel to someone in a position to work on this damned code, I’d let it go. But he won’t. Yet the fate of Wellesley’s army could depend on reading these ciphers.” Blake pulled a folded paper from his pocket and shook it open. It had come into his hands when he’d served briefly in Portugal. Deciphering puzzles was his expertise.

“You wouldn’t let it go,” Nick said with a laugh. “You never let anything go. You chew a problem to death until you decide whether to spit it out or swallow.”

“That’s a disgusting image.” The brandy didn’t mellow Blake’s humor. “I enjoy a good conundrum. Generally, however, they don’t affect the fate of armies and  possibly the future of England. If the French are using a code wheel for communication, we’ll never decrypt it by our standard old-fashioned methods.”

“Chewing it to death,” Nick reiterated through a yawn. “You haven’t the blunt to volunteer again, and the War Office won’t have you. You know your only choice if you want to see more of that code is to marry wealth and buy colors. So either give up the problem or marry. A simple enough choice.”

Blake ran a hand through the silver hair at his temple and spoke through clenched molars. “What, precisely, have I to offer a wealthy wife?”

“Certainly not charm,” Nick said, amused by his own wit.

Blake knew he couldn’t throw a punch at his best friend, not in a duke’s study leastways. Besides, despite all his indolent manners, Nick had a punishing bunch of fives of his own. And he was right, confound it. Content with the freedom of his bachelor life, Blake had never cultivated charm.

“This party is a waste of time,” he said. “I’ll head back to London in the morning. Maybe I’ll have a better idea after I’ve cleared my head.” To hell with doctor’s orders. He’d ridden sedately earlier, but at the moment, he needed a bruising fight or a punishing ride.

“You’ll leave without telling your family farewell?” Nick lifted his golden-brown eyebrows skeptically.

Damn and blast. If he bade them farewell, they’d flutter and protest and ultimately wouldn’t let him leave at all. But sneaking away wasn’t an option. Setting down his glass, he stalked out. Agreeing to this house party had been a huge mistake. Only the presence of Castlereagh had tempted him out of his usual lairs.

To compound his annoyance, his father was waiting for him at the bottom of the stairs. As much as Blake’s  overprotective family nettled him, he could not return their benevolence with disrespect. It irritated him that they did not recognize he was a grown man of nearly thirty, but he could not change his parents. Nor, he privately conceded, would he wish to.

“Your mother and I would like to speak with you,” the baron said affably, catching his son’s elbow and steering him toward the ladies’ parlor.

“I will not become a vicar,” Blake warned, anticipating a much-argued subject.

Portly, balding, and half a head shorter than his youngest son, the baron did not respond to this opening volley. “I’ve had a bit of good luck at the tables. Your mother and I have discussed this for some months, and we thought perhaps we could put the prize to good use.”

Blake had long since given up hope that his superstitious mother would allow money to pass into his hand. She was violently opposed to his joining the army, which is what she knew he would do if he could afford an officer’s colors. She had wished for her youngest son to stay in Shropshire as a rural vicar and marry a local girl to provide her with more grandchildren to dandle on her knee. Blake’s bachelor freedom in London was a severe disappointment to her. His penchant for sport horrified her.

“Mother.” Entering the parlor, he greeted Lady Montague with a nod, noting that even his unmarried sister, Frances, had been excluded from this tête-à-tête. Seeing his spinster sister matched with some respectable bachelor was the presumed reason they had attended the house party.

With resignation, Blake prepared himself for the onslaught of pleas to cease his careless existence and knuckle down to family duty.

“Oh, you’re limping!” Lady Montague cried. “Your  leg must still be hurting. Sit, sit, why aren’t you in bed by now?” His mother gestured at the cushion beside her on the love seat.

Blake waited for his father to take the big chair beside the fireplace, then leaned a hip against a writing desk and crossed his arms. His chances of escape were better if he did not make himself comfortable.

“It is not even midnight, and my leg will heal better if I stand,” he said in answer to his mother’s admonishments. “I’ll be leaving in the morning, so I trust you’ll enjoy the rest of the house party.”

“Oh, no, no, you cannot leave yet!” Lady Montague cried. “You must hear us out, then stay. There might be dancing! Are you set on breaking my heart?”

Having heard this plaintive cry since childhood, Blake managed to withstand it. “I hardly believe dancing appropriate on one good leg,” he said dryly.

“Oh, dear, of course not, but we have had the most interesting conversation with Lady Belden. You must meet—”

“Perhaps we should explain our intent first,” the baron suggested with good humor. He clasped his hands across the waistcoat straining over his belly and regarded his son with the fondness that always made Blake feel like a guilty child. “I cannot enjoy watching your mother fret over your well-being. Since being tossed from Oxford over the contretemps with the dean, you’ve been involved in three duels that I know of, nearly broken your neck racing horses across country, fought against some of the toughest pugilists in the ring, and now nearly got yourself killed by shipping out to Portugal without a word to us.”

Blake might have explained that he did these things for money and because he was damned bored, but his father’s solution was for him to become a vicar, have  no money, and be damned bored. There was no winning that circular thinking. So he waited to see where his parents’ latest whim might lead.

“Your mother and I have talked about it,” the baron continued, “and we’ve decided you simply need a little incentive to look around and find a nice girl and settle down.”

Blake refrained from sighing with impatience. His lack of enthusiasm did not deter his parents.

“Your father has won the most darling house in Chelsea!” Lady Montague said with enthusiasm, waving her plump hands as she spoke. “We thought perhaps we should use it for Frances’s dowry, but she dislikes London, so it did not seem right.”

“Chelsea is not London,” Blake reminded her. “It is at the very least half an hour or more outside the city. Frances should be fine there.”

“But Frances has a dowry, and you do not,” his mother continued. “With a lovely house to offer, you might have a choice of young ladies. Why, we have met the most charming—”

With the practice of experience, the baron diverted this overflow of information. “It’s Carrington House. A fairly large, respectable estate, I’m told. I’ve not been out to inspect it, but the late viscount often entertained there. He was well known in political circles, so I’m assured it is a substantial asset.”

Carrington House. The devil in Blake smirked in satisfaction. Harold, Viscount Carrington, had finally lost his family home at a gaming table. At last, the bastard had suffered the penance he deserved. Outwardly, Blake merely tilted his head to show he was listening.

“I thought to offer the use of the house as a marriage settlement if you decide on a gal before the end of the year,” his father said. “But if you do not, then I’ll have  to sell it. A place like that cannot be left empty for long, and I haven’t the interest in maintaining it.” The baron settled back in satisfaction, having said his piece.

“That is extremely generous of you, sir,” Blake said politely. “I’ll certainly take it into consideration should I chance upon a marriageable female. But I will remind you that marriage is not likely to change my habits, so if that is your intent, you may as well sell now.”

His mother patted her chest and blinked away tears. “You will be the death of me yet. You know I lost two brothers to war and another to accident who all bore the same silver streak in their hair that you have. It is not just superstition that those who wear it die before they’re thirty. Do not make me bury my son, I beg you! Going off to war and fighting are just asking for trouble.”

Blake did not need to be reminded of mortality. He had been a lad of six when he’d watched as his uncle was swept away in a flood. But neither did he believe in foolish wives’ tales. “If it is my fate to die before I’m thirty”—which gave him a mere six months to live—“I’d rather go courageously, and with honor, than sleeping in my bed. What is the purpose of living if we do not improve the world we inhabit? I thank you for your generosity, and I give you good day, madam, sir.”

He bowed himself out, leaving his mother weeping and his father to console her. It had ever been thus. He saw no means to change it.

Nevertheless, the possibility of owning Viscount Carrington’s home filled him with wicked satisfaction. The bastard had cheated a good friend of his, forcing Acton Penrose to enlist in the army just to have food in his belly, and he was certain Penrose wasn’t the only one Carrington had cheated over the years. In retaliation for Penrose’s fate, Blake had pierced the viscount’s shoulder with a bullet in a duel. It seemed perfect justice that  the fat lordling should lose his home after causing others to lose theirs.

Perhaps he ought to consider his father’s offer for the pure gratification of seeing “Carrion’s” expression when he learned who now owned his family estate.
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“That is my bird,” Jocelyn Byrd-Carrington said, seething, as the Duke of Fortham’s stout nephew, Bernard Ogilvie, crossed the lawn some distance away with a piteous African Grey parrot on his shoulder.

“Surely not, dear,” Lady Isabell Belden replied, languidly flourishing her fan as they strolled toward the latest entertainment. “A duke’s nephew has no reason to steal a molting fowl. He is merely attempting to impress you with his knowledge of birds.”

“I vow, that is Percy. My brother Harold must have sold him to one of his wretched friends. And I told you before, duke’s nephew or not, Mr. Ogilvie will not suit me as a bridegroom. He’s as old as Harold, and twice as mean-spirited, and I want my bird back.” In frustration, Jocelyn twirled her parasol and stalked after their host.

It was August. The Season was well over, and Jocelyn could not decide on a suitor, although she’d certainly had offers. She did not particularly wish to marry, but living alone would limit her ability to go about in society,  and she dearly adored the parties and salons her lovely inheritance had opened to her these past months.

This house party was one last chance to consider a suitor. The Duke of Fortham had offered the use of his estate outside the city—purportedly in hopes of marrying off Ogilvie, his heir. That Jocelyn had been included suggested that His Grace must be desperate to find a bride for his nephew. She was merely the half sister of a viscount, and the fact that her father had been the duke’s good friend hardly signified.

The party had seemed an opportune time to examine her marital choices in a charming rural setting. So far, Jocelyn was even less impressed with London’s gentlemen in the country than in the city.

“It’s the duke’s bird, dear,” said Lady Belden. “Surely you are not thinking of starting another aviary?” A youthful widow, the dark-haired dowager marchioness glanced at Jocelyn in concern. “I doubt there is a house in London that could hold one.”

“No house that I can afford,” Jocelyn admitted. “I have enjoyed my recent return to society very much, and you cannot know how much I appreciate the opportunity you have offered by opening your home to me. But as much as I have dreamed of London, I see now that it was foolish to believe I could return to town as the carefree child I once was.”

“You were not a child when your father died. You were seventeen! I truly cannot understand why your father’s heir would throw you from his home when he could have given you a Season and arranged a suitable marriage.”

Jocelyn shrugged. “Our house was too small to hold the disparate personalities of my family. My mother insisted on ruling the study as she had always done when my father was alive. My younger brother, Richard,  threw tantrums if anyone disturbed his birds in the conservatory. My sister-in-law didn’t wish to spend coin on a Season for me, and Harold, who thought inheriting the title meant he should be stuffy, was embarrassed by poor Richard’s admittedly erratic behavior. The arguments were quite fearful. Harold solved his difficulties by foisting us off on my half sisters. They got a nanny and nursemaid in me, although at the cost of poor Richard’s birds and my mother’s eccentricities. It is all quite simple.”

The sensible marchioness did not protest. She knew of Jocelyn’s family liabilities and patted her arm. “It is a sad pity that your father had no unentailed wealth with which to support you, but now that you have my late husband’s bequest, you have choices. I will not hurry you into making a decision that will affect the rest of your life. If your family comes first, so be it. But your social flair would be an asset for so many men, and even if you do not marry, I’m sure you could find other means of employing your talents. Why, your eye for choosing just the right fabrics and ribbons could make you an arbiter of fashion!”

Jocelyn laughed as they joined the other ladies at tea tables set up on the lawn. Very few of the women sipped their tea, however. They were all too busy watching the masculine prowess of the men fencing by the garden wall.

“Blake will be maimed for life!” the Baroness Montague mourned, flapping her fan in agitation. “He can barely walk on that leg!”

“Which is why he chose a position against the wall,” Lady Bell murmured, looking about to find a table that would give her the best view of the show. “No one can come up behind him, so he need not swing on his bad leg.”

“Mr. Montague is fencing?” Jocelyn settled at the table her benefactress had chosen and turned to watch as two powerful young men stabbed at each other with deadly skill.

Stripped to their shirtsleeves and sweating from their efforts, both men were extraordinarily fine physical specimens. Unfortunately, Jocelyn’s needs in a man included understanding and sympathy. Corinthians did not qualify, so she merely admired their athletic prowess.

“What has the disrespectful Mr. Montague said this time that has him dueling . . .” She strained to identify his opponent. “Mr. Atherton? Surely Mr. Atherton is accustomed to his friend’s rudeness.”

Lady Bell gestured toward a servant for a teapot and continued to observe the spectacle. “Mr. Montague possesses an inner devil that must be unleashed occasionally. I daresay Nick draws him out simply to avert an explosion of incivility.”

Jocelyn snickered, but now that she recognized both men working themselves into a lather, she returned her attention to her host’s parrot. England did not abound with African Greys. There was only one other to her knowledge, and that was Percy’s mate, Africa. She could tell them apart by the pattern of white on their faces.

Richard would weep for joy if she could return at least one of the birds he’d been forced to leave behind after Harold had cast them from their home. He’d been devastated by the loss of his aviary and had never truly recovered. Her troubled little brother didn’t have much joy in his life. The physicians had never been able to determine why Richard had irrational tantrums when anyone interfered with his obsessive interests. He did not adapt well to social situations, and the birds were his only friends. Returning Percy would be a goal worthy of her time and effort.

Adopting the vapid smile she had learned to wield at an early age to please an audience of adults, Jocelyn excused herself from the table and, lifting the frill of her muslin skirt from the grass, tripped daintily in the direction of the gentlemen watching the match.

As she neared Mr. Ogilvie and the bird, she pretended to stumble, emitted a peep of distress, and caught herself on her host’s sleeve as he and his companions turned in response to her cry.

Percy squawked a bored, “Acck, swive the fartcatcher!”

“Ogilvie, damn you!” Mr. Montague cried abruptly, halting the fencing duel. “I told you to keep that obscene creature caged away from the ladies! That is my mother and sister sitting over there.”

Although she was appalled that the bird had been taught such phrases, Jocelyn merely righted herself, covered her mouth, and tittered. “Law, I didn’t mean to stop the match. I just wanted to pet the pretty bird.”

“’Pologize, Miss Carrington,” Ogilvie said gruffly. “Bird don’t know what he’s saying.”

If Mr. Ogilvie seriously meant to court her, he was making a poor show of it, Jocelyn thought. She doubted the older man would have even offered his arm if she hadn’t caught it on her own. He was simply another selfish twit more interested in the beef on his plate than in the people around him.

“Someone return the lady to the tables where she belongs,” Montague called in disgust, sweat-soaked linen clinging to his wide chest. Clearly, even in his impatience, he made the more gentlemanly suggestion that hadn’t occurred to Ogilvie.

Jocelyn pouted prettily and held out her hand to Percy. “Pretty bird. Come to Mama, baby.”

“Ack, bugger off, looby,” Percy cried, hopping from  Ogilvie’s shoulder to hers and affectionately nuzzling her ear.

“Naughty bird,” Jocelyn cooed, flapping her long lashes at all the gentlemen, who now openly stared at her. “I’ll just take him off your hands, shall I?”

Lifting her hem, revealing a flash of ankle, she set off across the lawn with Percy nibbling one of her carefully curled blond ringlets.

“Flibbertiwidget,” she heard Montague mutter. “Ogilvie, you’d better escort the lady back before she trips in those foolish shoes and your creature flies away.”

“Obnoxious bully, that Montague, with all the social graces of a turkey,” Jocelyn muttered under her breath as Ogilvie hastened to catch up with her. Flibbertiwidget, indeed!

“Can’t lose that bird,” her host announced, alarmed, taking the bird from her shoulder. “Duke would have my head.”

Ogilvie left her with Lady Bell and strode back to the house, carrying the shrieking parrot in his paws. Jocelyn wanted to weep, but she would not. It seemed poor Percy had been horribly mistreated since she’d last seen him. Greys did not like drastic changes in their circumstances.

“Oh, Miss Carrington, it was so thoughtful of you to try to stop their foolishness!” Lady Montague came to their table, her eyes wet with tears. “You tried, but that son of mine is as stubborn as the day is long.”

Still stinging from his insult, Jocelyn merely patted the lady’s plump hand. At least she knew enough not to say rude words, even when she thought them—unlike Blake Montague, who apparently said whatever came into his head. Flibbertiwidget! He scarcely knew her.

Rather than think impolite thoughts, it was far better to plot how she would retrieve Percy now that she had  come close enough to identify Richard’s pet. She had wondered what Harold had done with Richard’s aviary, but she’d been helpless in the wilds of Norfolk for so long that she had given up all hope of ever seeing the birds again.

Now that she knew one still lived, she had a mission.
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“Percy wanta chippie. Africa knows,” the parrot squawked sleepily later that evening.

His cage should be covered by now. Flirting with an amused Mr. Atherton, Jocelyn hid her frown behind her fan. It was either that or conk the whiskey decanter over Mr. Ogilvie’s oblivious head and walk out with the bird.

As the next youngest in a family of much older half siblings, she had always lacked any sort of authority. She’d learned long ago that subterfuge was the best method of accomplishing what she wanted. Better than conking people over the head, at least.

Apparently not so reticent, Mr. Montague growled from near the library fireplace, “I told you to stubble that bird, Bernie. There are ladies present.”

“It’s my uncle’s bird,” Mr. Ogilvie protested. “His Grace would have me stubbled.”

Mr. Montague had avoided the ladies all evening, as he was avoiding her now by standing at the opposite end of the room and pretending Jocelyn was a piece of  furniture. Being ignored rankled when she’d dressed to impress tonight, but her interest wasn’t in surly Montague, even if his father had hinted that he might include a house in a marriage settlement. A house was scarcely compensation for a man who was prone to violence and who would never possess the patience her eccentric family required. They would not suit.

Over the past few days, she had easily dismissed every man here as a potential suitor. Despite all his elegant sophistication, Mr. Atherton was a notorious rake. From Lady Bell’s investigations, Jocelyn knew Mr. Ogilvie had no income beyond an allowance from the duke, and he seemed to have no ambition toward improving his lot. Couple that with his friendship with her repulsive brother Harold, and he was the last man she’d consider. Lord Quentin was older and even more intimidating than Mr. Montague. He hadn’t noticed her existence. Why should he? He was already rich.

In frustration, she gave up the dream of reentering the society that she’d been denied upon her father’s death. Instead, she would find a home where Richard could own as many birds as he pleased. Since society frowned upon an unmarried lady living on her own—and her younger brother would scarcely be considered a competent guardian—she would start looking for a house outside London. Just escaping the life of drudgery in her half sisters’ households would be a satisfying use of her inheritance.

For the moment, she kept her goals simple—retrieving Richard’s abused pet.

To distract the argument brewing on the far side of the room, Jocelyn tapped her fan on Mr. Atherton’s shoulder. Another younger son, he was on everyone’s guest list simply because he looked pretty and his affability smoothed over many awkward social situations.  She flapped her lashes at him, and nodded at the blank spines of the books on the wall they stood beside.

Being of an accommodating nature, he readily agreed to divert the quarrel over the bird by calling out, “I say, these books have no titles, Bernie.”

“That’s the servants’ door, silly,” admonished Frances Montague, Blake’s sister, leaning past them to examine the false facade. “Those are faux books.”

“They still need titles.” Mr. Montague joined them, his mood apparently more suited to playing word games than discussing parrots. Or perhaps that was the result of the quantity of brandy he’d consumed these past hours. “Johnson’s Contradictionary,” he suggested.

Mr. Montague was of a similar height to Atherton, but somehow he vibrated with a restrained energy that all the other gentlemen lacked. Jocelyn disliked the way she was drawn to his formidable presence—and admittedly clever wit—so she inched away.

“Boyle on Steam,” Lord Quentin added, sipping brandy and looking bored now that Lady Bell had retired for the evening. It was well past midnight, and he generally did not attend social occasions except as the marchioness’s escort.

With the argument redirected, Jocelyn removed herself from the game, picking up a genuine book and settling into a wing chair in a dark corner. Her original plan had been to hope they’d forget she was here until she could abscond with the parrot. But she feared that Mr. Montague forgot nothing.

“Percy Vere in forty volumes,” Atherton added languidly. “That should name the rest of them.”

“Acck! Stick it up her bum! Roger her, boyo!” the parrot declared.

“That’s quite enough of that!” Mr. Montague said in  frustration, swirling to glare at Ogilvie. “Remove that rude creature or I will!”

“Perhaps it will be best if the ladies withdraw, Blake,” Frances suggested shyly. “We’re keeping the poor thing awake.”

Hurray for Frances! The woman showed a little sense after all. The men gallantly protested but the ladies demurred, and eventually, the scents and sounds of perfumes and silks wafted from the room, accompanied by a few more of the gentlemen, including Lord Quentin.

“Now see what you’ve done, old boy,” Mr. Atherton protested. “Who wants to look at your ugly mugs without the ladies about?”

“I won’t have a bloody parrot insulting my sister,” Blake protested. “Ogilvie, you need to tie the bird’s beak shut or remove it to a barn, where it belongs.”

“Can’t,” Bernie argued morosely. “I’m to guard it with my life.”

“Fair enough. Then I’ll shoot you before I shoot the bird.”

Jocelyn’s eyebrows soared upward. Mr. Montague sounded bored, hostile, and frustrated, always a volatile mixture when combined with alcohol. Should she intervene?

“Codswallop!” the bird screeched.

“Did anyone bring their weapons?” Montague asked ominously.

Jocelyn shuddered at the image of the soldier using Percy as a target.

“I’ve my weapons with me. Prime Mantons, they are,” one of the more drunken chaps cried happily. “Surely you won’t shoot the creature in here?”

Jocelyn buried her head in her hands and wondered if there was any beast on earth more stupid than a man  full of brandy. She waited for Mr. Montague to tell them all to jump off a cliff. She had a feeling they would do anything he suggested.

Instead, Mr. Montague drawled a bored, “Why not? Whatever it takes to stop the bird from insulting ladies.”

“Montague, you idiot, you cannot shoot a bird,” Ogilvie shouted in protest.

“Did you just insult me?” Mr. Montague asked in a dark tone.

“A card game,” Atherton interjected. “He who wins the set decides the bird’s fate.”

Mr. Ogilvie protested, but he’d lost control of his guests. Various gentlemen rushed off to find their cards and their pistols. Disappointed that Mr. Montague did not assert his leadership skills, Jocelyn decided she did not care if a bunch of drunken sots killed one another, but she could not allow them to kill Richard’s bird.

Just as she thought they’d all gone away, and she was free to take Percy and run, Mr. Montague’s shadow fell over her chair. “Are you lost, Miss Carrington? Shall I send your maid to find you?”

Now he deigned to notice her, when he was foxed and she was preoccupied with birdnapping. She threw her book aside. “I am not lost. Nor am I the idiot fighting over a bird.” She emphasized the insult Mr. Ogilvie had used. That was unlike her, but the knowledge that Mr. Montague couldn’t call her out for the offense gave her childish pleasure.

Without looking back, she stalked from the room, cursing interfering men. She would have to hide elsewhere until she had a chance to retrieve poor Percy. Her bags were packed. Lady Belden meant to leave at the break of day so they’d be home in time for an evening engagement. She could sleep while they traveled. She need only wait until they left the bird—

At a cry from Percy, she swung around to see Ogilvie carrying the parrot with him as the men strolled from the room in search of cards, weapons, and presumably more sensible heads.

Well, drat. That complicated matters.

Refusing to give up on Richard’s parrot, she settled into a window seat and drifted off to sleep while waiting for the men to return with the bird. At some point, she heard the drunken louts arguing over the card contest and some significance of the code of duello, but they still had Percy.

She woke up again when Mr. Ogilvie roared someone was a bloody cheater, and he’d shoot the cheat before he’d let the bird be shot. Glancing outside, she couldn’t see dawn, but she did see raindrops on the glass.

Percy screeched a protest as someone carried him out the front door into the cold drizzle. They would kill the bird in this weather, of a certainty! Finding her bonnet and cloak in the closet beneath the stairs, Jocelyn slipped out after them, determined to put an end to their bird depredations.

 

Standing in a field outside a duke’s mansion, in a drenching predawn downpour, surrounded by a crowd of equally drunken young men, Blake Montague decided that getting shot by an overbearing imbecile over a rude parrot and a card game possessed potent symbolism, if only he could fathom what it might be.

He had attempted to divert the sots with cards, but Bernie Ogilvie’s second insult had only added fuel to the flames, and Blake’s honor came into question. Over a bird. That had to be the effect of too much brandy on both their parts. He could not think why else a duke’s nephew would intentionally insult someone so far below him on the social scale.

Damn Jocelyn Carrington and her flirtatious eyes and bold insults. He should not have partaken of that last glass of brandy while attempting to ignore the arousing effect that vivacious Venus had on his frustration. He was a hopeless mutton-head when it came to champagne-colored curls and blue eyes.

More likely, he should not have attempted his friend Fitz’s trick with counting cards. Bernie didn’t like to lose.

Blake examined the assortment of bloodthirsty weaponry placed at his disposal. Shooting anything might relieve some of his many irritations. He’d far prefer to find a woman than a weapon for physical release, but he’d take what he could get.

Hair tied unfashionably at the nape, whiskers in need of scraping, and torso stripped to shirtsleeves, embroidered vest, and loosened neckcloth, Blake was aware that he looked the part of disreputable highwayman. Perhaps if he accidentally killed Bernie, he’d take up thievery for a living. But he had no intention of hitting a target as wide as Bernie. The dolt merely needed a layer or two of privilege removed from his hide.

“‘He’s a most notable coward,’ ” Blake pronounced, the words tripping effortlessly off his well-oiled tongue while he held up a pistol and checked the length of the barrel, “ ‘an infinite and endless liar, an hourly promise breaker, the owner of not one good quality.’”

Oblivious of his opponent huddled with friends farther down the hedgerow, Blake pointed an ornate Manton at the moon. “ ‘I desire that we be better strangers.’”

“Damnation, he’s quoting Shakespeare.” Staying dry beneath the spreading branches of an oak, Atherton did not seem overly anxious about Blake’s impending confrontation with death. “We could all drown out here before he’s done.”

Blake would miss his callous friends if he took up  thievery. He wouldn’t, however, miss Miss Carrington’s infectious laugh. Or that riveting cleavage she’d flaunted all evening. Ladies be damned.

Bernie’s second sounded more concerned than Nick. “We’re supposed to resolve this, not let them further insult each other.”

“We tried,” Nick noted. “Ogilvie’s the poor sport here.”

“Montague cheated!” Ogilvie protested, as he had done ever since the drunken party had whooped its way from the duke’s mansion to this distant field. He ignored the proffered box of weapons while he affixed the duke’s molting parrot on a perch he’d planted in the ground. “It’s a matter of honor.”

The wet creature flapped its wings and squawked a bored protest. “Acck! Friggin’ cock snatcher. Roger her, boyo!”

The very words that had set Blake off this evening.

“‘Methink’st thou art a general offense, and every man should beat thee,’ ” Blake quoted, filling his weapon with powder.

Shoulders propped against the oak, Nick sighed in exasperation. “You’re not on the battlefield anymore, old friend. Let the poor boy toddle to bed and sleep it off. You may not mind fleeing the law for a stint on the Continent, but it’s a damned poor way to treat your host.”

“That’s Bernie’s choice, not mine,” Blake corrected, testing the sight on the barrel. “It is my duty to defend the delicate sensibilities of the ladies. How can I find a rich one so I might return to war if I allow them to be insulted?” Blake asked. “Although it is hard to come by a wife who wants me dead,” he added with drunken wisdom.

Bernie’s second lifted a questioning eyebrow.

“Not a quote,” Nick explained. “Blake needs a dowry  to buy colors. He thinks he can run the war better than the current crop of hen-hearted rattle-pates.”

“You’re serious?” the other man asked in disbelief, water dripping from the brim of his hat.

Nick shrugged. “He possesses the intellect to run the country but hasn’t a ha’pence to his name. What do you think?”

“War heroes get titles.” Bernie’s second nodded in understanding.

“Acck, tup her good, me lad!”

Maintaining the deadly focus that had kept him alive on the battlefield, Blake ignored Nick’s idea of repartee. In boredom, he aimed the loaded pistol at the half-featherless creature, which was barely discernible against the backdrop of yew. “ ‘Scurvy, old, filthy, scurry lord.’” He fired a test shot in the general direction of the bird and hedge. A flurry and scuttle shook the evergreen branches, as if some animal’s sleep had been disturbed, and the parrot squawked incomprehensible curses.

“Not the bird, Montague!” Ogilvie shouted, seeming in more fear of the parrot’s life than his own. “His Grace will disown me! Someone move Percy behind the hedge.”

One of Bernie’s companions obligingly pulled up the perch and moved the scurvy lord out of sight, if not out of hearing. Obscenities and squawks screeched against the silent dawn, raising songbirds into protest.

“The ladies are leaving this morning,” Nick called from his position beneath the oak, making no effort to verify the safety or accuracy of the next pistol Blake hefted. “Shooting Ogilvie won’t do you any good now. Apologize and have done.”

“‘I must be cruel only to be kind.’” Blake again sighted along the length of a barrel, in the direction of the hedge where the bird now resided.

The shrubbery rustled as if retreating from his aim.

“Shakespeare?” Bernie’s second asked.

“One never can be quite certain,” Nick concluded. “Montague’s brainpan is stuffed with an encyclopedia.”

Eager to escape the chilly September rain, one of the onlookers finally herded the duelists into position, back to back, and gave the signal for them to begin pacing off their distance. As Blake took long strides across the wet grass, a demonical shriek from the hedge—Ackkkk, kidnapper, murderer, help, hellllppppp!—dispersed the tension of the final count.

Undeterred by the parrot’s warning, Blake swiveled steadily at the count of ten and aimed his pistol. But Bernie was no longer in position.

Instead, coattails flapping, the duke’s stout nephew was racing for the shrubbery. “She’s stealing Percy!” he roared.

Sure enough, a dark, cloaked shadow—with a silly plume bouncing on its head—could be seen darting up the hill, into a grove of trees, the bird perch with it.

In disgust, Blake fired at Bernie’s hat, sending the inappropriate chapeau bouncing across the saturated grass with a hole through its middle. The rain had stopped as suddenly as it had begun, and a glimmer of predawn light appeared on the horizon. His opponent’s balding pate glistened as he fought yew branches in hopes of reaching his pet.

The bird screamed again from the field beyond the hedge.

Pointing, looking for all the world like a shorter version of the Prince of Wales, Bernie shouted, “A thousand pounds to anyone who catches her. Devil take the damned witch!”

“I say, did he promise a thousand pounds for that paltry poultry?” Blake asked, reloading the smoking pistol.

“He did, old boy, he did.” Nick unfurled himself from the oak’s trunk. “But everyone knows Ladybyrd took him. He’ll never see the creature again.”

Blake snorted. “For a thousand pounds, I’ll follow her to the Outer Hebrides.” Chasing Jocelyn Byrd-Carrington anywhere was just exactly what he needed. At this point, he would do so for nothing. He could still smell the damn woman’s exotic scent. Shooting her might be good for the soul and relieve the world of a foolish, bird-stealing widget.

“For all your education, you have ale for brains, Professor,” said Nick. “With that game leg, you can barely walk. You’re supposed to be recuperating. Haring after a crackbrain will only get you killed all the sooner.”

“She’s carrying a squawking damned parrot. How far can she get?” Donning his coat, Blake tucked the loaded pistol into his trouser band and trudged toward the hedge.

He had despised his enforced idleness. The last fumes of liquor evaporated with the exhilaration of action priming his blood. He didn’t know a woman alive who would travel without bags and boxes. If she was fleeing with the parrot, she wouldn’t part easily with them. Voilà, she and the parrot would be found with the baggage.

Even if idle Bernie didn’t actually possess the full reward he’d offered, the duke might. Just five hundred pounds would buy Blake’s colors and free him from the need to marry for money. For the first time in recent memory, his spirits soared, and the thrill of the chase was on.
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