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Learn the origins of the Great Family!

 

The Great Family was not always a great family.

In October 1843, Anna & Rhys, Natasha & Seth, Elisa & Vaughn all face problems, their hearts heavy with the challenges of life.

This is the origins story of the Scandalous Scions series—the first great family gathering, where traditions that will last a generation are born and Anna & Rhys, Natasha & Seth, Elisa & Vaughn meld into a single, united family.

Find out how the couples of Scandalous Sirens learn that together, they are stronger.

This novelette has not been commercially released for sale. It is only available as a gift to readers of the series, who subscribe to Tracy’s Newsletter.

See details after you have enjoyed this set.
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About Scandalous Scions Four

The final four novels in the beloved historical romance series in one set.

The historical romance series, Scandalous Scions, brings together the members of three great families, to love and play under the gaze of the Victorian era’s moralistic, straight-laced society.

Ashes of Pride

Married in haste, to the wrong man…

Blanche wed Lieutenant Colonel Seymour in search of a hero to replace the French military father she never knew, only to find herself stranded in Northumberland, in a penniless marriage, with no recourse.

Blanche’s cousin, Neil Williams, now a decorated Major, returns from the colonies to rejoin the Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers. Her husband, as Neil’s superior officer, makes Neil’s life intolerable, as well as her own.  Blanche learns that the truly courageous are defined by their actions and that Seymour is not one of them, for what he does to Neil defies imagination…

I absolutely recommend Ashes of Pride and all of Tracy Cooper-Posey’s books.

Risk of Ruin

Now she belongs to another, he realizes too late that he wants her.

Lady Annalies is the daughter of the Earl of Innesford, but rejects society.  Instead, she embraces the Bohemian art world, and lives in secret with her patron and lover, Tobias.  The only person who knows the truth is her cousin, Peter, who furiously resents the burden of knowing how she courts disaster for the entire family.

When sales of her paintings diminish, putting her in financial straits, Annalies turns to Peter for help, as he has always helped her in the past.  Peter grasps the chance to involve himself in her life, to head off the catastrophe she flirts with every day.  The entanglements increase when he realizes it is not merely the risk of ruin which draws him to her.

The scenes the author describes makes the reader feel like they are there.

Year of Folly 

All Emma wants is to belong…

Emma, the youngest daughter of the great family, cannot find acceptance among the peers of society despite four Seasons of pleasing everyone.  She is banished to Inverness to avoid any scandal her anger might cause.  Even in Inverness, she is an outsider, for her cousins, including staid and boring Morgan Davies, spend all their days working and thinking, for heaven’s sake!

Having survived years of the family’s disasters, Morgan likes his quiet life and routine.  Emma’s excesses and plain speaking disrupt his days.  When Emma discovers politics and adopts as her cause women’s suffrage, the most outrageous scandal the family has yet to produce threatens to turn Morgan’s world inside out…

Emma, what a spitfire. Reminds me of myself. She has an uncanny way of delivering witty comebacks while still sounding all prim and proper as the ton dictates.

Queen of Hearts

In America, she met an Indian called River.

Sadie travelled to America when she was nineteen, leaving behind her great family, to learn more about her real parents and how they died.  While traveling in the Columbia River territories, her party is attacked by Indians and saved by a different tribe. Among them is the brave she comes to know as River.

Sadie learns that not only is River an Englishman, he is the son of the Duke of Caldwell. When his family learns he survived his parents’ death when he was an infant, River faces a choice: Leave Sadie and his tribe behind, or let the people of Caldwell suffer at the hands of his indifferent and selfish uncle…

I fell in love with River immediately and enjoyed their growth as characters over the course of the book. And there's a twist. Wow Tracy. You saved the best for last.

The Scandalous Scions series:
0.5 Rose of Ebony
1.0 Soul of Sin
2.0 Valor of Love
3.0 Marriage of Lies
3.5 Scandalous Scions I
4.0 Mask of Nobility
5.0 Law of Attraction
6.0 Veil of Honor
6.5 Scandalous Scions II
7.0 Season of Denial
8.0 Rules of Engagement
9.0 Degree of Solitude
9.5 Scandalous Scions III
10.0 Ashes of Pride
11.0 Risk of Ruin
12.0 Year of Folly
13.0 Queen of Hearts
13.5 Scandlous Scions IV

A Sexy Historical Romance



 

Praise for the Scandalous Scions Series

If you are familiar with the previous series, I am sure you fell in love with the huge family like I did.

She is a go to author for me when I need a fix of historical romance.

Tracy Cooper-Posey takes us into the staid yet surprisingly bawdy Victorian Era where appearance is everything and secrets are held inside the family.

Thanks once again, Tracy Cooper-Posey, for giving us another great story and for giving me back my love of historical romances.

I love historical romances and this one filled all my likes, from a dashing, wonderful hero, a beautiful strong heroine, a love story to sigh over, side characters that are interesting, and funny, and move the story along.

I don't often give books five stars, but I really enjoyed the mystery that puzzled all of the characters in this story.

A wonderful story set in the Victorian era of such strict social conventions and yet the main characters are shimmering with latent sexual tension. What a fabulous juxtaposition!


 

ASHES OF PRIDE


 

About Ashes of Pride

Married in haste, to the wrong man…

Blanche wed Lieutenant Colonel Seymour in search of a hero to replace the French military father she never knew, only to find herself stranded in Northumberland, in a penniless marriage, with no recourse.

Blanche’s cousin, Neil Williams, now a decorated Major, returns from the colonies to rejoin the Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers. Her husband, as Neil’s superior officer, makes Neil’s life intolerable, as well as her own.  Blanche learns that the truly courageous are defined by their actions and that Seymour is not one of them, for what he does to Neil defies imagination…

This book is the tenth book in the Scandalous Scions series, bringing together the members of three great families, to love and play under the gaze of the Victorian era’s moralistic, straight-laced society.



 

Praise for Ashes of Pride


You must get this amazing book and if you haven't read the series, well I just don't know what you're waiting for.

So realistic that I felt like I was there. Such a great story and setting. 

Another magnificent addition to this series. 

Tracy Cooper Posey never lets her fans down. 

Sch an amazing read. Once I started reading I could not stop till I was finished. 

This was one of the greatest books yet, as far as this grand family goes. 

I was surprised how much this book actually moved me & read it again, as for loving the whole family & gatherings as I do. I really enjoyed & got totally immersed in this one. 

Oh Tracy what a brilliant read yet again, but for some reason this book got to me. Thank you. 

This isn't a light and frothy book. None of her books are - they always teach you something and make you think about something in a new light. And that's why I keep reading them - there's always something I didn't expect. 

Yet another marvelous book by TCP! She has yet to disappoint me. 

Pride can get you into a lot of trouble. I really liked this book ...

Tracy Cooper-Posey once again manages to create an historical romance with substance. 

I absolutely recommend Ashes of Pride and all of Tracy Cooper-Posey’s books.

I love this series and could not wait for this next book and my wait was rewarded. I loved this book 

I really enjoyed the heck out of this book. The characters are wonderful and interesting. I almost feel as if they're out there waiting for us to meet

As usual I found myself totally engrossed in this novel as I was reading it. Tracy's books have this effect upon me.

Cooper-Posey has such an engaging way of storytelling, that you feel you are actually sitting in the same room, watching the events unfold 

The best so far in the continuing saga of the Great Family. 

Wow! This one had me from the start! I never expected their story to move me so much! 

An angst filled story that had me crying and cheering and blubbering...almost all at once! 

This is an amazing story that kept me turning the pages and missing some sleep. I had to find out how the story was going to work out. 

An awesome, emotion tugging, marvelous book. Tracy Cooper-Posey has written another great one.

One of many reasons why I like to read Tracy’s stories, it’s never predictable. 

A smoldering romance and this is another must-read in the series.
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The Great Families

Elisa and Vaughn Wardell 

Marquess of Fairleigh, Viscount Rothmere

1825 Raymond, Viscount Marblethorpe (stepson)

1839 William Vaughn Wardell

1839 John (Jack) Gladwin Lochlann Mayes (fostered in 1846)

1842 Sarah Louise Wardell (D)

1843 Peter Lovell Wardell (January)

1844 Gwendolyn (Jenny) Violet Moore Wardell (adopted in 1848)

1844 Patricia Sharla Victoria Mayes (fostered in 1846)

1849 Blanche Brigitte Colombe Bonnay (adopted in 1851)

1853 Emma Jane Wardell (adopted at birth)

 

Natasha and Seth Williams

Earl of Innesford, Baron Harrow (Ire.)

1839 Lillian Mary Harrow

1840 Richard Cian Seth Williams 

1841 Neil Vaughn Williams

1843 Daniel Rhys Williams (February)

1846 Bridget Bronte Williams & Mairin May Williams 

1849 Annalies Grace Williams 

 

Annalies and Rhys Davies 

Princess Annalies Benedickta of Saxe-Weiden, of the royal house Saxe-Coburg-Weiden, Formerly of the Principality of Saxe-Weiden.

1835 Benjamin Hedley Davies (adopted in 1845)

1842 Iefan William Davies 

1843 Morgan Harrow Davies (October)

1843 Sadie Hedley Davies (adopted in 1845)

1846 Bronwen Natasha Davies 

1848 Alice Thomasina Davies (adopted at birth) 

1849 Catrin Elise Davies

 

And their children:

Natasha and Raymond Devlin

Viscount Marblethorpe

1857 Vaughn Elis Devlin (Raymond’s heir)

1861 Richard Seth Devlin

 

Lilly and Jasper Thomsett

1862 Seth Eckhard Thomsett (heir)

1863 Elise Marie & Anne Louise Thomsett

1864 George Jasper Thomsett (stillborn)

 

Sharla and Dane Balfour + Benjamin Hedley (Davies)

Duke of Wakefield

1867 Jennifer Jane Balfour & Benjamin Dane Balfour (heir)

1868 Alice Thomasina Balfour

1871 John William Balfour 

 

Bronwen Natasha Davies and Archeduke Edvard Christoffer of Silkeborg

1870 Christina Clara Elisa Bronwen 

 

John (Jack) Gladwin Lochlann Mayes and Gwendolyn (Jenny) Violet Moore Wardell-Ryder

Baron Guestwick, heir to the Marquess of Laceby 

1864 Jackson Vaughn Ryder

1866 Stuart Theodore Ryder

1869 Phillip Dane Mayes

 

William Vaughn Wardell & Bridget Bronte Williams 

Viscount Rothmere, heir to the Marquess of Fairleigh

1869 Elizabeth Anne Wardell

1871 Vaughn Raymond Wardell

 

Daniel Rhys Williams & Catrin Elise Davies

1871 Alice Edwina Williams
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Chapter One

Fenham Barracks, Newcastle-upon-Tyne. July 1872 C.E.

More than the usual amount of fuss ensued at the barracks gates, which was hardly a surprise. It still chaffed, though. Neil had forgotten the formalities maintained by a full regiment at home. Procedures had been more casual in the colonies.

He waited patiently at the gate while the sentries scrounged up someone who could vouch for Neil. His orders were grubby and weather-worn, which had raised their suspicions. The orders had been handed to Neil in Albany, the colony in Australia, which laid seventeen weeks behind him. The single sheet of paper had lived in his inner breast pocket since then.

Finally, word came back to the front gate. The red-faced corporal whispered to the sentry barring Neil’s way. “Sergeant Woodsmith says if you don’t let the man pass, you’re a fool of the first water, sir.” The corporal’s gaze flicked toward Neil. “Says ‘e’s an ‘ero and all.”

The lieutenant’s gaze moved up and down Neil once more. “That so?” He lowered his rifle and took two steps to one side and closer to Neil. “My apologies, sir. Please go ahead. Colonel Hill’s office is—”

“I know where it is, thank you, Lieutenant,” Neil told him. He pointed to his water-stained trunk. “Have someone deliver that to the main office for me.”

The lieutenant’s eyes narrowed.

Neil plucked the orders from the man’s fingers. “In future, when you speak about the regiment, including the names of officers and men, you make sure you are out of earshot of anyone not part of the regiment. Clear?”

The corporal grinned and straightened up to snap off a salute as Neil strode past the pair and into the barracks proper.

Fenham Barracks was large, with many buildings. The Colonel’s office was situated overlooking the parade ground. It would take a few minutes of fast walking through narrow streets of officers’ quarters and enlisted men’s barracks to reach the square. It gave Neil time to dispel his irritation before he presented himself to the commander of the regiment.

Even though it was July, the early morning air was still cool against Neil’s face, and smelled faintly of brine, for the tides reached this far along the Tyne, which ran less than a mile away. He shivered. Five years in Albany and now July felt like winter to him.

The regimental square was filled with units moving through drills and marches. Everyone wore the Undress uniform—the dark gray serge with darker braid across the chest and the red stripes on the legs of their trousers.

The shouts of the sergeant majors, the drum beats, the thud of boots moving in unison, the slap of hands against rifles was so familiar that Neil paused for a moment to absorb the sights. It was utterly unchanged, as if he had never been away.

He frowned as he took in the wagons lined along the far northern edge of the square. Each wagon had at least one man chained to the big wheel, their heads bare and their shoulders wrenched back by the tautness of the chains. The bound men watched the activity in the square with apathetic expressions.

Neil’s chest tightened. The moment of sentimentally evaporated like ice in the Gibson Desert. He turned on his heel and strode toward the big building on the western edge of the square.

When he stepped into the main office building, his shoulders relaxed, for it was warmer in here. A dozen privates and corporals moved between offices on the ground floor and up the sweeping stairs to the next floor, their uniforms pristine and new.

Neil caught the attention of the first non-com to pass by. “Major Williams to speak to Colonel Hill.”

“Yes, sir, Major Williams.” The corporal’s gaze moved over Neil the same way the sentry at the gate had done, measuring him. “This way, sir.”

Neil knew the way to Hill’s big office, but let the man lead him. He would need someone to announce him. He followed the corporal up the stairs, into the wide corridor at the top and along to the left, to the unmarked door at the end. The door stood open, as it always did.

A captain sat at a table in the outer office, his pen scratching across paper. He looked up as they entered and put the pen down, his gaze moving over Neil. Then his eyes widened. “Williams!” He jumped to his feet and moved around the table. “My God, you’re back!” He gripped Neil’s hand and shook it, squeezing hard.

“Captain Long,” Neil acknowledged. “You were a lieutenant when I left.”

“So were you,” Phillip Long replied. He stepped back, his smile broad and warm. “Major. The colonies were good to you. Have you been back in England long?”

“Long enough to jump upon a train, which I stepped off this morning,” Neil said. He glanced at the wide door behind Long’s desk. “Is Colonel Hill in?”

Long nodded. “Dismissed, Corporal,” he told the smiling soldier at the door. The man saluted and marched out of the office. Long moved toward the inner door. “You’ll dine at the mess tonight, yes? Everyone will be pleased to see you.”

Neil smothered the sigh which tried to rise to his lips. “It’s likely I will,” he said, keeping his tone polite. “If you can scare me up some officers’ quarters, that is.”

“I’ll see what I can do. We’re a bit tight on accommodations right now. If I find you a room somewhere near the barracks, would that do?” Long paused with his knuckles lifted toward the door.

Neil frowned. “There are no quarters left at all?” He shook his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a thing.”

“You’re not the only man returning to his regimental headquarters,” Long said. “They’re pulling regiments out of Australia, Ceylon, Africa, China, even India. Everyone is returning home. You know about the big stir Cardwell is putting the army through?”

Neil nodded. He had more than a passing knowledge of the reforms, for they had significant personal interest to him. Now was not the time to discuss them, though. He glanced at Long’s hand, still raised, and lifted his brow.

Long knocked against the painted wood. “Yes, for tonight, then,” he said in agreement. He pushed the door open. “Major Williams, sir?”

“Enter!” came the growled response.

Long pushed the door even wider. “Sir,” he said to Neil.

Neil stepped through. “Thank you, Captain.”

Long closed the door behind him and Neil turned to face the big table and the commander of the Fifth Northumberland Fusiliers Regiment of Foot. “Major Williams reporting for duty, Colonel Hill.” He saluted.

Hill got to his feet. “Neil Williams,” he said in his deep and scratchy voice. He came around the table, his hand out. “We weren’t expecting you for another week.”

“My orders said as soon as possible, sir.”

Colonel Edward Roley Hill shook Neil’s hand. Hill was a career soldier, in his late seventies. He had silver hair and a thick, silver beard and magnificent mustache. He was still hale and hearty. His high forehead was lined, but his eyes were youthful. Colonel Hill had taken command of the regiment the year after Neil had left for the Swan River colony. Neil had heard much about the high quality of Hill’s previous commands.

“Let me see your orders, Williams,” Hill said, as he returned to his desk.

Neil took out the crumpled sheet, unfolded it and placed it on the table, then stepped back. “I apologize for my incorrect dress, sir. The uniform has changed since I left. I will arrange for new uniforms the first chance I get.”

Hill waved his hand, dismissing the issue, then picked up the orders. “There are dozens of tailors in Newcastle willing to take your coin. They are familiar with the new uniform. As soon as you can is good enough.” He read the sheet.

Neil peered through the big windows while Hill read. From here, most of the square was visible, including the wagons with their bound men.

Hill put the page down, then reached for a folio and unwound the string. “Returned with merit. You did well in Albany, Williams. I expected nothing less of a Fifth man.”

“Yes, sir.”

Hill pulled out a small pile of clean, white and uncrumpled pages. The ink was still fresh and dark on those pages. He put them in front of him and frowned at the script. “You’re aware of the changes Parliament has decreed, Williams?”

“Yes, sir.” Neil brought his teeth together and said nothing more.

Hill looked up at him. “Under the new terms, you’re one of the men who has been in service long enough to leave, if you want. You signed up for twenty-one years, only it has all changed, now. Have you changed, Williams? Or are you still willing to protect Queen and country?”

Neil’s chest tightened. “I would like to leave, sir.”

Hill’s eyes narrowed. The lined forehead creased. “That’s not the answer I expected from you, given your record.”

“I know, sir.”

Hill’s gaze didn’t shift. “There are too many fine men being given their marching orders. I could use a good officer, Williams. You’re one of the best. I think you know that. You’ve earned accolades and praise, promotions and medals. You thought you were in the army for life. Why not serve your time as you first intended?”

Neil drew in a breath and hesitated. How could he explain what was indescribable? The heat, the horrors, the desperate convicts he had been forced to oversee. The squalid conditions of a colony just barely established. The strange food, the indifferent senior officers and their lack of empathy for colonists and the natives, and their cruelty toward the convicts.

He could speak of none of that because Hill would not understand. He was an old-school army man, who stood by his fellow officers no matter what they did.

Instead, Neil said, “I’ve done enough fighting, sir.”

“England hasn’t been at war for decades, boy.”

“Yet the battles never cease.”

Colonel Hill harrumphed. “What do you think you’ll do as a civilian? You’re fit for nothing but this.”

“I don’t know, sir,” Neil said truthfully.

Hill scowled at him. “Running away, are you?”

The mild insult was meant to nudge him into reconsidering. Only, Neil had spent fifteen weeks in a swaying hammock aboard the City of Adelaide, with nothing to do but contemplate his future. He shook his head. “I just want a quiet life, Colonel. I believe I have earned that.”

Hill sighed and stacked the pages back together again. He stuffed them into the portfolio, crumpling them. “Very well.” His tone was gruff. “I’ll have your severance processed. Be warned, Williams, it will not happen overnight. There’s more than a few of you taking the option to leave. London is awash in red tape. It will take weeks, possibly months, for the release orders to come through.”

Hill would delay Neil’s release in any small way he could. Neil nodded. “I expected that, sir. Thank you.”

Hill laced his fingers together. “Get yourself settled for today. Come and see me tomorrow. I’ll have an assignment for you by then.”

Neil saluted him once more. “Colonel.” He wheeled toward the door and paused, his gaze on the window once more. “I saw the men tied to the wagons, sir. Why is that?”

Hill glanced at the glass and frowned. “They call it Field Punishment Number One, now—part of the reforms and all that. Lieutenant Colonel Seymour runs a tight ship. Dismissed, Williams.”

Neil left, trying to fit a Captain Seymour into the officers of the regiment he had known before being reassigned to the 72nd Regiment of Foot, and leaving for Albany. The name was familiar, yet he could not put a face to the name or any military history, either.

He had done nothing but recall old facts, names and faces, dusty with disuse, since he had arrived in London two days ago. He’d remember who Seymour was, eventually.
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WHEN BLANCHE HEARD THE CLOP of hooves and the creak of a carriage coming to a halt in front of the little house, her heart pattered, even as something sank in her middle. She ignored the sensation, put her sewing aside and moved to the front door. There was no front hall. The door opened upon the one public room of the house, which was both a dining room and a drawing room, and also her morning room. The single short shelf of books over the fireplace made it a library, too.

She heard Joshua’s voice, speaking to the cab driver. Then the click of a tongue, and the clop of the horses as the cab pulled away.

Blanche opened the door as Joshua approached the house. No garden separated the house from the street. Broad cobblestones spread from the front door, across the road to the houses on the other side. In the late afternoon sunlight, the cobbles were bleached, heated stones. Blanche had put two large pots on either side of the doorway and planted petunias. They had grown and flowered but were ailing in the heat of this torrid summer.

Joshua looked very fine in his dark gray Undressed uniform. Blanche preferred the formal uniform with the red coat and the high boots, although the dark braid running across the front of this uniform in horizontal bars did give it an elegant touch. His sword slapped his leg as he came to a stop in front of her.

“You’re home.” He sounded surprised.

“Come in. Dinner is waiting for you. Did you have a good day, my husband?” She reached for his arm, while holding her skirts out of the way so he could step through the door.

Joshua moved around her, causing her fingers to slide away from the serge and drop. “It was a foul day from start to finish,” he growled, unbuckling his sword.

She closed the door behind him. “Here, let me take that.” She held her hand out for the belt.

He dropped his cap onto her palm, then looped the belt over the top and ruffled his white blond hair, which was damp with perspiration. “Please tell me there is some of that lemonade you made yesterday? I am absolutely parched.”

Blanche frowned as she hung the cap on a hook by the door and the sword belt over the secondary hook beneath. “There is no ice left,” she said carefully. It was too hot for ice to last long, even in the straw-lined box in the floor of the kitchen. “I could make a pot of tea, if you like?” She was at least good at making tea. It was one of the first skills she had acquired after the wedding. It had not been the last she had learned, by a large score.

“God, no,” Joshua said. “Don’t be stupid. It is far too hot for that. What is for dinner?” He turned to the table expectantly.

Her heart hurrying, Blanche moved over to the table and uncovered the plates. She had made the tourtière and simple salad by herself. Not even one edge of the pie was burned. A simple thing, yet she was inordinately pleased about it, and had gushed about her accomplishment in her daily letter to her sister, Emma.

Joshua scowled down at the plates and the pretty petunia petals floating in a bowl of water, between them. “Cold pie?” His tone was withering.

“It is meant to be eaten cold,” Blanche said. “It is tourtière.”

“Frog food?” He pushed the plate away. “Warm it up. I won’t eat it, otherwise.”

Blanche picked up his plate, the roiling in her belly increasing. No fire had burned in the stove since early that morning. It would take time to bring it to a heat which would warm the pie. She said nothing, though. If she had thought this through properly, she would have anticipated he would want his food warm. Why had she thought tourtière would be welcomed?

“Some of the fruitcake my mother sent me remains. Cream, too,” Blanche said, instead. “Would you like to eat it while this is warming?”

He scowled and sat at the empty place. “I am hungry,” he muttered.

She pushed the kitchen door open with her foot and put the plate on the old, scratched wooden counter, then got the fire going beneath the oven. When the slice of pie sat upon the metal dish in the oven to warm, she put the last slice of fruitcake on a dinner plate, instead of a dessert plate, poured the cream into a serving pitcher and took both out to the table.

A nearly empty glass of brandy sat in front of Joshua. He smoked a cigarette moodily, even though Blanche had asked him not to smoke in the house, for the smoke irritated her lungs and made her cough.

She held her tongue and smiled at him as she placed the fruitcake in front of him. She settled on the chair beside his and stroked his hand, where it laid on the tablecloth. “Why was your day so foul, dearest?”

He snorted, as he pulled his hand away from her fingers. “Because there is not one man in the regiment who understands what discipline means.” He crushed the cigarette on the bread plate by his elbow and reached for the brandy, ignoring the cake. “Why are you here, anyway?”

Blanche did not understand the question. “There is somewhere else I should be, instead of here with you?”

His scowl grew even deeper. “Colonel Hill’s wife is having one of those afternoon tea dinners of hers. Every blasted officer was talking about eating at the officers’ mess tonight.”

Except for Joshua.

Blanche’s heart squeezed. This was her fault. Mrs. Mary Hill, Colonel Hill’s wife, held her famous and eagerly anticipated afternoon tea dinners every month. All the wives were invited to arrive for afternoon tea, then linger to eat an early dinner, while gossiping and passing time with other ladies who understood what it was like to be married to a military man.

Blanche had attended precisely one of those occasions.

No one had said anything to her directly. In that regard, the social circle of Newcastle was just as subtle as those in London. Nothing was ever said aloud or directly to the subject of the gossip, while wholesale cattiness and plotting took place while their back was turned.

Somehow, in some way which Blanche could not begin to guess, she had become a pariah among the military wives. True, on the first occasion, one of the women had heard Blanche’s name and sniffed and drawled, “French?”

“Certainement,” Blanche had replied with a smile. “My father died fighting the Prussians during the Siege of Paris.”

Had that fact condemned her? She had thought the wives of military officers would welcome the daughter of another military hero, no matter who he fought for. Blanche would never know, for she had not received a single other invitation from any of the wives, not in the many months they had been here in Newcastle.

Had Joshua only just noticed that?

To be fair, he was preoccupied with his troublesome work. The battalion he commanded had been lax and undisciplined when he first took charge. The men still resisted his efforts to inculcate in them a sense of cohesion and fighting spirit.

Blanche understood his desire to make his battalion the best in the regiment. She applauded his efforts. It was Joshua’s determination to be the best officer possible which had first drawn her admiration. That, and his French mother, of course. Their French lineage had brought them together.

Blanche reached to brush the fine hair from Joshua’s forehead. “My poor husband,” she murmured.

Joshua jerked back from her fingers. “Don’t do that.”

Blanche dropped her hand.

“How much longer will the pie take?” He drained the brandy.

“A while,” she admitted.

Joshua scowled, the fine mustache over his lip working. She had never seen Joshua without the pale mustache. Despite him not shaving it, the mustache never seemed to grow into the luxurious affair other officers cultivated.

“Damn it, I’m hungry.” He got to his feet. “I’ll eat at the officer’s mess.”

Disappointment touched her, along with a swell of frustration. “I thought we could spend the evening together. Lisa Grace sent me a new book—”

“A book?” He laughed. “You intend to read to me?”

Blanche held herself still, adjusting to the idea that her plans were in ruins. The book Lisa Grace had sent her was a salacious one, full of lusty descriptions and wickedness. Blanche had intended to let Joshua read the book for himself while she sewed, and let his natural response to the story take care of matters after that. Blanche wasn’t sure she could actually read the bawdy passages aloud, although if she needed to do so in order to bring the evening to the conclusion she desperately sought, then she would.

Now she could do neither. She let none of her disappointment show, for Joshua resented any display of strong emotions. They were, in his opinion, weak and non-military.

So many things were non-military, in his mind. The expectation that servants cook and clean for them, instead of turning her own perfectly capable hands to the work, was one. Ostentatious housing. Lace at windows. Cushions on chairs. Embellishments on dresses. The latest fashions. Novels. Cab fares.

“I’ll get your cap and sword,” Blanche said, keeping her voice even. She moved toward the door.

As she passed him, Blanche caught the tiny widening of Joshua’s eyes. She had surprised him with her meekness.

“Why don’t you come with me?”

Blanche whirled, her heart leaping. “To the mess?”

He shrugged. “The dining room is open to civilians and there is a ladies’ lounge beside the mess where you can wait, afterwards.”

Blanche barely hesitated. It would help Joshua’s career to mingle with the other officers. She never discouraged him from doing so and she would not now. Only…to spend even the hour the meal would take in his company!

Blanche smiled. “That would be lovely! Oh, how sweet of you to offer!” She grabbed the cap and sword and thrust them toward him. “Let me just run upstairs and get my things. Oh, a night out! How wonderful!”

Joshua smiled indulgently, as she ran to change her gown and collect her reticule. She took the pie out of the oven and spread the embers, all while chattering about the evening ahead. Her gratitude seemed to please him, for Joshua waited patiently.

Blanche didn’t care what Joshua might be feeling. Not at that moment. She was going out!


 

[image: A black background with a black square  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

Chapter Two

The moment Neil laid eyes upon Lieutenant Colonel Joshua Seymour, he remembered why the man’s name was familiar to him. It wasn’t Seymour’s face which jogged his recall, but the woman beside him.

Major Hunter cleared his throat. “That’s Seymour,” he murmured in warning.

Neil had heard several off-hand references to Lieutenant Colonel Seymour in the two hours he had been in the mess, greeting old friends and meeting new ones such as Major Hunter, the regimental Provost Marshall. The first time Seymour had been discussed had been when Neil mentioned the men on the parade ground, chained to the wagons.

“Those would be Seymour’s battalion.” Tom Penny rolled his eyes in his corpulent face.

“Getting his licks in before Cardwell’s reforms bind his hand,” another added, generating laughter.

There had been other comments, referring indirectly to the back-breaking expectations of the battalion’s commander and the lack of morale and discipline as a result. In the unspoken code of the military, no one directly criticized Seymour. They didn’t have to. Neil was adept at unscrambling the implications.

Seymour was a tyrant and no one liked him.

When Edmund Hunter, the Provost Marshall, warned his table of officers of Seymour’s presence, Neil understood why the warning was necessary. He turned on his chair to examine the man, his curiosity roused. He watched Seymour pause at the entrance to the dining room, his wife on his arm.

Lieutenant Colonel Seymour was far younger than Neil expected such a senior officer to be. Was he a gifted military man beneath the tyranny? More than one officer used discipline as a training tool to make the most of their units, who grew to understand and appreciate the iron rod leadership. If Seymour was of that ilk, Neil would soon find out. The man was tall and wide in the shoulders, although his wrists looked weak, even from the other side of the dining room. Physical weakness did not make a man a poor officer, though.

Neil glanced at the wife, who stood meekly a half pace behind Seymour, while they waited for the butler to seat them.

It was Blanche. Cousin Blanche of the big eyes and clear, satin skin.

The sight of her triggered an avalanche of memories. Neil drew in a calming breath as memories he hadn’t recalled in years cascaded through his mind. Chief among them were the family gatherings at the great house in Cornwall, where he had grown up.

He had loved the family gatherings. They had been a highlight of his contented younger years and also when he was older, before military life beckoned.

Before Alice had caught his attention.

Alice. Neil let out his breath. He had not thought of Alice in…far too long. He deliberately recalled her face, now. The big blue eyes. The pale golden hair. Her pert nose.

Only the image wouldn’t form properly. Only fragments would settle into focus, to shift once more as soon as he grasped for the rest of the memory.

Sadness touched him. Alice had been sweet and gentle and had soothed his soul. The breathless way she had of listening to him…

Alice had shied away from the louder, older cousins and siblings. She had spent her time with Emma and Blanche, Lisa Grace, and with Catrin, her younger sister. The five of them played together as children and lingered in each other’s company as they grew older.

Blanche was only a year younger than Alice. She had become a fine woman…and the complete opposite of Alice in every way.

The lack of any similarities to Alice allowed Neil to examine Blanche without emotion. He was curious, for Blanche was the first of the great family he had seen since arriving back in England. Cian was on his honeymoon, still, and Lisa Grace wrapped up in her paints, as usual. Everyone else in the Williams family was scattered across the country or beyond it, in Mairin’s case. Neil’s mother was in Sussex, with Raymond.

The letters Neil had received over the years hinted that most of the great family had stopped attending the London Season. The men still took care of their parliamentary duties, yet they lingered in London no more than was necessary before departing for estates and families and domestic concerns.

For all those reasons, Neil had not lingered to find who might still be in hot, humid Mayfair. His orders had stressed speed, so he had hopped upon the next available train heading north.

Now he had found one of the family here in the last place he expected to see them. Blanche’s presence told him why Seymour’s name was familiar despite never having met the man before. Lisa Grace’s letter about Blanche’s marriage to another military officer had reached Neil in Albany, last year. In her usual distracted fashion, Lisa Grace had given him the man’s name, but nothing about his rank or regiment. Instead, she chattered about Seymour’s French connection and how it had snared Blanche’s interest, even though Seymour spoke deplorable French…

Neil considered Blanche as she stood beside her husband.

The purple satin evening gown was low across the shoulders, with the enormous bustle women were wearing now. Neil didn’t know what to make of the bustle, although he did enjoy the way dresses nowadays fell flat across a woman’s abdomen, outlining their hips and emphasizing their waist.

The color was a deep, rich one, which Alice would never have considered wearing. Pale blues and pinks had been Alice’s favorites.

Blanche’s chin was pointed. Her eyes were black, like her hair, which was piled upon the top and back of her head, hinting at great length and thickness. Her brows lifted sharply over her eyes.

Full lips, which turned down at the corners when she was not smiling, as she was not now. Even in repose, Blanche looked emotional. She had been the fiery one of the five. Her temper roused at the drop of a hat, only to evaporate a moment later, as she laughed or sighed, while little Emma tried valiantly to ape her adored bigger sister.

Oh, the memories…!

Neil shifted on his chair, sitting back, drawing attention with his movement. Blanche’s gaze swung to him. Her lips parted. Her eyes widened. Joy spread across her face.

Neil felt a jolt at the pure pleasure in her eyes. Why could she possibly be so glad to see him? Of the five, Neil knew Blanche the least. Her company had always irritated him, for she ran hot and cold in fits and starts, which made her uncomfortable and unpredictable. She was not like Alice, who could be counted upon to be sunny and happy, no matter what.

Yet Blanche was tugging at her husband’s sleeve now with firm insistence. She murmured in his ear.

“Williams, you know Mrs. Seymour?” Edmund Hunter asked.

“Blanche is my cousin.” Neil realized he was smiling, too. He didn’t bother with the convoluted explanations about adoptees and honorary cousins. He got to his feet as Seymour brought his wife over to the table, his gaze on Blanche.

He realized he was just as pleased to see her as she seemed to feel about seeing him.

“I had forgotten about that extended family of yours,” Captain Long said, on the other side of the table. “Everyone in William’s family is related to just about everyone who counts,” he added to Lieutenant Roberts, the last man at the table.

“Just about? Make that everyone,” Tom Penny said. “Didn’t you hear? Innesford married the Gainford heiress earlier this year.”

Neil ignored their gossip and watched Blanche, enjoying the sight of a beautiful woman moving. She had the grace and elegance of true European women, who seemed to be born with the knowledge.

“Neil! Oh, Neil!” she breathed, stepping ahead of her husband, her gloved hands coming up. She reached up on her toes and kissed the air by Neil’s cheeks, while Seymour’s eyes bulged. “I heard you were heading back home. I did not think you would arrive for weeks, yet!”

Neil caught at her elbows, steadying her. “Hello, Blanche. It is wonderful to see you. You are the first in the family I have seen since I got back.”

As he spoke, everyone scrambled to their feet to salute the senior officer.

Neil followed suit, while Blanche smiled up at him.

Seymour acknowledged the salute, letting everyone relax.

Blanche turned back to Neil. “You are the first in the family I have seen since before Christmas…oh, Neil!” Her smile trembled and her eyes glittered.

Neil’s chest tightened. Blanche looked as though she was about to cry. The Blanche he knew, the little he did know of her…that woman did not cry. She laughed. She raged. She pouted and stomped her foot. She never wept. She was too busy sailing through life and sampling all it had to offer to bewail her fate.

Blanche made a soft sound and put her arms around Neil’s neck and hugged him.

For a moment, shock froze his thoughts. He smelled her scent—something spicy which had nothing to do with flowers. Her hair brushed his chin. Heat registered through the slippery satin. Slenderness, too. And a soft roundness he had not enjoyed in far, far too long…

“Oh, dear!” Penny murmured, sounding shocked. Major Hunter smiled indulgently and didn’t bother looking away.

Seymour’s expression grew dark and thunderous.

Neil caught at Blanche’s arms, trying to draw her away from him, good sense returning with a crash.

She stepped back swiftly and put her hand to her mouth. “Oh, please forgive me,” she said to the table. “It has been so long since I saw Neil…I mean, Major Williams.” She gave a small grimace of apology and rested her fingers on Seymour’s arm. “Husband, may I introduce to you my cousin, Major Neil Williams, of Innesford.”

“Cornwall?” Major Hunter said softly. “That Williams?”

“The very one,” Captain Long replied.

Neil saluted. “Lieutenant Colonel.”

“At ease,” Seymour said. “I’ve heard a little about you, Williams.”

Neil let his posture relax. “Sir.” Now the man was closer, he could see he was very young. Possibly younger than Neil. His pale hair was baby-soft. So was his chin.

Seymour’s eyes narrowed. “You’re out of uniform, Williams.”

Neil glanced down at his out-of-date red coat. “I haven’t had time to—”

Seymour glanced at Edmund Hunter. “Major, as Provost Marshall, it is your duty to attend to such slovenliness. Dock the man two shillings a day until he represents the Regiment properly.”

Hunter straightened to attention. “Yes, sir.”

Blanche’s eyes grew larger, as she looked from Neil to her husband.

Two shillings! Neil gritted his teeth. It was an exorbitant sum, especially as the regimental commander was aware of the uniform breech and was willing to tolerate it. Only, Neil could not argue with a senior officer and he was out of uniform.

Seymour glanced around the table of officers, possibly taking note of who dared dine with the slovenly Major. He curled his hand around Blanche’s arm and pulled her away. “Gentlemen,” he said.

Everyone saluted.

Seymour acknowledged the salutes with a nod. He took Blanche back across the room to a small table at the far side, by the tall windows. The butler hurried over to seat them.

The other officers settled back on their chairs with soft exhalations and rolling eyes.

Troubled, Neil returned to his seat. The chicken pie he had been enjoying held no appeal, now. He was at the wrong angle to easily watch the other table by the window and found himself trying to twist to see her. When he realized what he was doing, he made himself sit straight and finish the meal, including a large portion of the blancmange provided for dessert. Then cheese and tea.

The butlers and waiters naturally served the senior officers first, so Seymour and Blanche arrived at the end of their meal sooner than Neil’s table, for neither of them ate dessert or took tea.

Neil realized he was monitoring the little table after all, when he saw Seymour rise and stride from the room and turn left. The man was heading for the mess, where the cigars and brandy were plentiful.

The butler helped Blanche to her feet and escorted her in the direction of the ladies’ lounge.

As Long and Penny and the very pleasant Major Hunter got to their feet, Neil tugged his old tunic into place and nodded at them. “I’ll see you in the mess, gentlemen. Have a glass of brandy poured for me.”

Hunter’s eyes narrowed. His gaze shifted toward the archway which gave access to the ladies’ lounge. “Don’t be too long about it, hmm?”

Penny frowned, puzzled by the comment.

Long slapped Penny’s shoulder. “Come along, then. Let’s see if there are any empty card tables.”

Neil watched them go, then turned to face the archway and the lounge beyond.
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AS EVERY WIFE IN THE Regiment was dining with Mrs. Hill tonight, the ladies’ lounge was empty.

While the butler arranged for a pot of tea and a glass of madeira, Blanche moved over to a high, hard chair by a round table and settled on it with a sigh. At least in here she would not be tempted to look up and across the dining room every few seconds, to gaze at Neil.

What had she been thinking, to embrace him in that way? Seymour had said nothing afterwards, although he might merely be biding his time until they were home where he could raise his voice with impunity.

Why had she done it?

Blanche was still not certain what had prompted her to cling to Neil as she had. Only, she had been so very pleased to see him. As soon as she realized who sat at the table in one of the older uniforms, her heart had leapt and…and warm, knee-weakening relief had touched her.

The first thought, the very first thought to occur to her, before she shoved it from her mind with horror at her ingratitude, was a whisper that now, at least, she would not be alone.

Blanche let herself consider that awful, betraying thought. She stirred her tea, turning the idea over and over.

Why would she think she was alone? She had Joshua.

True, the military wives had decided they did not like her. Yet there was an entire large town of people here she could meet. Only, she was so busy from day to day, cleaning and learning to cook, that she never had time to call upon neighbors. When she walked to the markets each week, it was to purchase food and return with the heavy basket as quickly as possible so her daily chores were not put too far behind. She didn’t linger to chat with stall owners, or other shoppers.

But really, why did she need anyone’s company other than Joshua’s? He was everything she desired in a husband. He was a senior officer and a military man as her father had been. And he was of French blood.

At the thought of Joshua, the dark cloud of unsettling worries formed in her mind, ready to plunge her into confusion.

“Biddy,” Neil said softly.

Blanche looked up from her tea cup. Neil stood only a few feet away, frowning just as she was.

“How many times have I told you not to use that horrible English contraction?” Blanche demanded. Neil had insisted upon using it since she was fifteen, when he had learned her middle name was Bridgette, the same as his little sister. “Biddy” ensured no one was confused about who Neil was referring to, he had said. Blanche had been asking him not to use the name since then.

Neil’s frown smoothed out. “Clearly, you haven’t told me enough times to make it set.”

“This is a ladies’ lounge,” Blanche pointed out.

“It will keep Seymour away,” Neil growled. He didn’t move closer. As they were the only two people in the big room, he could speak as loudly or softly as he chose to and no one would overhear them.

Blanche’s chest grew tighter. “You are being uncharitable toward my husband.”

Neil shook his head. “I’m concerned about my cousin. What is wrong with you, Blanche?”

Her innards jumped. “I had forgotten how direct you are…”

“You’re not the way I remember you being.”

“And what way was that?” She chided herself. Why was she letting Neil draw her into a discussion about personal matters? It was none of his business. And it was too dangerous a topic to discuss.

In the far back of her mind, uneasiness grew. She didn’t have time to sort it out. She only knew she didn’t want Neil, with his observant gaze, to see any further into her life than he already had.

Neil rubbed at his jaw. He had a square, strong jaw and now, at the end of the day, he had stubble darkening it. Like his brothers—except for Daniel—Neil had the black Celtic features of his family. Thick black hair with waves which made it look unruly. Strong black brows over black eyes, high cheekbones, and fine lines between his brows which often creased in puzzlement or anger, or concern…just as they were now. “You used to show everything you were feeling,” he told her. “Your face would grow pink when you lost your temper, or when you were happy.” He dropped his hand. “You’re not any of those things anymore. You’re…white.”

He was uncouth, raw, and far too direct for her comfort. Blanche raised her brow, as she picked up the tea cup and sipped. “It appears I am living up to my name, does it not?”

Neil glanced over his shoulder. He was looking for observers, she realized. He wasn’t so ill-mannered he didn’t know he was risking her reputation by approaching her in here.

He stepped closer and dropped his voice. “Is he treating you well, Biddy?”

The gentle question, softly put, seemed to reach into her chest and pluck her heart. Despair welled in her, a scalding fountain of it, making even her vision swim. Until this moment she had not suspected this overwhelming, bitter feeling existed in her.

She felt faint with the power of it.

“Blanche…” Neil breathed, pain in his voice. “Tell me what is wrong. Let me help.”

Blanche beat back the feelings, thrusting them back from where they came. She blinked, as her eyes ached with betraying tears. When she thought she could speak, she lifted her chin and looked Neil in the eye. “There is nothing wrong, Major Williams. My husband is a wonderful man. I am as contented as a wife could be.”

The fine lines reappeared between his brows. Neil’s jaw worked. He shook his head. It was a tiny movement. “I don’t believe you.” His voice was harsh.

Alarmed, Blanche opened her mouth to speak.

Neil overrode her. “We are both alone up here. The closest family are Jasper and Lilly in Northallerton, four hours away. Or Will and Bridget in Kirkaldy, five hours away. If you need…” His frown deepened. “Anything,” he said, his voice growing harsh. “Anything at all, Biddy. You have only to ask.”

The wave of hot despair washed over her once more. The temptation to speak, to tell him everything, to pour it all upon him so she did not have to carry it any more, was so strong she fought to hold her jaw closed. She curled her hand into a fist and shook her head. It was safer than speaking.

Neil nodded. “Aye, well, I’ve said it. Now, you must remember it.” He straightened and gave her a short bow which was mocking in its elegance. “Mrs. Seymour.”

“Major Williams.” Her voice was strained.

Neil turned on one heel and strode from the room. Even worn and out of date, the red coat looked rather fine. In the distracted corner of her mind she wondered what Neil would look like in the Undress uniform currently being worn. Would he look as fine as Joshua did?

Blanche closed her eyes, letting the last of the black feelings stirring her middle dissipate and her trembling subside.

Neil was rough, plain-speaking and far too casual for her tastes. He seemed to consider his military career a lark, something to keep him occupied while he passed through life with as little trouble as possible. At least, he often seemed to be on the verge of laughing…except when he spoke to her.

Only, he had been decorated and promoted twice while in the colonies and the reports sent back to the family spoke of valor and honor and courage. Despite Neil’s commendations, his behavior didn’t fit with her vision of what a brave military officer should be.

She pulled her reticule across the table, opened it and retrieved the miniature daguerreotype she carried with her everywhere. She cradled it in her hand.

The man in the picture stood upright, gripping the open front of his braided jacket, the brass buttons gleaming, as he stared from the picture. His full, small mouth, which was identical to her own, was held in a straight line.

Rene Bonnaire, of the 17th regiment de marche. Deceased.

The image was only shades of gray and white. Blanche had long ago decided that the coat he wore was a pleasing blue, the braid gold and the buttons polished brass. She could tell from the shading in the image that her father’s hair was pale. Maybe a pleasant gold color, like Lisa Grace’s, or ash white like Joshua’s, perhaps. But certainly, it was not pitch black and unruly.

Blanche put the frame back in her purse and drew in a calming breath. Joshua was a fine officer and a good husband. He had foibles—what man did not? It would be disloyal of her to speak of those weaknesses to anyone. She had married Joshua of her own free will. Now she must live with the consequences of her decision.
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Chapter Three

Most civilians believed an officers’ mess was distinguished from the common rooms of the rank and file by civility and politeness, that they were a replica of the drawing rooms of London.

Civilians would be sadly disillusioned if they were ever exposed to the truth.

Neil gave the guard the day’s password and passed into the big, smoke-filled room, already unbuttoning his jacket with a touch of relief. He looked around for Edmund Hunter and Phillip Long and took in the loud, relaxed men taking their libations.

There were several large round tables in the room. Fully half of them were laid with green baize cloths and set up for whist, with cards and markers, ashtrays and decanters.

Most of the tables were already in use.

The other tables were not laid with cloth. Instead, the varnished wood was stained with cigar burns and bleached rings, decorations marking years of extreme relaxation in response to the pressures of war.

The three waiters who ran themselves ragged keeping up with the demand for drink, cigars and ashtrays, more cards, more of everything, were the three most discrete men in England. What they saw in this room would shock the ton and scandalize the world.

Soldiers risked everything for their country. It was right for them to play as earnestly as they worked.

Rank meant nothing, here. It was rare for a superior officer to give a direct order. Neil had out-drunk more than his share of senior officers and afterward, helped them to bed.

After the stresses and pressures of the odd day, Neil could feel the tension easing in his shoulders and neck. He spotted Hunter when the man raised his hand to catch Neil’s eye. Neil moved over to the dark corner where they sat at a card table.

Tom Penny shuffled the cards badly with his thick fingers, while a waiter deftly filled the last empty glass on the table. The waiter nodded as Neil took the remaining seat.

Captain Long reached into his tunic. “By the way, I found you a room. A small boarding house just a few minutes’ walk from the front gates.” He held out a folded slip of paper. “I had your trunk sent there.”

Neil glanced at the address written on the slip. He knew Tamworth Road quite well. Most of the houses there were used by military people. He pushed the paper into his jacket and nodded his thanks.

Major Hunter passed the humidor to Neil. “I thought I might forget about the two shillings,” he said, his voice low. “Only, Seymour reminded me of it the moment we stepped in here. Sorry, old chap.”

Neil frowned. “I hope the tailors work swiftly in this town, then.”

Penny blew out his breath. “They’re swamped, Williams. Every man and his dog is returning to Newcastle and everyone needs the new uniform. Seymour was out of line.”

“No, he wasn’t,” Neil replied. “I should have found a tailor the moment I arrived in London. It’s our responsibility to properly represent the regiment.”

Hunter nodded.

Phillip Long stirred and reached for the pack of cards Penny tapped into a deck. “Let’s play.”

They settled into the game. Neil fought to keep his focus upon the turn of the cards as the brandy and conversation relaxed him.

On the far side of the room, a shout arose. Tables scraped across the floorboards, as space was cleared. The circle of men which formed told Neil the boxing had begun. He shook his head, wondering who would end up with the black eye tonight, and who would get the bloody nose.

“Is Myers still undefeated?” he asked the table.

Penny snorted.

Neil sat up. “He’s not? Who bested him? I thought he’d never be toppled.” For Myers was a giant of a man with massive shoulders, a forehead which shadowed his eyes and fists the size of a Sunday roast.

Hunter picked up his glass and tossed back the last inch of brandy and hissed. His smile was sour. “Take a guess.”

Neil’s jaw sagged. “Seymour?” He shook his head. “Impossible.”

Cookson, a lieutenant sitting at the table beside Neil’s, tapped him on the shoulder. “I heard your cousin was one of the best a few years ago, Williams. Is it true?”

Neil laughed. “Before Ben became one of the most respectable solicitors in all of London, yes.”

The circle of men at the other end of the room cheered and exclaimed loudly.

Tom Penny sat forward, his interest perked. “Your family are boxers, Williams? Are you any good?”

Before Neil could answer, Edmund Hunter said, “He’s Black Irish, Penny. They’re all fighters at heart.” His eye fluttered closed in a wink to Neil.

Neil shook his head ruefully. “My father was the scrapper,” he admitted. “We Williams boys have moved on.”

“You never tried to take Myers down, when you were here before?” Penny asked.

Neil raised his brow. “Clearly, you’ve never met Myers.”

“He’s in India,” Phillip Long said.

Penny pursed his lips. “You’re tall, Williams,” he persisted.

“And smarter than every officer who ever thought they could defeat Myers,” Long finished.

Cookson, on the other table, tapped Neil’s shoulder. “Challenge Seymour,” he begged. “I’d love to see the blighter drop.”

Faint alarm touched Neil. “No, thank you,” he said firmly.

“Afraid you’ll lose?”

Long gave a loud shout of laughter. “You’re accusing Williams of cowardice, Cookson?”

Cookson’s cheeks tinged pink. “Of course not,” he said hastily.

Neil recalled Seymour’s thunderous expression when Blanche had hugged him, before dinner. “Seymour is married to my cousin, Cookson. I would spare her the embarrassment of showing up her husband.” It was close enough to the truth to serve.

Penny drew air through his teeth. “Your confidence isn’t cowardly, at least.”

Another great shout went up around the boxing circle, as a body hit the floorboards.

Cookson got to his feet and picked up his glass. “There goes Spalding.” He hurried over to the circle and pushed his way into it.

Neil turned back to the card game. “Where were we?”

“Defeating Seymour,” Long replied. “In theory,” he added, with a smile.

Neil laughed. “Let me defeat you with this hand and give you something better to think about.”

The game continued, while the shouting and merriment at the other end of the room grew louder, punctuated by the sounds of fists against flesh. Occasionally, there was a groan, followed by a heavy thud upon the floor.

The noise, the smoke, the tomfoolery of men who spent their days being upright and proper, the ebb and flow of luck around the table, were old companions. Tonight, Neil could appreciate their familiarity, although he was more than ready to leave them behind forever.

What laid ahead, though, remained a question without an answer.

He was frowning over a pair of jacks when Hunter said in a soft voice, “Seymour approaches.”

Neil shrugged. “Penny, play your cards, man.”

“Williams!” Seymour spoke loudly and breathlessly, behind him.

Neil sighed and put his cards face down. He turned.

Seymour had stripped to his undershirt and rolled up the sleeves. He had strong shoulders. The wrists were weak, though. He would be a one-strike fighter, looking for the single powerful blow which would take out his opposition. Other fighters had endurance and would hammer relentlessly at a man, until he buckled. Seymour was not one of them.

Neil cataloged Seymour in one glance and raised his brow. “Seymour?”

Seymour wiped his damp brow with the sleeve of his undershirt. “You think you can beat me, then?”

Neil saw Cookson standing three paces behind Seymour, his arms crossed. He looked mildly guilty and also pleased with himself.

The rest of the room grew silent. Everyone watched. From the eager expressions on their faces, Neil judged more than a few of the officers wanted Seymour beaten.

Or perhaps they wanted to see Neil fall. When their blood was up, any match would do.

Neil shook his head. “You have been misinformed, Seymour.” He turned back to the table. It amused him when a soft groan of disappointment lifted into the air.

Seymour didn’t tap him on the shoulder. Instead, he gripped Neil’s arm and wrenched him back around.

Irritation fluttered in Neil’s chest.

“Did you, or did you not say you would not fight me because you won’t embarrass my wife?” Seymour demanded.

Neil sighed. “I did.”

Seymour’s face abruptly flushed. He was of the type who remained placid until he exploded in anger, all good sense vanishing in that instant. He was a brooder.

Seymour prodded Neil’s shoulder again. “Get up and fight, coward. Defend your words.”

Neil shook his head. “I don’t think so.” He turned back to the table.

Hunter raised his brow. Silently, he picked up the cards, as he was the
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