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Prelude

 


One night, in a private room at the
Pharaoh’s Club…

 


 


Maria, Lady Kirkiven was a beautiful woman
with a wide, sensuous mouth that seemed born to smile. It was not
smiling now. Instead the corners drooped as she tried to take in
what her paramour, Lord Sutton, was saying to her.

‘But… I don’t understand. Arthur darling, we
love each other!’

‘The thing is, my dear, I love myself far
more than I could ever love you.’ Lord Arthur Sutton eyed the woman
who, just moments before, had been lying languid and willing in his
arms. He could have waited until they had finished the business she
was so clearly eager to engage in but he enjoyed this moment just
as much as the other and making love to Maria had begun to pall. So
needy. So desperate to hear those sweet, tender words of
reassurance that her husband, Lord Kirkiven, the Earl of Montessor,
was clearly unwilling to say. Women were all the same, really and
he took pleasure in that moment when the look in their eyes
changed, moving from disbelief to anger to despair. Maria had even
fancied herself in love with him.

It was too amusing.

‘But Arthur…’ she was stunned, truly taken
aback by the sudden turn that her night had taken. She had been
anticipating wild passion but instead, he had given her an
unpleasant surprise. ‘You love me.’

‘No,’ Sutton corrected her gently. ‘I really
don’t.’

Maria rose unsteadily to her feet,
unnaturally awkward as the divan was rather low. She took several
steps back, almost swaying, her hand creeping up to her breast. She
really was a fine looking woman. True, she was no longer in the
first blush of youth but her lines had retained the softness of
earlier years and he preferred his lovers to be a little older most
of the time. They were ripe and willing and oh so desperate to give
– and receive – pleasure. The dénouement, when they realised he had
been using them, had, in fact, betrayed them, generated a mix of
emotions; fury, tears and often very vocal recriminations. This
private room at the Pharaoh’s Club was well insulated, however.
Arthur thought of everything. And, if they made too much noise he
was not averse to quieting them.

‘Arthur’ – her voice broke on the word.

Sutton remained unmoved. ‘I don’t want much,
my dear. Just a little annuity. Say… thirty pounds a month?’ It was
a tidy sum but then, she was a rich woman.

‘You want me to pay you
every month?’ She
still sounded dazed, as if she couldn’t quite take it
in.

‘Indeed. A man has his expenses. Those
flowers I have been buying you. And that bracelet last week. Life
is not cheap, my dear. A man has to be careful.’ He watched with
some amusement as the emotions shuffled across her face. She was
beginning to grasp that the man she had been having an affair with
for the past month was not what he seemed to be. It would still
take some time, but he was confident that she would get her head
around the unpalatable truth before too much time passed. It was
one of the reasons he did not soften the blow. The other reason, of
course, was that he enjoyed inflicting pain.

‘You’re disgusting,’ she whispered, her face
unnaturally white. ‘How could you do this, knowing how I feel about
you?’

‘I don’t care how you feel,’ he explained.
This wasn’t strictly true. Sutton had been a long time coming into
an inheritance that hadn’t, strictly speaking, been his to inherit.
A well-placed death, here and there, had seen him come into the
title and it had brought all the trappings of wealth and the innate
respectability that the wealthy enjoyed. Unfortunately, his first
thirty years had scarred him for they had been spent a little too
hand to mouth for comfort. His only advantage had been his
exceptional good looks and he had used them to his benefit, playing
up to the women who had helped to support tastes that were a little
too lavish for a man of such limited means. He had hated depending
on others. Now he had achieved financial independence he enjoyed
inflicting pain on those who had once looked down on him. The women
who were so desperate for amusement and starved for love. Pathetic
creatures, all of them. And the men with their supercilious
attitudes and the casual self-assurance that impeccable birth had
unthinkingly bestowed. His mother had not been as top drawer as she
might have been and there had always been the suggestion of the
shop clinging to Arthur Sutton.

It was interesting how none of that mattered
when he inherited a title and an income.

He didn’t need the money he blackmailed out
of his victims. He didn’t need to steal the jewelry that clung to
the white skin of males and females alike. And he probably didn’t
need the influence that holding another’s dirty little secrets gave
him; the gambling debts, the ardent love letters, the wicked
indiscretions that were as much a part of Society as was Almack’s
and those institutions that were gentlemen’s clubs.

But he enjoyed such things
too much to ever stop now. The fear, the knowledge that he could
destroy somebody with a few well placed words. Reputation was
everything among the ton
and he could deprive somebody of theirs all too
easily.

‘Poor Maria,’ he said
mournfully as she continued to stare at him like a wounded fawn.
‘This is all quite painful, I’m sure, but let me assure you that
thirty pounds a month is so much less painful than that dry stick of a
husband discovering that you’ve been playing him false. This is a
salutary lesson for you, my dear. Next time you choose a lover, be
sure that he is a nice man. For I am not. Quite the opposite, in
fact. Something a great many other people have discovered to their
cost.’

‘I hate you!’ Maria, Lady Kirkiven said,
voice low and vibrant with revulsion. ‘My God, you… you are a
viper. One day you will pay for such cruelty. I swear to God, I
wish I could make you pay myself.’

They often said that, Lord Sutton reflected
sardonically. Threats and imprecations, pleading and endless
histrionics.

Pathetic creatures, all of them.

They deserved every misfortune that came
their way.


Chapter One

 


 


At an elegant town house in St James
Square…

 


 


‘All you need do is find my necklace and
come home again. I’m sure it will hardly take any time at all. I
would do it myself, but…’

But you would be paralyzed with terror long
before you set foot over Lord Sutton’s threshold.

Harry eyed her cousin with gloomy
satisfaction. If ever a girl was destined to land herself in a
muddle, it was Sarah Astley who was charming, feckless and entirely
self-absorbed. She was also rather sweet when she remembered to be
and had been particularly good to her green cousin since Harry had
arrived in London.

She should have known that
Sarah’s insistence in having a post breakfast tête-à-tête could not bode well. The
girl had been skittish since sitting down at the table and had
hardly eaten a thing, sliding quick, agonized looks at Harry that
suggested something untoward had happened. Which was extraordinary,
as her cousin had only been gone for one night, staying with her
great good friend, Iris Lyndon. As Harry had felt a headache coming
on, she had gone to bed early the previous evening and so had
missed her cousin’s return. Breakfast was their first encounter and
one glance had been enough to tell Harry that something was amiss.
She did not have to wait long to discover what it was. As soon as
the meal was over, Sarah commandeered her, practically dragging her
up to her bedchamber. The moment the door was shut behind them, the
disaster had tumbled out in a welter of half-teary words that had
taken Harry aback.

It had taken some time to untangle the story
but after some minutes, she thought she had the measure of it.

‘Just one more time if you
please,’ Harry said, just to be sure. ‘How did Lord Sutton come to be in
possession of the Astley necklace?’

Sarah flinched again as mortification
colored her cheeks. This part was singularly embarrassing and she
did not want to elaborate on it, which was why she had glossed over
the details. Unfortunately, if she wanted Harry’s help she had no
choice but to elaborate. She had been every kind of fool and she
just had to fess up to it.

‘We were dancing together –’

‘You and Lord Sutton?’

‘Yes. He is frightfully good looking, really
the handsomest man in London and I was rather thrilled when he
asked me to dance. Twice in one night. Can you imagine?’

‘I don’t want to imagine and I’m surprised
Mrs. Lyndon allowed it. I know that Aunt Margaret would have forbid
it, had she been there. The man is singularly shady.’

‘Mrs. Lyndon does not fuss
like Mama does. And if Mama had
been there I wouldn’t have been wearing the Astley
necklace and there wouldn’t be a problem. It’s all so
vexing. Honestly, I only
borrowed it for the night. I intended to put it back again this
morning and nobody would have been the wiser. And I don’t know how
you can possibly know that Lord Sutton is… is shady. You’ve only
been in London for two weeks.’

‘One meeting was more than enough. Anybody
could tell he was completely smoky.’

‘Mama said you were not to say things like
that,’ Sarah scolded.

‘Shall we dwell on what she has said to you
about flirting with unsuitable men?’ her loving cousin retorted
sweetly.

‘Anyway, we were dancing and somehow we ended up in a less populated
corner of the room when the music stopped –.’

‘And how
that didn’t set off
warning bells is beyond me.’

‘You are not making this easy,’ Sarah
snapped, exasperated.

‘I didn’t know I was supposed to.’

‘Yes, well… somehow, his cuff became tangled
in my hair –’

‘Was this after he dived in
for a kiss? That he shouldn’t have been getting, in the first
place. And my relatives consider me
unsatisfactory!’

Sarah flushed. Her cousin had divined the
circumstances very accurately. Breathless from the dance and warmed
through from the heat in Lord Sutton’s wicked dark eyes, Sarah had
been so carried away that she had actually allowed him to dance her
away from the crowd. Just for a moment, she had promised herself
dazedly. Just so she could experience the thrill of having such a
man make a little lighthearted love to her. Rumor had it that he
was very good at that kind of thing and she knew very well that her
rival, Caroline French, thought Lord Sutton delicious. It had been
difficult to resist both the man and the opportunity to aggravate
her old enemy.

‘He caught his cuff in my hair and it took a
moment to untangle it. I was surprised and… and I didn’t realise
that he had undone the clasp on the necklace. I don’t know why I
didn’t feel it –’

‘I daresay it was the kiss. Did he kiss you
again, after you had been released?’

‘Honestly Harry, I do wish you would let me
finish! If you are going to interrupt every time I say anything
this is going to take all morning. And believe me, the less time
everything takes, the better. I live in dread that Papa is going to
discover that the necklace is gone.’

‘You removed it from the strongbox in your
mother’s dressing room, I assume? Surely he has no reason to look
in there.’

‘None that I can think of. But who knows,
perhaps he takes a peek in there on a regular basis. Or Mama might
do so, just to admire it. The elderly do such curious things. Look
at the way they insist on locking up all the really good pieces. As
if I shouldn’t wear the necklace now. Why do I have to wait when it
will come to me anyway?’

Harry ignored all this. She had already
heard it and was not sympathetic. Her cousin’s interest in the
showier pieces of the Astley jewels was incomprehensible but then,
Harry wasn’t really interested in shiny things.

‘You’re a goose, Sarah. All of this because
of that other goose Caroline.’

‘Kindly do not compare me
to that female,’ Sarah scowled, referring to her arch nemesis and
rival, Caroline French. ‘It’s all her fault anyway. She has
enormous diamonds that she likes to dangle before my face whenever
the opportunity presents itself. Her parents don’t give a fig
what she wears.
Just for once, I wanted to show her that I have jewels every bit as
marvelous.’

‘Good Lord.’ Harry flopped back onto her
cousin’s bed and sighed. Sarah and Caroline French had been
competing with each other since before either of them was out of
the schoolroom and they would probably be competing on their
deathbeds. They had been presented on the same day, had their first
dance at Almack’s on the same night and vied with each other to
secure the attentions of the same men. It was ridiculous but Harry
could see how it had come about for all she thought the whole thing
absurd.

‘Please help me Harry,’ Sarah pleaded. ‘You
can do it. You’re always getting into scraps and then getting out
of them.’

‘Not always, unfortunately.
There is a reason why Mama has sent me to Aunt Margaret,’ Harry
reminded her. ‘To make me into a proper lady instead of an
insensible hoyden. As if that’s
ever going to happen.’

Sarah regarded her cousin
with judicious eyes and thought that the girl rather had a point.
Harry was simply not designed for Polite Society. She meant well,
but regularly put her foot into it when out and about by pointing
out the foibles of others when it was best to remain silent, or
talking with the most unsuitable people, or disappearing when she
shouldn’t. She was usually to be found chasing dogs and children
around the garden, having a marvelous time. Truthfully, Harriet
Honeywood was simply not comfortable when she was forced to deal
with the censorious ton
and had been chaffing, rather, since her mother
had sent her up to London to participate in the Season. She found
it torture to try and remember her manners all the time but at the
age of eighteen it was her mother’s fondest wish that her only
daughter be ‘launched.’ It was a little late in the Season as Harry
had been laid low with a dreadful head cold (which was the result
of falling in the lake and not immediately returning to change out
of her wet clothes). But as soon as she had fully recovered, her
mother had packed her off to London despite the fact that her
daughter had pointed out that her launch would inevitably be
followed by her being sunk.

‘Your aunt will sort you out,’ she had said
with confidence when Harry protested one last time that she and
Society were not destined to be friends. ‘After all, she’s already
done Mary and Iris with considerable success and is certain of
securing somebody of good standing for Sarah.’

Luckily, Sarah did not mind the idea of the
marriage mart in the least and seemed to enjoy discussing her
prospects in much the same way as she discussed outings or gowns.
Harry found the whole thing bizarre.

‘But you’ll do it, won’t you?’ Sarah said
with a mixture of hope and desperation.

‘You do realise I have little experience in
breaking into the homes of gentlemen?’

‘I should hope so. But you could manage it,
couldn’t you? And if you find the Astley necklace –’

‘Which could be
hidden anywhere.’

‘Do you think? Surely there couldn’t be that
many places.’

‘Just enough for me to be searching all
night. Houses are rather large. Unfamiliar houses even more so, I
should imagine.’

‘You cannot search all night. If he were to
discover you it would be disastrous.’

‘Oh, do you think so?’

Sarah Astley sighed. ‘I did not imagine that
anything like this would happen when I took it.’

‘I daresay you didn’t. Not even you would
have been so shatter-brained as that. When Uncle Isaiah finds out
–’

Sarah winced. ‘That is the
point. Papa must not find
out for he would be furious. It is to be worn on
my wedding day and not before.’

‘You don’t think, under the circumstances,
that your parents might have had a point? Wearing it to a rout, of
all things. Harriet shook her head, which set her burnished copper
curls dancing. ‘What on earth prompted you to do anything so
rash?’

‘Most ladies get to wear their jewelry
without having it stolen right off them,’ Sarah flashed back
immediately. ‘How could I possibly know that such a thing would
happen?’

Actually, Harry had to
concede that her cousin had a point. Having a gentleman steal a
piece of jewelry at a public function was utterly scandalous. If
one could not trust a gentleman…

On the positive side, Harry really was
exactly the right person to engage in such a ridiculous lark for if
anybody could get Sarah’s necklace back, she probably could. By
breaking into the man’s house they would have a bold advantage, for
he probably wouldn’t be expecting anything so rash.

She frowned, chewing her lip thoughtfully.
‘I wonder what he wants.’

Sarah hesitated. ‘I really don’t know
although I did try to find out. When I discovered it was missing I
realised immediately what must have happened. He was the only one
whose hand had been behind my neck so I knew he must have it.
Naturally, I discovered it was missing almost as soon as I returned
to Iris and her mother. Iris pointed out that it was no longer
around my neck. I was so stunned I could not think for a moment.
But then… well, I went in search of Lord Sutton but he had
disappeared. And yesterday – and believe me I had the most dreadful
night for I barely closed my eyes! – I knew I had to ask him.
Perhaps it was some kind of mistake or… or a game or something. You
remember those pranks that young men were engaging in, taking
something of a female and only giving it back for a kiss?’

‘Good God no,’ Harry returned, revolted by
this glimpse into youthful high spirits.

‘No, I suppose you were not here then. It
was most improper, of course but also quite exciting. I thought it
might be something like that so I screwed up the courage to ask
him. We all went for a walk in Hyde Park yesterday afternoon… I
suggested it, for I knew that Lord Sutton liked to take the air
there. And sure enough, I found him promenading in the park. So I
approached him.’ Sarah paused, moistening her lips. ‘I asked him
what he had done with my necklace –’ she paused again,
swallowing.

‘And he said?’ Harry prompted gently, after
a time.

‘He denied that he had it. Said that he did
not know what I was talking about and if I’d lost it, I should tell
my father for surely it was quite valuable. He could remember
admiring it when we had been dancing. But I know he was shamming.
He was smiling in a peculiar way that made me think he was making
fun of me. It was most embarrassing.’

Reaching out, Harry
squeezed her cousin’s hand. ‘Just as I said… smoky. But if he
denied he has it then that must mean he is going to sell it.’
Because if he wasn’t after seducing Sarah or blackmailing her,
theft was the only option left. It was hardly surprising that the
scoundrel had focused on the Astley necklace for it was a fine
piece, the diamonds of the first water. And really, stealing it in
such a way was rather clever for there was no way that Sarah could
prove that he had it and he would depend on her not making a fuss
and, consequentially, a scandal. And even if Sarah
did tell her father,
Sutton would be sure to deny it. Who could prove any differently?
It would be Sarah’s word against the scoundrel’s and Uncle Isaiah
would certainly not want his daughter to be involved in anything
that smelt of scandal. ‘What if he has already sold it?’

‘It was only two nights ago,’ Sarah said
anxiously. ‘Do you think he would have acted so soon?’

Harry pursed her lips, considering this, and
then shook her head. ‘It doesn’t seem very likely. But even if I do
break into his house to search for it there really is no guarantee
that I will be able to find it. A man like that is likely to have
all manner of cunning hiding places.’

‘I know,’ Sarah sighed. ‘And if you can’t
then I have quite resigned myself to telling Mama and Papa what has
happened. I don’t want to. There will be a dreadful to do. Papa
will get very red in the face and probably call on Lord Sutton.
Mama will have a fit of the vapors and retire to her room. It will
be ghastly.’

‘A delightful picture,’ Harry observed
glumly. ‘Let’s just see if I can’t find the thing before we have to
suffer through such scenes, all right? We can consider what a
disaster the situation will turn into after that.’

Sarah clasped her hands together and
swallowed heavily. ‘So you’ll do it, then?’

‘Of course,’ Harry said, surprised. ‘You may
be a goose but you’re my cousin. Besides,’ she added, with an
impish smile, ‘I’ve never broken into a gentleman’s house before.
It might be interesting.’

Sarah regarded her cousin uneasily, taking
in the impish moss green eyes and generous, curving mouth – really,
her cousin rather resembled a pixie – and thought that only Harry
could consider such a terrifying undertaking fun. Not so Sarah; she
found the whole thing the stuff of nightmares.

She prayed that Harry could save her.

 


 


Not a mile distant in Mount Street…

 


 


‘The thing is Charlie, if I don’t get those
chits back, I shall be ruined.’

Mr. Charles Lampforth
regarded his companion glumly. Monty Truelove was a good friend,
even if he was a complete clod. He was young, he had a great deal
of money held in trust for him and his only talent – which was
really the opposite of a talent – was that he made all manner of dubious
acquaintances, most of which seemed keen on relieving him of some
of his considerable inheritance.

‘Have some more kippers,’ he urged, for want
of something better to say. ‘They will make you feel better.’

‘I doubt anything could make me feel
better,’ Monty objected, but he took some more kippers anyway. He
had unexpectedly arrived for breakfast at an unseasonably early
hour. It had been so early that Charlie was still abed, the
prospect of breakfast nothing more than a vague promise before him.
Undaunted by this evidence of his host’s tardiness in facing the
day, Mr. Truelove had remained on the premises, waiting for Charlie
to show himself.

‘Why do they insist on bleeding you before
you’ve got your hands on the family green?’ he demanded as he
addressed himself to a plate of sliced beef. ‘Now you’re going to
have to apply to those two wet fish, Bristow and Leech.’

Masters Bristow & Leech were a pair of
elderly solicitors who oversaw Mr. Truelove’s estate until he came
of age. They were intensely aware of their own importance and
extremely pleased when they were given the opportunity to make
Monty feel like a worthless worm whenever he was forced to apply to
them for funds.

‘I don’t want to go and see B&L!’ the
young gentleman protested in apparent revulsion. ‘Not after last
time. Rather a hair shirt and flail, thank you very much.’

‘How much are you in for?’ Charlie
demanded.

‘Well the thing is, Lord Sutton bought up
all my chits so I only owe one sum.’

Charlie’s heart sank. ‘Sutton? You owe
Sutton? Man’s a snake.’

‘He’s a snake who bought up all my
debts.’

‘This is
not a good thing.’
Charlie had heard a thing or two about Alfred Arthur Sutton and
none of it made him think that the fellow was a philanthropist.
Actually the things that he had heard made him doubt if the man was
actually a gentleman. ‘He has the worst reputation and has ruined
more than one poor fool. How much do you owe him?’

Monty swallowed and seemed to brace himself.
Unconsciously, Charlie braced himself too. ‘In the region of two
thousand pounds or thereabouts.’

Mr. Lampforth’s jaw dropped. He had expected
a hefty sum but this… this was a small fortune! ‘Two! Are you
dicked in the nob? How the devil did you manage to lose so
much?’

‘Oh you know,’ Monty muttered. ‘Faro, loo,
cribbage. Horses, boxing, cockfighting. Anything that I can put
some money on, really. The thing is Charlie, I’m not very
lucky.’

‘No, you’re damned
unlucky if you’re rolled
up that badly,’ Charlie agreed grimly. ‘No, more than unlucky. You’re a gambling
pariah. Why do you do it?’

‘I like it,’ Mr. Truelove said simply.

‘You like to lose money?’

‘No, no. I like to place wagers and to be
honest, I don’t really think I’ll lose. But even if I did I don’t
think it would make any difference because placing wagers makes me
happy.’

‘It must certainly make your bookmaker
happy.’ Charlie stared at him for a long moment, then sighed.
‘You’re an idiot.’

‘I know. But it’s alright,’ Monty smiled
with far more confidence than his predicament deserved. ‘I have a
plan.’

‘I hate your plans. They usually end up with
you in an even worse pickle than you started out with.’

His friend looked offended. ‘That’s as may
be, but I really can’t go wrong with this one for if I don’t
succeed I’ll be no worse off.’

Charlie opened his mouth to protest that
that was highly unlikely but changed tack. ‘Tell me, then.’

‘I am going to break into the fellow’s place
tonight and steal my chits back.’

Charlie stared at him
incredulously. ‘You’re going to what?’

‘Oh I know it’s bad form,’ Monty said
hastily. ‘Debts of honor and all that. But the thing is, Sutton has
no honor to speak of and is one of the worst Banbury Men in London
and he’s far too full of juice for my liking. He was lording it
over me yesterday when we encountered each other at Waiters. It
made me dashed angry, I can tell you. So he can wait for his money.
When I come into my inheritance in six months’ time I will give him
what I owe then but right now –’

‘In the unlikely event that you find those
chits, you won’t be giving the man a groat, my lad now or at any
other time,’ Charlie snapped. ‘It’s about time somebody bloodied
that man’s cork for him. He makes a target of those who can’t
defend themselves.’ He had heard a rumor that it was Sutton who was
behind the suicide of Lord Fritton six months before, having driven
him into despair by just such a situation as Monty was in. The
details of the affair had been hushed up very efficiently but there
seemed no doubt as to who was responsible for Fritton’s death. ‘Are
you really going to try and break into the fellow’s place?’

‘Indeed I am. This very night.’ Monty eyed
Charlie hopefully. ‘What do you think? It’s not the worst plan in
the world, is it?’

It wasn’t the best, not by a long shot but
Mr. Lampforth could see why his friend was keen on tackling it.
Fronting up to B&L and putting out his hand for two thousand
pounds would be utterly soul destroying and while Charlie would be
happy to stump up for a loan, he would be hard pressed to come up
with that kind of scratch without moving a few mountains. All in
all, Mr. Truelove’s plan really wasn’t the worst one to be had in
that it had a small chance of succeeding.

‘All right, then. What time do we
leave?’

‘We?’ Monty said, with a mixture of hope and
uncertainty.

‘Of course. You don’t think I’m going to let
you do anything so madcap as break into Sutton’s place without me
there to watch your back? You’d get nabbed by his butler in all
likelihood. Fellow would probably call the Watch.’

‘You’re a damned good friend, Charles
Lampforth,’ Mr. Truelove said warmly.

‘Don’t go getting all mawkish on me, if you
please,’ Charlie begged him earnestly. ‘Have some of these kidneys
and some more coffee, for God’s sake. Then we’d better sort out a
plan. We need to know how we’re going to tackle tonight.’

‘A plan,’ Monty agreed, suddenly a great
deal more cheerful.

Charlie watched his friend gloomily as he
tucked into the breakfast that, not two minutes before, he could
not bring himself to face. But that was Montague Truelove for you;
troubles tended to sail on by, leaving sunny skies behind. If only.
Somehow or other, Charlie needed to sort out what to do to help his
friend. Because if there was one thing that was certain; for all of
his plans, Monty did not have a clue how to help himself.

 


 


Brindlebyrn Lodge,

Hounslow Heath

 


Not three miles distant from central
London…

 


 


‘If you do not tell me what is wrong, I
cannot help you,’ Aubrey, Viscount Talisker, tried to keep the
exasperation out of his voice because he knew from experience it
would make Celeste cry all the harder if she heard it. She was
currently wetting his waistcoat – a very nice waistcoat he was
extraordinarily fond of – her golden head leaning against his
chest. It had come to rest there some time before and he was
beginning to doubt that it was ever going to leave.

‘I… c-cannot… I…’ there followed something
unintelligible, followed by snuffling. He knew his sister-in-law
well enough to predict that she would come away from this encounter
in far better shape than he. Somehow, Celeste managed to remain
angelically unblotched while his clothing would probably require
considerable attention.

This was not how he liked to start the
day.

Patting sometimes helped, so he patted her
shoulder tentatively. He was very fond of Edward’s wife but there
were times when he wished that it was Edward’s clothing that bore
the brunt of Celeste’s more emotional excesses. The patting seemed
to do the trick because, after a time the sobs became sniffles,
which in turn, settled into a more rhythmic breathing pattern.

‘There now,’ he said cautiously. He wanted
to add something along the lines of ‘feel better?’ or ‘that’s the
ticket’ but, once again, experience had taught him well. Sometimes
it was best to just shut up and wait.

‘Oh Aubrey,’ she sighed, raising her –
predictably unblotched – face to his. Her blue eyes were still damp
with tears but they merely made her look delicate and vulnerable.
‘You are so good to me.’

‘I am,’ he agreed wryly. ‘I’m devilishly
good to you, considering I shall probably have to get changed. But
only tell me, whatever is the matter? Have you quarreled with
Edward?’

‘No. Oh no… although if he finds out what I
have done he will likely throw me aside and I could hardly blame
him. I promised, you see and… and…’ The tears threatened again,
making Aubrey fling himself hastily into the breach.

‘Why would he do anything of the kind?
Unless…’ he frowned at Celeste. ‘Have you been gambling again?’

She nodded, perfect pink lips quivering. ‘I
did not mean to. I swear I did not! But Lady Swann told me that she
knew the most marvelous place and… and I only intended to go and
have a very quick look. Not to do anything, you understand. But
then…’

‘But then there were card tables and all
manner of other things and you could not resist,’ his lordship said
grimly. ‘How much this time?’

‘It is not the money,’ Celeste protested.
‘For truly, I did not lose anything. I came to my senses quite
quickly and I left, I swear I did. And,’ she sniffed sadly, ‘I was
so proud of myself for leaving.’

‘So what is the problem, then? I mean I can
see how you might be cast down by the fact that you broke your
promise to Edward by going there in the first place – Lady Swann is
a wretch for taking you – but you saw the light so it’s a happy
ending, yes? I won’t tell him if you don’t. Just make sure it
doesn’t happen again.’

He couldn’t understand why she was so upset.
Yes, Celeste had promised his brother that she wouldn’t gamble any
more. She had developed a taste for the tables since their marriage
and had managed to rack up quite a few debts in the early days. In
themselves, the debts weren’t a problem for there was plenty of
money. That wasn’t the point and it hadn’t been why Edward had been
unhappy. Rather, his unhappiness stemmed from a very real concern
that his wife did not seem to be able to stay away from the kinds
of places a fellow did not want the woman he had married to be
seen. Celeste had promised him faithfully that she would be good
but it seemed she had lapsed.

‘I realised quite quickly that I was being
foolish, really I did Aubrey. I decided I would leave immediately
and return home. But I ran into somebody at the door and they
recognized me and… and…’

‘They recognized you? That’s hardly
surprising, surely.’ He still was not sure what the problem was.
Not that he wasn’t trying. Celeste’s outburst was making him late
for an appointment and he was eager to reach an understanding,
bestow absolution and be gone. He was meeting several fellows at
Gentleman Jackson’s for a good go round with the master and he was
going to be deuced late if they didn’t move this along.

‘I did not want to be recognized in such a
place and my mask had fallen off –’

‘You were wearing a mask? What the devil
were you doing that for? I thought it was some sort of club.’

‘It is. The Pharaoh Club, which is
absolutely the rage right now. Unfortunately it is the kind of club
that Edward might not like me being seen in so I wore a mask to
ensure nobody recognized me,’ Celeste explained in a small
voice.

Aubrey shook his head. ‘I can quite see why
Edward flies up in the boughs about this gambling business. It
sounds decidedly shady.’ When Celeste’s lips quivered again, he
held up a hasty hand. ‘But never mind about that now. Your mask
fell off and somebody recognized you. Proceed, I beg you.’

‘The man I ran into
threatened to tell Edward where I was and what I was up to if I did
not give him some money!’ The words exploded out of Celeste
forcefully. ‘I am being blackmailed
Aubrey and I do not know what to do.’

Aubrey looked at her in astonishment.
‘Blackmailed? The deuce you are. Who would dare to do such a
thing?’

‘Lord Sutton,’ Celeste quivered. ‘Who is
absolutely the very worst person who could be blackmailing me as
Edward dislikes the man intensely.’

Aubrey could not help but
take a moment to wonder who his sister-in-law would consider to be
a better sort of
blackmailer. A good friend? An amiable acquaintance? Not that it
was any surprise to learn that Edward did not like Sutton. He
didn’t care for him any more than his brother did.

‘Are you telling me that Arthur Sutton had
the impertinence to try and blackmail you?’

‘Indeed. It is rather a
hobby of his. He is one of those unfortunate creatures that appear
when you least want him to and discovers all manner of things one
would prefer him not to know. Why, he managed to get nearly two
hundred pounds off poor Selena Winton. Of course, she
was having an affair, but
even so, it did seem rather wicked. Selena ended up having a
breakdown and retiring to Kent. Can you imagine?’

Aubrey was astonished. Clearly Society was
harboring a snake in the grass. This was intolerable behavior. ‘Why
doesn’t somebody do something about it?’

Celeste looked at him, perplexed. ‘What do
you mean?’

‘I mean, why doesn’t somebody call the
blackguard on it? A man cannot go round scaring funds out of people
in such a manner. It’s
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