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            Chapter One

          

          September 1819

        

      

    

    
      “Please tell me this will be over soon,” Gerard Mowbray groused to Randolph Craythorpe, his best friend, and sometime associate in the game of shadows they played for King and Country.

      “What is your problem, Ged? ’Tis a wedding, try to enjoy yourself.”

      “Yes, and thereby hangs another tale. What on earth did Nate want to marry that bluestocking for? He could do so much better. I give it less than a year.” Ged grumbled.

      “The devil, Ged! Nate and Juli are hopelessly in love. If you cannot see that, you need spectacles or, at the very least, a quizzing glass.” Randolph glared at his friend in exasperation. Ever since Nathaniel Livingston, the last of their trio, met Juliette St Clair, Ged had done nothing but moan and complain, believing Juliette would come between them, and spoil their friendship.

      It was early September, and the pair were sitting in a quiet corner of the ballroom at Radclyffe Hall, the St Clair’s country estate. The day, warm for the time of year, saw most of the guests wandering the sunny gardens or sipping fruit punch in the salon. Tables, laden with tasty treats were scattered throughout the rooms, and along the two wide terraces. A few couples circled the dance floor to the strains of Mozart, Hayden or Beethoven; sounds of laughter and happy chatter wafted through the French doors standing open to allow the balmy air to drift through — the atmosphere, convivial.

      The ceremony itself was dignified and, to Randolph and Ged’s relief, short. The festivities began immediately thereafter with a traditional wedding breakfast. Lavish servings of ham and tongue, with perfectly cooked eggs on the side. Pieces of delicately poached fish or white soup for those who preferred something lighter, topped off with fresh bread rolls and hot buttered toast. Hot chocolate to drink, and taking pride of place in the centre of the table was the wedding cake.

      An afternoon of leisurely entertainment followed. Juliette and Nathaniel had requested this be an informal gathering, more akin to a garden party than a wedding. A decision received by Society with curiosity — and no small hint of sarcasm, Juliette’s quirks well-known — turned to delight at the relaxed ambience of the day.

      Randolph considered the matter at hand. Had Ged’s pique occurred fifteen, even ten, years ago when they were callow youths, Randolph might be more sympathetic, but they were nearing thirty, far too old to believe a woman was capable of spoiling a friendship, steadfast since all were children. Juliette’s presence merely altered her new husband’s priorities. The three saw each other as frequently as they had before Nathaniel met Juliette, and all continued to be involved in the same covert operations.

      It was as though Ged did not want to grow up, to assume the mantle of adulthood. To him, their work, while serious and often dangerous, was more an adventure, just one for which he got paid. The second son of a viscount, it was unlikely the constraints of the title would ever fall on him; Ged’s older brother had an heir, and their father was the picture of health. Thus Ged remained content, unravelling whatever mystery their boss, Lucas Withers, set them. To Ged, women were useful for one thing, and that was not a topic for genteel conversation.

      Randolph sighed. Of late, he also found his heart touched by another, not that he was prepared to apprise Ged. Felicity Hartwich, a young lady he met at a recent ball. It was early days, all they had shared was the odd smile, a snatch of conversation, and as many dances as he could persuade her into. Her face floated into his mind. Felicity was not classically beautiful, but she had a wonderful smile, and her hair shone in the candlelight, or the sunlight, or the moonlight…! Catching himself before he lost concentration completely, Randolph dragged his attention back to Ged.

      “Why do you not ask a lady to dance? Women usually throw themselves at you, although why eludes me, you treat them with nothing but scorn, but mayhap a dance or two will cheer you up.”

      “Only one thing will cheer me up and that’s more whisky,” muttered Ged. Then, realising how petulant he sounded, pulled himself together. “Beg pardon, Randi. Ignore me. I know I am morose. Now Nathaniel is leg-shackled, Father thinks it’s time I wed.” He shuddered at the very idea. “He and Mama keep introducing me to suitable prospects,” he sneered the words. “I may have to flee the country.” This last said contemplatively.

      Randolph barked with laughter at his friend’s expression. “Stop being so dramatic, Ged. I’ll wager, before six months are up, you will be wed.”

      Ged gaped at him in horror. “Randolph Craythorpe, and you consider yourself my friend? How dare you suggest such a thing? If we were not at a wedding, I might call you out, instead I counter your wager. What are the terms?”

      Randolph mused for a moment, then, “White’s subscription and a dozen bottles of whisky. Not too onerous.” Grinning wickedly, knowing how Ged hated handing over spirits.

      “Well, prepare to hand over your coin and your liquor, my good man, because I will never marry.”
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      Within earshot of this conversation, a young woman, whose family wanted her to marry a second cousin — a man with the personality of a dead tree branch — pondered Ged’s words. She knew Gerard Mowbray. The two had grown up together, both belonging to a large, close-knit group of children whose fathers knew or were related to each other. Now as adults, their paths crossed occasionally at Society events. Any interaction was usually limited to their somewhat acerbic debates over the latest scandal, political or otherwise, but despite an outward antipathy, Ged and she seemed to empathise with one another, maybe recognising a kindred spirit. Not that either admitted it, of course.

      She tapped her chin, an idea beginning to simmer, one which might win one his bet and give another her freedom, if only briefly.
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      Melissa Bouchard knew the only reason anyone would agree to marry her was because of her dowry. It was huge. Her father, third Earl of Shepparton, had inherited vast sums, married a woman of similar wealth, and over the years had been canny with it, accumulating an enviable fortune.

      Matilda, her adored twin, would win in the marriage stakes. She was the epitome of elegant refinement; never a hair out of place, her gowns pristine, and her accomplishments lauded. Melissa on the other hand, hated the limelight, and avoided it whenever possible. If she absolutely could not get out of a ball or soiree, she clung to the periphery. It was easier to lurk
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