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CHAPTER ONE

The elegant house in Cavendish Square was pleasingly quiet, the closed library windows shutting out the sounds of passing carriages and criers of wares. Lady Clarence Percival, formerly Miss Caroline Anne Howard of Charleston, South Carolina, seated herself at the handsome redwood desk and read again the letter she had recently received from her father-in-law, the Duke of Avonhurst.


My dearest Caroline,

First, allow me to say how deeply touched I was when you confided in me some days ago. Such influence as I have was at once yours to command. Although it has not been easy to alight on a suitable confederate, if we may call him that, I am now able to advise you that a promising fellow has been run to earth. He will bring you a letter from me to introduce himself. His name is Burnside, Captain Burnside, and here I must make it clear that his military record is a dubious one. Nor is his university background at all impeccable. He was sent down from Cambridge for escapades of a disreputable kind. One might say it is in his favour that he freely admits his lack of virtue, and, since you are looking for a man who lives by his wits, I recommend him to you.

His late father was a bishop, a gentleman who must lie uneasily in his grave on account of the reprehensible qualities of his son. Burnside is undoubtedly an adventurer, but I believe that, once he commits himself to you, you will not find him unreliable. Despite his predilection for knavery, he owns a peculiar pride in dealing honestly with a patron, and I am convinced he will do so with you. Beware of any other rogues, for most would betray you by making off at once with whatever monies you might advance, or sell themselves to your adversary.

Burnside’s airs and graces are not unpleasing, and I can well believe him capable of charming ladies to distraction. I gather he has fleeced several who have fallen victim to his calculated gallantries. I have no doubt he could pass himself off as a gentleman, despite having long since ceased to be one, and there is every chance he might prove himself an effective rival for the affections of a certain young lady enamoured of the most dangerous man in the land. His skill at cards is a challenge to all gamblers who boast a skill of their own, as C does, and I don’t doubt he is also an accomplished cheat, which in some men can emulate the skill of a dozen others.

I trust you will find his wits and disposition suitable to your purpose, and I have instructed him to be at your house at ten thirty this coming Tuesday morning, and to ask for Mrs Carmichael, as you requested.

In closing, let me express the abiding affection in which the duchess and I hold you, dearest daughter-in-law. I am, yours devotedly, A.



The Duke of Avonhurst had never failed her, although his son had, and miserably. Lady Clarence Percival, who preferred to be called Lady Caroline, moved to the window and pulled the bell-sash. Her footman Thomas entered a few moments later.

‘Thomas,’ she said, her voice a pleasure to most ears in the lingering quality of her vowels, ‘kindly ask the gentleman to present himself.’

‘Yes, Yer Ladyship.’

The gentleman was ushered in and the footman disappeared, closing the door with the quiet care of a man devoted to his mistress.

The gentleman advanced. The library, carpeted, had an atmosphere entirely tranquil and cultural. Coming to a halt at the desk, the gentleman bowed.

‘Good morning,’ said Lady Caroline, still at the window.

‘Mrs Carmichael? Good morning, marm,’ said the gentleman.

She eyed him coolly and discerningly. The gentleman, if he could be called that, had the debonair look her father-in-law’s letter had led her to expect. His long, slender frame was clasped by a dark blue coat buttoned above the waist, and cut well back to display a pale blue waistcoat and tight-fitting pantaloons of the same colour. His high cravat was a many-folded triumph, his dark hair had a modish look of slight disorder and he owned luxuriant sideburns. He carried a malacca cane in his right hand, and held his top hat in his left. His countenance was pleasingly masculine, which made her frown. Lord Clarence Percival, her late husband, had shown a similarly pleasing handsomeness, and she, newly arrived from America, had been foolishly blind to the dissolution that lay behind the personable façade.

True, her visitor’s healthy complexion spoke more of an upright life than a disreputable one, but she still disliked the fact that his looks reminded her of an infatuation that had cost her dear. He seemed commendably at ease and, although his grey eyes looked to be frankly inquisitive, his manner was deferential. She judged him to be about thirty.

For his part, he could not have been unimpressed. Lady Caroline, daughter-in-law of the seventh Duke of Avonhurst, was a renowned beauty. Mr Creevy, the gossip writer and purveyor of tittle-tattle sometimes scandalous and sometimes trivial, described her as a bosomed goddess of Olympian splendour. In the light of the window, the summer sunshine gently caressing her, she was close to magnificence. Her high-waisted, full-skirted chemise gown of cream silk was backed by a long green train falling from a sleeveless waistcoat, the low square neckline revealing the upper curves of firm, fulsome breasts. Her auburn hair, lushly rich and darkly fiery, was styled in ringlets that danced lightly to every movement. At a height of five feet eight she carried herself in superb, Junoesque fashion, a characteristic complemented by the clarity and fearlessness of her green eyes, framed by lashes dark and long. Her complexion was akin to peaches and cream, for it had always been protected from the ravages of the Carolina sun by a bonnet. In England, she could take off her bonnet on a summer day and let it fly from her hand, for there was no English sun that was as searing as that which blazed over the Deep South of America.

She was an accomplished horsewoman and a gifted pianist. She could claim the maturity and discernment of a woman in her twenty-fifth year, although she had lacked all discernment seven years ago, when she arrived in England at the lovely, eager age of eighteen. Her parents, of English ancestry, were intent on introducing her to the excitements of London’s summer season, with the help of the American ambassador, a cousin of her father’s. The ambassador had opened the doors of high society for her, and almost immediately she became infatuated with Lord Clarence Percival, only son of the eminent Duke of Avonhurst. Lord Clarence was handsome, witty and amusing. He enchanted her mother almost as much as he enchanted her, although her father had reservations and counselled caution. But caution was the last thing Caroline desired to observe, with the result that Lord Clarence became the first man to discover she had truly beautiful breasts, and legs so long that he declared there was no end to them. Completely taken with this innocent rose from the lush garden that was South Carolina, he conducted a whirlwind courtship and they were married only three months after their first meeting.

It did not take longer than four months for Caroline to realize she had made a terrible mistake. Her husband at twenty-six was already a rake. To give him his due, he married her in a mood of resolution, and certainly with the unqualified approval of his parents, who loved the freshness and unspoiled nature of their American daughter-in-law. They saw in her salvation for their philandering son. She had come into his life like a breath of pure air, and during his courtship she made all other women seem comparatively stale. But his affection and resolution were short-lived. He had known too many females to be capable of lasting love for any of them. He was a compulsive wanderer from woman to woman. His dissolute habits returned, and while vowing himself incurably devoted to his young wife he was repeatedly unfaithful. Caroline quickly began to see him as he was – intemperate, loose-living and, as a husband, a mockery.

She would have liked children. He seemed unable to father any, and nor after a while did she desire him to. Inevitably, there came the time when she kept him permanently locked out of her bedroom. He seemed vastly amused by this, and asked if she would prefer entry into her bed to be the privilege of certain of his friends, all of whom, he assured her, would be delighted to pleasure her. His decadence at least did one thing for her: it helped her to grow up fast.

She frequently thought of leaving him and returning to her family home in Charleston, but England, so green and rural from one year’s end to another, had laid its claim on her. Nor was she indifferent to the love and sympathy she received from Clarence’s parents, or to the affections of the many friends she had acquired. Also, she enjoyed the atmosphere of London and its endless attractions, and she adored Great Wivenden, an estate in Sussex that her husband had purchased in the heady, early days of their marriage and presented to her. Not far from Brighton, where the Prince of Wales had built himself an ornate Pavilion, Great Wivenden was a beautiful place and a happy country retreat to which she often escaped. Lord Clarence was rarely there himself, except during the hunting season. It was at Great Wivenden, in the fifth year of a marriage that had become a shame and humiliation to her, that he had the grace to break his neck attempting a fence while the worse for claret. Caroline wore black to the funeral, but not thereafter. The London house passed to her, together with what was left of the wealth Clarence had done his best to dissipate.

She might then have returned to Charleston, had she been able to make the decision. She realized that despite her disastrous marriage she had put down new roots. The pastoral charm and gentle summer beauty of England’s countryside were so unlike that which obtained during the fiery summers of South Carolina. She set about the intricate task of rebuilding her late husband’s fortune, with the advice and guidance of her father-in-law. She established her own mode of life in London and Sussex, an enjoyable and independent one. She was newly eligible, but had no intention of marrying again unless she could positively trust her feelings and the integrity of any suitor. She had no lack of admirers, the most amorous and arrogant of whom was the Duke of Cumberland, fifth son of King George III, the monarch who had foolishly alienated the rich American colonies and subsequently lost them. Cumberland, dark of soul and design, offered her the privilege of becoming his mistress.

‘Your Royal Highness,’ she had said, ‘I do declare that such a privilege is rare, is it not? But how rare, pray? Am I to be your first mistress or your twentieth?’

Cumberland, noted more for his intolerance than his sense of humour, nevertheless roared with laughter and swore that of all sweet creatures she was the one he most desired to bed, and that, by God, bed her he would, soon or late. If he had the looks of the devil, he was still a magnetic and commanding prince, and a man who could discover weakness in the strongest-minded women. He put Caroline in desperate straits on one occasion, six months after she had been widowed. He was one of several guests at Great Wivenden during a long weekend, and on the Saturday night, when she had just retired to her bedroom, he entered without knocking and was arrogant in his assumption that she would take him into her bed. An actual physical struggle ensued, Cumberland confident that such a forceful wooing would excite her into surrender, and Caroline burning and outraged that he should attempt such unforgivable seduction.

Her gown was shamefully dishevelled and revealing by the time she managed to break free and rush to the bell-pull. She threatened to arouse every servant unless he left at once. Cumberland smiled, shrugged, tidied himself, and left.

The duke was now a new worry to her, and it was him she was thinking of as she addressed her visitor. ‘You are Captain Burnside?’

‘Captain Charles Wolfe Burnside, marm,’ he said, and offered her his card. She made a gesture and he placed the card on the desk.

‘Wolfe?’ she said, lifting an eyebrow.

‘After General Wolfe of Quebec, marm. An uncle of mine was distantly related.’

‘Really?’ She had acquired the distinctive English way of imbuing that word with scepticism.

‘Quite so, marm.’ Captain Burnside’s voice was warm, mellow and beguiling, and it put her on her guard. She had been trapped seven years ago by a voice just as beguiling. Yet she was not altogether displeased by this trait in the captain, for she was in need of an adventurer who could be accepted as a gentleman of charm.

‘You have a letter for me, sir?’

‘That is so, marm.’ Captain Burnside, extracting a letter from the tail of his coat, handed it over the desk to her. It was addressed to Mrs L. A. Carmichael. Caroline examined the flap. It was sealed by a blob of red wax as a precaution against it being steamed open, a natural thing for any rogue to do. She broke the seal and unfolded the letter.

‘This is to present Captain Charles Burnside. His production of this letter is a warranty of his identity. A.’

She placed it on the desk and sat down. She looked up at the captain. He smiled. Deferentially.

‘You are a professional gentleman?’ she enquired.

‘I am, marm.’

‘An adventurer of a kind?’

‘Of an accomplished kind.’

‘A virtuoso?’ she said drily.

‘I’ve a variety of gifts, marm.’

‘You’re willing to engage in an affair of deception and blackmail?’

‘I’m willing to engage in anything within reason, marm.’

‘Within what reason, sir?’ she asked, and he seemed intrigued by the softness of her Southern speech. He placed his top hat on the desk. She regarded it as if it had no right to be there. Nor, as yet, had she asked him to sit down.

‘Well, marm,’ he said easily, ‘the devil being my paymaster, as it were, my commissions run well ahead of the acceptable at times, but under no circumstances will I engage to assassinate anyone.’

Lady Caroline looked extremely cool. ‘You will not be asked to, sir. I am not in need of a cut-throat.’

‘I’m relieved to hear it, marm, relieved.’ Captain Burnside was smoothly cordial. ‘An affair of deception, then. And – ah – blackmail. Agreed, marm.’

‘Agreed?’ She was cooler. ‘We shall see. You at least come with not unsatisfactory references.’

‘True, I did have two or three meetings with a nameless gentleman.’

‘You may sit down, sir,’ she said, having made up her mind to continue with him.

‘I’m obliged, marm.’ He drew up a chair and seated himself. She noted the fluency of his movements: his limbs were commendably supple.

‘Now, sir,’ she said, ‘I confess I require the services of an adventurer capable of assuming the manners and deportment of a gentleman, while seeking to make the most of his dubious talents. Although it is something of a paradox, I also require him to be entirely trustworthy. Can you declare yourself so?’

‘I ain’t averse to cheating an opponent, marm, but I’ve a professional’s honour when dealing with a patron. And for your comfort and reassurance—’

‘My comfort and reassurance?’ Lady Caroline again raised an eyebrow.

‘Quite so, marm. I never, d’you see, enquire into a patron’s motives or reasons. I enter only their service, not their private lives.’

‘Really? How very good of you,’ she said sarcastically, at which Captain Burnside assumed the air of a man able to accept every sling and arrow. ‘Tell me, sir, is your rank authentic? Are you indeed a British Army officer?’

‘I was, marm. I’m now retired.’

‘Retired? At your age?’

‘Ah, precipitately retired.’ He coughed. ‘There was an unfortunate incident during a game of cards with fellow officers. I held three aces. Unhappily, the adjutant held two. Most unfortunate, since I was the dealer. More unhappily, I was also at the time under suspicion of having compromised the adjutant’s wife, although it was no more than a light kiss or two. The colonel took me aside, spoke to me about the honour of the regiment and also my mess debts, and I allowed myself to be placed on the retired list – ah, unpaid.’

‘You mean you were forced to resign,’ said Caroline coldly. ‘But you pass yourself off as Captain Burnside, retired. Yes, that opens certain doors to you, no doubt.’

‘Only middle-class doors, marm. A retired cavalry officer don’t count for much in higher circles.’

‘I am to assume, sir, that you live by fleecing the middle classes?’ she said.

‘Fleecing?’ Captain Burnside smiled, and she thought yes, he might very well charm some women in much the same way Lord Clarence had. ‘Impossible, marm. The middle classes – tradesmen, merchants and the like – have come by what they own through being industrious, inventive and shrewd. They ain’t inclined to part easily with their gains. One must become a family friend, win their confidence, sweeten their wives and charm their daughters – ah, and then borrow from the dear young ladies.’

‘And then disappear?’ said Caroline with undisguised contempt.

‘I make it a rule, d’you see, never to turn up for a wedding,’ said Captain Burnside with disarming frankness.

‘Sir?’ She was not disarmed, not by any means, and she regarded him with frank dislike. Painful experience had made her despise men of his kind. ‘Do you say, sir, that you actually propose to innocent and trusting girls, and then make off with such monies as you’ve been able to wheedle out of them?’

‘Not monies, marm,’ said Captain Burnside affably. ‘Few daughters of the middle classes are able to lay their hands on the family dibs. But some own a little jewellery.’

Caroline’s contempt was of a freezing kind. ‘Am I to understand, sir, that having deceived a young lady into believing you’ll marry her, you are then blackguard enough to decamp with her heirlooms?’

‘But don’t you see, marm, it’s far better for any of ’em to lose a few trinkets than to acquire a husband as worthless as myself. I’d be their ruination, and in faith I can’t marry ’em all. But I will say that if the doors of prime society were open to me, I’d gladly marry an heiress and cling most devotedly to her and her wealth.’

Icily, she said, ‘I expected to have to deal with an unprincipled rogue, sir, but I did not expect an out-and-out scoundrel.’

Captain Burnside looked pained. ‘Marm, I’m a professional,’ he said.

‘You are also despicable.’

‘True, I ain’t precisely angelic …’

‘Be quiet, sir.’ She rose to her feet and swept to the window to collect herself, and the sunlight kissed her partly visible bosom with pale gold. She reflected on whether or not she should reject this man, as she was inclined to. But if she let her intense dislike of him discount his suitability, what was left? Interviews with a succession of other rogues, all just as unlikeable, as they were bound to be. It was an impossible venture she had in mind, perhaps, but she could think of no other way to deal with two problems, the problem of her sister’s dangerous infatuation with the Duke of Cumberland, and the problem of a dear friend’s appalling indiscretion. Such matters were not of a kind to disclose to other friends. In London, one’s closest friends talked. The town was a hotbed of gossip. She must put her faith in her father-in-law’s recommendation. Without that recommendation she might already have sent Captain Burnside packing. Yet he had the manners and the airs of a gentleman, and he was also a British cavalry officer – retired. He was a Redcoat. Her sister, like their Aunt Marigold, had an eye for Redcoats. When Sir Henry Clinton and his staff quartered themselves in Charleston during the War of Independence, Aunt Marigold had decked herself out in irresistible fashion for one of Clinton’s handsomest officers, so the family said. And when the British departed, Aunt Marigold went with them, together with other young and infatuated Southern belles. Aunt Marigold had married her officer in New York, and they now owned a plantation in Georgia, where they enjoyed a contented middle-aged existence.

Caroline reflected further. Perhaps, yes, perhaps she must make do with Captain Burnside. She turned to him. He smiled.

‘Marm?’ he said.

‘I detest deceivers,’ she said.

‘The natural feelings of any lady,’ he said. ‘However, I never stipulate that a patron should like me.’

‘I declare, sir, you have an impudence I do not care for,’ she retorted. ‘But you may suit my purpose, and I’d not want to interview further scallywags. Now, sir, make up your mind you are to obey me from the outset, and in a manner that will give me no offence. You are to conduct yourself at all times like a gentleman, especially as it will be necessary for you and I to give the impression we are old friends.’

‘Be assured, marm, that things shall look precisely as you require,’ said the urbane captain. ‘As a gentleman, I shall be faultless, for while I’m no prince or even a baron, I can conduct myself as if I were.’

‘Conduct yourself modestly, sir, and not conceitedly,’ she said, as imperious as if she had been born of the nobility. She did not intend to relinquish command of their relationship, either now or at any time. ‘I’m compelled, I vow, to put my trust in you.’

‘You’ll not be disappointed, marm.’

‘If I am, you shall not receive a cent, sir, a penny,’ she said. ‘Listen carefully. First, I am not Mrs Carmichael. I am Lady Clarence Percival, widow of Lord Clarence Percival.’

‘Ah,’ said Captain Burnside, and looked suitably impressed.

‘You may discard at once, sir, any thought that as a widow I’m a woman of a helpless kind, for I am not.’

‘Be assured, marm, I’ve never met any woman who could be called helpless,’ said Captain Burnside fervently. ‘The dear creatures have many subtleties, and can plant the sharpest barbs in Lucifer himself.’

Caroline glanced sharply at him. There were some people to whom Cumberland was known as Lucifer.

‘To whom are you referring?’ she asked.

‘Why, the devil, marm.’

‘Well, sir,’ she said, ‘in this venture you may meet him. But do me the civility, please, of not alluding to my sex as dear creatures. We are not zoological specimens, waiting to be fed sugary buns.’

‘Indeed you ain’t, marm, none of you,’ said the captain warmly.

‘Now, sir,’ she said, ‘I have faced many problems and resolved them all myself. I come of brave and spirited stock. However, on this occasion, I confess I need help. I am commissioning you to give that help.’

‘Pray proceed, Your Ladyship,’ said Captain Burnside.

She proceeded. He listened.




CHAPTER TWO

There was a twofold problem, said Lady Caroline. The first concerned her sister Annabelle, who had arrived in London several months ago. Annabelle was twenty, and a little while before sailing for England she had broken her long-standing engagement to a Charleston gentleman. She said she did not love him enough. Her parents, though shocked, were understanding, and helped her to escape biting tongues and acid gossip by letting her go to England for a while. She was accompanied on the voyage by a relative who had business to conduct in London and Manchester.

Once in London, she was received by Caroline with delight and affection. She confessed then that she had broken her engagement because she was fearful of being bored to death by her would-be husband. Caroline not only sympathized with her, she complimented Annabelle on being wise enough not to marry a man unsuited to her. Alas, it was not wisdom in its essence, it was the headstrong act of a vivacious young lady who envied her sister her sophisticated life in London. And once there herself, she was completely captivated by the excitements of its social calendar and the gallantries of the Corinthians. These sporting rakes devoted much of their time to pugilism and horse-racing. When in their presence, Annabelle’s eyes were constantly dazzled by their gleaming Hessian boots, thigh-clasping pantaloons and colourful coats.

She proved even more impressionable at twenty than Caroline had been at eighteen. Received at court, she met a personage of royal rank who quizzed her with a dark and devious eye. He was by no means the most handsome personage of the day, but on the other hand he was so impressive of character and so majestic of bearing that he was a danger to any young lady whose demeanour was that of a breathless, fluttering butterfly. The butterfly, mesmerized, was ready to fly dizzily into the net.

Caroline, aghast, endeavoured to send her back home. Annabelle would have none of it, and Caroline recognized an infatuation potentially more ruinous than her own had been. She knew her parents expected her to take care of Annabelle, to become the watchful chaperone, and to guard her until such time as the emotions and repercussions of the broken engagement had died their death.

Annabelle was only a few weeks away from her twenty-first birthday. At her coming of age she would undoubtedly regard herself as free to do exactly as she liked. She was sweet and engaging, but wilful. Impending degradation loomed in front of her, for the man in question would not hesitate to seduce her and, later, discard her. As a virgin, she would be an amusement to him, no more.

‘You are speaking, marm, of the royal personage?’ enquired Captain Burnside.

‘I am,’ said Caroline, and went on to say that despite being royal he was not a gentleman. The august personage would not himself have agreed with this, for he believed no shame could attach to blood royals, however immoral their pursuits. Her infatuated sister, quite overwhelmed by his attentions, imagined herself becoming the love of his life. She was deaf to what the whole of London could have told her: that she would never be more than just another brief pleasure to him. She was incapable of believing a royal duke could be a villain. Yet he patently was.

‘Regrettably, marm,’ said Captain Burnside, ‘ladies do have a weakness for villains. My own devious blandishments have, alas, secured the affections of several sweet innocents. In moments of remorse, I’ve confessed myself unworthy to more than one of them, but without causing any to recoil. Indeed, to be told of my failings only made them declare a loving wish to help me reform.’

Remembering her own weakness for Lord Clarence, and how she had ignored her father’s words of caution, Caroline bit her lip.

‘Innocence, sir, is a tender and susceptible thing,’ she said, ‘and the deviousness of designing men to be held in much contempt. However, pray allow me to continue …’ And she went on to say that her sister Annabelle must be detached from the man who would almost certainly seduce her. She must become infatuated with another, and in such a way that she would be cured of her feelings for Cumberland.

Captain Burnside raised dark eyebrows. ‘Cumberland, marm?’ he enquired.

‘That is the man, sir, the Duke of Cumberland himself.’

‘Your sister, marm, has indeed set her sights dangerously high,’ said the captain. ‘Cumberland will take her in his own time, play with her, toy with her, and leave her to her own devices once she’s with child.’

Caroline stiffened. ‘I would rather you used your tongue less disgracefully, sir,’ she said coldly. ‘I do not care to have you comment on the consequences of immoral intimacies between Cumberland and my sister.’

‘But the unhappy possibility exists, marm.’

‘Then it is a possibility you must remove, sir, or does the mention of Cumberland intimidate you?’

‘Cumberland is a dark shadow in a thousand corridors, marm, but no, I am not intimidated.’ Captain Burnside smiled. ‘I ain’t as much in his way as his elder brothers are.’

‘His elder brothers?’ Caroline took serious note of that remark. ‘What is this, sir – an imputation that Cumberland wishes himself the only son of the King?’

‘He ain’t said so to me, marm. I merely made an observation. Favour me by continuing with that which is relevant to my commission.’

Caroline, casting from her mind the unbearable image of Annabelle enceinte by reason of Cumberland’s lust, said firmly, ‘I am engaging you, Captain Burnside, for the purpose of freeing my sister from her attachment to the duke. His arms have not yet closed about her, but they will, and perhaps as soon as she is twenty-one. In her giddiness at coming of age, she will be at her most foolish. I require you, therefore, to prevent this by inducing her to transfer her affections to you.’

‘Ah,’ said Captain Burnside.

‘Since you are infamously successful as a ladies’ man, you should not find that too difficult, I presume? You have the gifts of a virtuoso, have you not?’ Lady Caroline was ironic but hopeful. ‘Much as I detest the thought of my sister transferring her infatuation from a royal libertine to a conscienceless blackguard, I shall nevertheless endure it for her sake. You are following me, sir?’ Her green eyes searched his musing grey.

‘I am, perhaps, a little ahead of you,’ he said. ‘Ah – is your sister of independent means? Comfortably possessed?’

Her eyes became a little fiery. ‘Sir?’ she said warningly.

‘I ain’t disposed to fleece her, marm, nor leave her in tears. If she owns sufficient of the ready or has excellent prospects, then once I’ve won her sweet affections I’ll not be averse to marrying her.’

‘Marrying her?’ Caroline flamed. ‘My sister? You?’

‘Well, d’you see, marm,’ said the captain reasonably, ‘I fancy that, in detaching her from Cumberland, I may become so much the object of her affections that she’ll conceive expectations.’

‘Dear Lord of mercy,’ breathed Caroline, ‘I vow I have never known such a scoundrel, nor one with so much love for himself. Under no circumstances, none whatever, are you to entertain the idea of marrying my sister.’

‘Well, there may be tears, marm …’

‘So there may, sir, but sooner tears than shameful disgrace. Attend on me, Captain Burnside, and take note that, if you succeed in this matter, you will at once return to the disreputable environment you no doubt inhabit. I will look to my sister and any tears she may shed concerning your disappearance. You will give Annabelle the attentiveness and consideration of a gentleman throughout, practising your deception as forgivably as you can, and then depart honourably, as I require you to and will pay you to. You will say, perhaps, that your regiment has called on you for active service abroad. That is as honourable as can be contrived, I suggest.’

‘Quite so, marm; all shall be as you wish,’ said Captain Burnside.

‘And now, sir, to the second part of your commission. This also concerns the Duke of Cumberland.’

‘The devil it does,’ murmured the captain. ‘The man’s a pervasive darkness.’

‘He has a letter,’ said Caroline.

‘Damn me, there’s—’

‘Sir?’ she said freezingly.

‘Humble apologies, Your Ladyship. But I was going to say there’s always a letter lurking somewhere or other. Who is the dear and unfortunate lady?’

‘Do not anticipate me, Captain Burnside, or attempt to take the dialogue out of my mouth. The lady in question is my dearest friend, Lady Hester Russell. The letter is of pale blue parchment and the wax seal, although broken by now, is stamped with a crest appertaining to a swan. Cumberland is using it to command Lady Russell’s obedience.’

‘Obedience?’

Caroline showed distaste. ‘Obedience to his demands, Captain Burnside. I am sure you know precisely what I mean. Cumberland has the devil’s own way of bringing the most reluctant woman to a bed. Lady Russell, at a country house party for a week, with her husband and other guests, had the misfortune to see her husband take a tumble that broke his leg. Incapacitated, he was placed in a ground-floor room to rest and recuperate. Lady Russell, alone in her bedroom that night, woke up to find Cumberland beside her.’

‘Say no more, marm,’ said the captain considerately. ‘I quite understand. Ravishment, alas, and yet the sweet weakness of yielding. And so, no doubt, illicit passion was born and indiscreet billets-doux began to spring from the wanton heart. Poor woman.’

‘Pray curb your vivid imagination,’ said Caroline. ‘Lady Russell has no wanton heart. Ravished, yes, but much against her will.’ Her lashes flickered. ‘Cumberland is all of capable of such a thing. She might have cried out, might have called for help, but there was her husband, sick and suffering with a broken leg in uncomfortable splints. It was not a moment to make her shame known. Further, it was Cumberland she would have had to denounce, and, though he would not have given a fig for it, I vow he would have paid her out in a most unpretty fashion.’

‘And so she yielded,’ said the captain.

‘Only in shame and anguish, sir.’

‘Quite so, marm.’

Caroline frowned. ‘You are cynical, sir?’ she said.

‘Experienced,’ said the captain.

‘In ravishment?’ she enquired coldly.

‘In my observation of human weakness,’ smiled the captain.

Caroline frowned again. The truth was of a shaming kind, according to Hester herself. In desperation and tears she had confessed all to Caroline. Cumberland had indeed ravished her, despite her resistance, a resistance weakened by the circumstances and perhaps, yes, perhaps by the magnetic quality of the man. Hester had blushed vividly in confessing this, in confessing all that had led to her eventual submission, and Caroline remembered all too clearly how Cumberland had attempted to bring her to bed at Great Wivenden. Hester said that after her shameful submission she had begged Cumberland to leave, but he had stayed, he had shared her bed until dawn. Much to her further shame, instead of doing the only obvious thing – slipping from the bed herself and going down to keep her suffering husband company by sleeping in a chair beside him – she had allowed Cumberland to stay and had stayed herself. He took full advantage of this and further ravishment took place during the night, and she was horrified by the extent of her submission. Worse, she conceived a carnal passion for him, a passion that was a quite unspeakable consequence of her shameful night. She became his mistress, his infatuated mistress.

‘Yes, weakness did exist,’ said Caroline, returning to the subject after her long, reflective pause, ‘and I vow it a despairing thing in such a sweet woman as Lady Russell. She did conceive a passion for Cumberland. Myself, I should have conceived only a desire to strike the man dead.’

‘We are at the point, marm,’ said Captain Burnside, ‘where I may assume Cumberland has a revealing letter of hers and uses it to bring her to his bed from time to time?’

‘You assume correctly,’ said Caroline, ‘and she is in utter distraction, for her ardour died after a few brief months and she is terrified her husband will discover her guilt. If you can procure that letter from Cumberland, you will be gratefully rewarded. Since he is blackmailing her, I trust I can rely on you to see that the biter is bitten. You can accomplish this at the card table, achieving such substantial IOUs as to compel him to give up the letter in exchange for them. Such are the debts of all the royal dukes that they are never in any position to remit payment of heavy gambling losses. Cumberland is an avid, addicted gambler. No sooner will he hear that you are renowned at cards yourself than he will want to set to with you at once. You will ensure he loses very heavily.’

Captain Burnside mused on what was coolly expected of him. ‘I shall need money, marm, and luck.’

‘I will provide you with funds, sir. But luck, do you say? What need do you have of luck when you own so many accomplishments?’ Caroline’s softly drawn vowels were laden with irony. ‘You are a consummate cheat, are you not? That is to say, you can palm a card or cause a dice to fall as you wish without arousing the smallest suspicion?’

‘Well, it’s true I’ve had moments when all has been won by dexterous sleight of hand,’ said the captain, regarding her with much thought. To Caroline, he seemed to be musing on the feminine appeal of her fashionably low décolleté, which did not please her at all. ‘Cumberland,’ he murmured, ‘ain’t known to be a dunderhead, however, and his one sound eye is wickedly keen.’

‘Is one sound eye keener than the sharp talents of a virtuoso? Or have you merely been offering me the conceits of a braggart?’

‘Substantial IOUs,’ said the captain thoughtfully. ‘Very well, marm, consider it done.’

‘I hope, sir,’ said Caroline with asperity, ‘that you don’t think me simple enough to accept that particular conceit. The matter will be accomplished when it has been. It will not be accomplished merely by your saying so.’

‘We shall see, marm, we shall see.’

‘So we shall,’ she said, ‘and I declare myself hopeful. But I should not be true to my honour if I did not warn you that Cumberland is an adversary as dangerous as Satan. One mistake, one wrong move, and I vow you are like to be discovered in the Thames, drowned and very dead.’

‘As a professional hireling, marm, I accept the risks.’

‘I commend you for that,’ she said. ‘Now, sir, what are your present circumstances?’

‘In faith, I’m deucedly short of the ready,’ admitted the captain, ‘if that’s what you mean.’

‘Most men who live by their wits own thin purses,’ said Caroline. ‘Have you never considered honest work?’

Captain Burnside appeared pained. ‘God forbid, marm, I should ever become a porter or a shipping clerk.’

‘Either might keep you from ending up in prison,’ she declared. ‘I find it difficult to believe your father was a bishop.’

‘Well, so he was, marm, and died in a state of peace and beatitude. I had not then disturbed his soul by becoming the family black sheep.’

‘I do declare, you are singularly deplorable, sir,’ she said. ‘Are you not ashamed that, as the son of a gentle mother and a man of God, you are a self-confessed rake and even a thief?’

‘I assure you, marm, I could own finer principles if I weren’t so poor.’

‘Hard, honest work would lift you out of poverty, Captain Burnside. Now, I shall advance you fifty guineas. It will cover such expenses as you entail. You are to come to this house on Friday, bringing a suitable wardrobe with you. You will profess to be an old friend of mine, lately returned to England from service abroad, and my guest for a period. Do you still own a uniform?’

‘I do,’ said the captain. ‘I find on occasions it can induce a young lady to regard me as becoming, valiant and deserving …’

‘Spare me these ridiculous irrelevancies, sir,’ said Caroline. ‘Bring your uniform. Is the rest of your wardrobe as acceptable as that which you are wearing now?’

‘I confess, marm, that part of your advance will sweeten my tailor and persuade him to release to me two new coats, some silk cravats and—’

‘Yes, yes,’ she said in some impatience. ‘Meet the costs out of the advance.’

‘I’m obliged, marm, very,’ he said.

‘So you should be, for in giving you any monies at all I am placing almost foolish trust in you.’ Caroline opened a drawer and took out a soft leather bag of coins. She pushed it across the desk to him. ‘Fifty guineas in gold,’ she said.

‘I’m deeply obliged, marm,’ he said, slipping the bag into his pocket without opening it, and this at least she appreciated.

‘Am I now faced with the possibility that you’ll decamp?’ she asked.

‘You have my word that I won’t,’ said the captain.

‘I accept the risk that you might.’

‘Be assured, Your Ladyship, that there’s no risk, for you’re now my patron.’ He coughed. ‘Ah – we haven’t discussed the fee. You’ll forgive my mention of it?’

‘I should have been surprised if you had forgotten to,’ she said. ‘Your fee, sir, will be two hundred guineas.’

‘Marm?’ Captain Burnside looked a little put out. ‘That’s part of the whole?’

‘That, sir, is the whole, in addition to the fifty guineas for your expenses.’ Caroline was firm. ‘It’s an amount that will keep you very comfortably for more than a year. I consider it very generous, especially as you have implied the venture was no sooner agreed than accomplished.’

‘Quite so,’ said the captain, ‘which is to say that a professional of my class must command a worthier fee than a bungling amateur.’

‘Two hundred guineas and expenses amount to a fee as worthy as you could command from anyone.’ Caroline was on her mettle, determined to be in control of the relationship, the man himself and all events. ‘Such a sum would set you up in a small business and enable you to earn an honest living.’

‘Ye gods,’ said the shocked captain, ‘a small business? An honest living? Marm, am I to endure boredom?’

‘If you prefer to continue with your dubious practices, Captain Burnside, that is your affair. But very well, since you will be up against a dangerous man in Cumberland, I will raise the fee to two hundred and fifty, and not a cent more.’

‘I’m touched, marm. Done, then. Two fifty and expenses.’

‘However,’ said Caroline, straight of back and firm of bosom, ‘you will be paid only if you succeed. Half if you succeed with one or the other, the whole if you succeed with both. But nothing, sir, if you fail altogether, for you will have proclaimed your gifts dishonestly.’

‘H’m,’ said Captain Burnside, and smiled. ‘I see I’m to serve a critical patron.’

‘You are, sir, be in no doubt of that,’ she said. ‘Well?’

‘Your servant, marm.’

‘Cumberland will be here Friday evening for supper.’

‘Egad, d’you say so?’ Captain Burnside looked intrigued. ‘Do I take it, marm, that you’re on intimate terms with him, that you too find the devil has his own kind of appeal?’

An angry flush suffused her. ‘How dare you draw such an inference, how dare you? Be very clear, sir, that I detest Cumberland. But that is not to say I spend my time quarrelling with him. I know him well, and he knows me just as well. I am civil to him, and he is always himself.’ She looked up as the door opened. She simulated a welcoming smile, showing teeth that were moistly white and even between her parted lips. ‘Annabelle, how nice that you are back from shopping at this moment, for you are in time to meet an old friend of mine, Captain Charles Burnside.’

Captain Burnside came to his feet. Lady Caroline’s sister advanced, smiling.




CHAPTER THREE

Miss Annabelle Howard of Charleston, South Carolina, was in essence a pretty young lady. Her face was round and pretty, her eyes round and blue, her mouth soft and kissable. Her looped-up gown of sky blue showed pretty ankles clad in pale yellow silk hose. Such hose was held in place above the knees by tied silk garters. She wore buckled blue shoes and a white tulle cap from which a tiny silk scarf hung over the back of her fair hair. She looked younger than her age. She was almost twenty-one. Vivacious light shone in her eyes, which were apt to sparkle at the slightest arousal of excitement or merriment. Her complexion was delicately creamy, her bosom plump. Her waist could not have been higher. It was a mere fraction below her bosom.

She had wanted to come to London as soon as the family heard Caroline was not returning to Charleston after the death of Lord Clarence Percival, for that told Annabelle of her sister’s acquired preference for London and her country estate in Sussex. But there was the problem of Martin Appleby, to whom she had been engaged since she was eighteen. Martin was an undemanding young gentleman of old Colonial stock; he was also handsome and God-fearing. But when pressed to name the wedding date, Annabelle demurred and procrastinated, having gradually come to feel that, while Martin was a good man, he was not much fun. She felt she preferred him as a friend, not as a prospective husband, and so the engagement lingered on.

Her parents worried a little. Caroline, her sister, had married in haste at eighteen and repented almost before the ink was dry on the certificate. She herself at twenty was neither married nor repenting of marriage. With so many beautiful girls in Charleston, all fluttering their eyes at prospective beaux, Mr and Mrs Howard felt Annabelle would soon be too old to be taken to the altar, even by good-natured Martin Appleby. In the climate of the Deep South, girls bloomed far in advance of New England’s young ladies, and by sixteen they were sweet peaches ripe and ready for wedlock.

Six months before her twenty-first birthday, Annabelle broke the engagement, protesting she did not truly love Martin. Her mother was shocked, but her sympathetic father let her weep tears on his shoulder and agreed with her suggestion that she quit Charleston for a while and visit Caroline in England.

London, its colourful society, and the brilliance of its grand ballrooms, dazzled her, the more so when the bucks, the young and the mature, gave her so much attention. She was introduced to scions of the nobility, and she even met the Prince of Wales, lately growing portly. She was a trifle confused by his close scrutiny of her bosom and the florid nature of his compliments. She also met one of his brothers, the Duke of Cumberland, who was a different proposition altogether. He took her breath with his physical magnificence, with the spectacular width of his powerful shoulders, the defined muscularity of his thighs, the sheer strength of every line of his face and his aura of indestructible majesty. His right eye was blind, palely blind, but his left was dark, glinting and malicious. He was neither suave of manner nor endearing of appearance. The cast of his features was devilish, and his looks were not improved by a facial scar, the legacy of a wound bravely borne at the battle of Tournai a few years ago. A German duchess of Mecklenburg was destined to become his wife. Various other women who found him strangely exciting had hopes, but none had advanced beyond the role of mistress.

He dressed impeccably. His coats paid tribute to his massive shoulders, and his skin-tight breeches boldly shaped his strong thighs, causing a lady’s eyes to linger and her breath to quicken. To some women he was, with his superb physique and dark wickedness, wholly a man, and his reputed kinship with the devil, written all over him, fascinated them and induced shivers.

He had nothing in common with his oldest brother, the effete Prince of Wales, called ‘Prinny’ by his intimates. Indeed, Cumberland had a great and regal disdain for the effete and all other lesser beings. Under the sensual, peering eyes of the Prince of Wales, Annabelle with her feminine prettiness had experienced a desire to retreat and hide. Under the bold, speculative eye of the Duke of Cumberland, she quickened with sweet excitement. She felt he should have been the heir to the throne, for he was surely made for kingship. Cumberland positively thought so himself.

Annabelle was a monarchist before she was a republican. A royal palace and the brilliance of a royal court had far more magic for her than the businesslike mansion of a president.

At her first meeting with Cumberland, he eyed her, examined her, reflected on her nervous, fluttering curtsey and the unarguable appeal of her décolleté. Then he took her hand, caressed it and said, ‘So, you’re from the Americas, are ye?’ His German accent was deep and guttural. ‘Damned if ye ain’t the prettiest package that ever came out of them. Are ye acquainted with those radical upstarts, Washington and Jefferson?’

‘Sir – Your Highness – I declare!’ she breathed in nervous protest. ‘I vow myself unacquainted with either. Nor do I wish to be, for of all things I cannot show a polite face to men who were so unmannerly in their resentment of the King and his brave Redcoats.’

Cumberland laughed. ‘Ye gods, ye’ll not have witnessed their unmannerliness, sweet wench? Or will ye say ye did?’

‘Mercy, no! I was not yet born when it all began, and only a small child when the Redcoats departed. Sir, you do not see in me one so old as to have stood and watched that coarse Yankee, Sam Adams, at his brutal business of tarring and feathering the Loyalists, do you? Sir, I do declare myself not yet come of age.’

‘But ye’ve still come of sweet, plump prettiness,’ said Cumberland, and Annabelle blushed to her roots.

‘Plump, Your Highness?’ she gasped in dismay.

The sound eye gleamed, the strong teeth gleamed, and the smile was devious. Cumberland knew her for the sister of Caroline, Lady Clarence Percival, an established and unrivalled American beauty who had resisted his every advance, and he would not have been what he was if he had not seen the chance to win the elder by becoming a menace to the younger.

‘Plump?’ he said. ‘Aye, so ye are, my sweet, but only where ye should be. I vow it a delicious plumpness.’

Her blush deepened. Cumberland laughed again, richly, and there began for Annabelle a royal attentiveness and pursuit that swept her off her feet, and had her enamoured all too soon of the man who some said coveted the throne, had no respect for his peers, little reverence for God and kept company with the devil. Certainly, he was intimidating in his towering majesty. Annabelle found him mesmerizing, and he found her a full-grown bloom of the American South who, remarkably, still owned the freshness of virginity. Because he seemed disposed to suggest assignments of a compromising nature, she declared her virginity to him, and begged him not to regard her lightly or carelessly.

His sound eye took on its wicked light. ‘By God, a virgin? Say ye so, sweet girl?’

‘Sir, I beg, do not embarrass me so. It is said and it is true.’

‘Damn me, ye must be the only one in London,’ he said, and laughed at her blushes. But there she was, a sweetness to be savoured at leisure, not bruised in haste. If her sister regarded the dalliance with angry frowns and worried glances, so much the better. Let her, Caroline, come into his arms and he would cease his pursuit of virginity. Meanwhile, he enjoyed the teasing manner of his pursuit, and Annabelle was forever suffering quivers of excitement in his presence. In the compulsiveness of infatuation, she acquired and exhibited gowns that were as revealingly arch as they were dangerously provocative. She could not help herself in her desire to catch the eye of a man whose royal arrogance and uncompromising masculinity made him such an excitement to her. Cumberland, studying the increasingly arch contours, remarked that if all the roses of the American South bloomed so fulsomely, then it was a lusher nursery than he had supposed.

Annabelle had all the demure mannerisms and fresh looks of a girl no more than eighteen, despite being within reach of the age when she could be her own mistress. If at that age she yielded to a clandestine affair with Cumberland, she would be no less responsible than he. She would be unable to make any claim on him in law unless she had his written promise to marry her. Marry her? The thought of being the wife of a son of King George turned her dizzy.

In the library of her sister’s London house, her blue gown seemed to swim and float as she advanced towards Captain Burnside. She did not look at Caroline, for there were secrets in her eyes, secrets she could not wholly hide, and she knew Caroline could be discomfitingly observant. She smiled at the debonair visitor, who bowed.

‘Sir?’ she murmured, extending her hand.

‘Captain Burnside,’ said Caroline, ‘this is my sister, Annabelle Howard.’

The captain lifted Annabelle’s hand to his lips and returned her smile. ‘Faith, I’m enchanted,’ he said.

‘Oh, I surely do think the manners of English gentlemen the last word in gallantry,’ said Annabelle.

‘A pretty coating over our many imperfections,’ said the captain. In his slender length he was as tall as Cumberland, but without the duke’s bruising weight.

‘But, sir, a man without imperfections must be very dull,’ said Annabelle, electing still to avoid her sister’s eye.

‘What am I to make of myself, then?’ smiled the captain. ‘I’m not only sadly imperfect but also miserably dull.’

Annabelle laughed. ‘Sir,’ she said, ‘by that you have just shown you are not dull at all. Might I ask if you are lunching with us?’

‘Alas, I’ve an appointment with my tailor, as your sister will confirm. I should have been on my way ten minutes ago. You’ll pardon me?’ He kissed her hand again, lightly, bringing another smile to her face. Her lively eyes took in the suppleness of his physique, his close-fitting pantaloons shaping sinewy legs. How well English gentlemen dressed, she thought, how finely their tailored garments clasped their bodies.

‘You all must go before we’ve scarcely met?’ she said, needing the kind of company that would help her avoid Caroline’s suspicious eyes and difficult questions.

‘Oh, you will meet him again quite soon, I dare say,’ said Caroline, ‘for he is to be our guest in a few days.’

Annabelle’s eyes danced. A handsome man in the house would surely constitute an entertainment. ‘I declare myself delighted, sister,’ she said.

Captain Burnside made his bow to Caroline.

She said pointedly, ‘Yes, your tailor, of course, and do not forget you are expected here on Friday, in the afternoon.’

‘To be sure,’ he said, smiling in the fashion of an old friend, ‘and the prospect is all of pleasurable, as much so as the enjoyment of our reunion.’

He departed with a commendable ease of manner, leaving Annabelle a little disappointed that his tailor had prior claim on him at this moment, while Caroline wondered if his sudden going was related to the fact that he had fifty golden guineas tucked away on his dubious person.

‘I do declare, such a pleasant gentleman,’ said Annabelle, and turned to leave.

‘He’s an old friend who has been serving overseas,’ said Caroline. ‘I am pleased, however, that you met him before he left. A moment before you go, Annabelle.’

‘Tra-la-la,’ said Annabelle with simulated raillery, ‘you are going to confide in me concerning your old friend? The reunion was sweet?’

‘He is a friend,’ said Caroline stiffly, ‘nothing more.’

‘Oh? He is married, I dare say?’

‘No. He has been too active with his regiment to find time for marriage.’

‘Such a waste,’ sighed Annabelle, ‘when he’s so engaging and appealingly handsome.’

‘Do you think so?’ Caroline was aloof. ‘His looks are passable, perhaps, but one wishes for more than looks in a man. Now, what did you buy in the shops?’

‘Oh, I saw nothing that took my eye,’ said Annabelle airily.

‘Nothing? I thought you set on a new hat at least.’

‘I met Elvira.’

‘Lady Mornington?’ Caroline’s eyes held their searching look. Lady Mornington was a confidante of the Duke of Cumberland. ‘She took your mind off hats?’

‘We had coffee at Beaufort House.’

Beaufort House was the London residence of Lady Mornington.

‘Just the two of you, pray?’

Annabelle made a gesture. ‘Oh, you surely do plague me, sister, with your questions,’ she said, ‘and in a way not even our pa would.’

‘Pa would be as concerned as I am about your indiscretions,’ said Caroline.

‘Oh, hop, skip and fiddle,’ said Annabelle, ‘I vow myself a model of good behaviour.’

‘When do you intend to return home?’

‘Caroline, I declare! You are the unkindest sister to so rattle me, and you know I don’t intend to return home. I am set on adopting England, as you have, for it is so cool and green, and Charleston is so hot and sticky. But there, dear Caroline, I do not mean to sound vexed with you, only to wish you more indulgent and less critical.’

Caroline stifled a sigh and said no more. Her concerned attempts repeatedly to examine her sister had reached the stage where they were more likely to drive Annabelle into Cumberland’s bed than keep her out of it. She was frankly fearful that her lushly healthy sibling needed only to find herself in the right environment and the right atmosphere for her to allow Cumberland to take her. Intuitively, Caroline was certain it had not happened yet, but just as intuitively she was certain it was not far off. In Cumberland’s presence at functions, receptions and the like, Annabelle took on the flushed look of an excited and tempted virgin. She had her feminine gifts, yes, her arts and her archness, but within the sophisticated circles of London she was a simple, vulnerable innocent. Women smiled and whispered behind their fans to see her in such susceptibility to the intimidating qualities of Cumberland.

The sons of King George were all voracious ladykillers, and prodigious in the ease with which they brought their mistresses or their fancy pieces to pregnancy. Caroline shuddered at the thought of Annabelle, inherently quite a sweet wench, finding herself with child by Cumberland. She must be saved from that. Dear heaven, Captain Burnside must effect her salvation. She had seemed quite taken with him, and Caroline could not think why he had not stayed to capitalize immediately on that. Had the fifty guineas taken him off, never to return? If so, she would seek him out with the assistance of Bow Street Runners and ensure he spent a miserable term in gaol regretting his sin of betrayal.

In truth, Captain Burnside had departed as a matter of psychology, leaving Annabelle miffed that he had not lingered to savour her prettiness, as so many men did. The attentiveness of the Corinthians quickened her, making her feel that her desirability was such as seriously to affect the emotions of Cumberland. Also, she had felt the captain’s departure left her exposed to Caroline’s suspicions. She was sensitive with the guilt of shameless moments. It was true she had met Lady Mornington, but not while shopping. It had been by appointment, at Beaufort House. There, after some gushing words, Lady Mornington had conducted her from the drawing room to the music room, where Cumberland sat at the harpsichord, his long, strong fingers depressing keys to bring forth the lightest and airiest of musical potpourri, although to look at him one would have thought his forte was to conjure thunder and lightning from the instrument.

Lady Mornington withdrew after a few moments, leaving Annabelle quite unchaperoned, and Annabelle became bereft of speech as Cumberland, on his feet, took her hands, caressed them, kissed them, smiled at her and then bent his head to place his strong lips on hers. It was the first kiss she had received from him on her mouth, and it robbed her of her breath. It lingered, a kiss of exploration, his lips so audacious and compelling that the dew on hers was gathered like honey.

Weakness enveloped her as his bold mouth repeatedly robbed the freshness of hers, and she could scarcely believe his audacity when, with quick deftness, he released her breasts from the low, revealing bodice and surveyed their shy, quivering plumpness, not with the gleaming smile of an unrepentant satyr, but with the intrigued and deliberate interest of a man discovering delectability hitherto unknown. Annabelle crimsoned, and her uncovered bosom itself took on a rosy flush. Mute, mesmerized and dizzy, her virginal blushes were a sweet delight to the royal roué, her unadorned breasts surely showing the shyness of the untouched. A man who took what he wanted and did what he wanted, though in ways variously subtle whenever subtlety brought more enjoyment than forceful arrogance, Cumberland had no qualms concerning how he might use the virgin sister to achieve conquest of the widowed one. If Caroline thought him intent on bedding Annabelle, she underrated his deviousness. His bedding of Annabelle was only a threat at the moment. If Caroline herself would yield, then Annabelle could go her way still virginal. However, there was the play and the teasing promise of seduction that would, inevitably perhaps, so arouse the sweet innocent that she would recklessly declare to her sister her intent to become his light of love.

Cumberland smiled. A master of the calculated approach to all objectives, he knew Miss Annabelle Howard was unlikely to go home and protest that he had laid unwanted hands on her bosom. Indeed, she stood there in blushing acceptance of his survey, making no attempt to veil herself. Annabelle, further crimsoning under his regard, might have swooned or fled or cried out as his hands reached. But she was too giddy to fly, too enamoured to cry out, and too excited to swoon. Faintly and throatily, she begged his mercy, then experienced burning and palpitations as, in his mercy, he began to caress her breasts as lightly and gently as he had been caressing the keys of the harpsichord. It brought the most alarming, yet the most exquisite sensations to her bosom, and it brought shaking weakness to her limbs. She experienced a wild willingness to be all things to him.

But Cumberland had no intention of ravishing her, and certainly not in Lady Mornington’s music room. He merely wished so to condition her for what might be that her emotional state would arouse unbearable alarm in her sister. It was natural and inevitable for him to be in devious seduction of her pretty breasts, for they had been pouting invitingly at him for many weeks.

He seated himself on a chair. He drew the blushing, unresisting Annabelle on to his lap, and there she burned and palpitated and begged him to desist, although her mouth responded to his and her sweetly used breasts swelled and stiffened. His touch was subtly sweet indeed, gentling the virgin bosom, and she had neither the sophistication to discountenance him nor the will to deny him. Unlearned in the arts of physical intimacy, she did not know whether her bosom was being seduced or truly loved. She only knew that there was such excitement and pleasure that innocence and ignorance were irrelevant. She drew warm breath, she expelled warm sighs, and burned again to see how shamelessly naked her breasts were.

She felt perplexed and confused only when Cumberland, satisfied that she could be taken at a time of his own choosing, eventually restored her bosom to its covering. He did so with such finality that she suspected, in dismay, he had found them wanting.

‘Oh, sir, did you not like them?’ she breathed.

He laughed, his sound eye mocking. ‘Faith, my cuddle-some beauty, d’ye think they lack sweet prettiness? On my heart, no. Ye’ve a fine pair, by God ye have, and I’ll swear they showed the soft blush of the undiscovered.’

‘Your Highness, you surely are the first man to put them in such confusion,’ sighed Annabelle.

His dark brows arched, and his expression was plainly wicked. ‘Is their confusion a reproach to me?’ he murmured. ‘Ye’ll not ask me to be in contrition, for you own a bosom worthy of tender unveiling and loving caresses.’

‘But to do so, sir,’ breathed Annabelle, escaping from his lap and standing to reproach him as she felt she should, ‘to uncover them and render them so very confused, oh, it was a boldness I did not expect. Also, I vow, it was unfair, for how might I in my weakness defend myself against your royal high and mightiness, and your manly strength?’

‘Damn me, did I use strength?’ Cumberland’s smile was amused. ‘I thought I gave you only gentleness, and I swear I left no bruises on your pretty pair.’

‘Oh, sir, I declare this conversation too immodest,’ she protested, ‘and cannot continue with same, only entreat you to remember that my parents cherish me. Accordingly, I would prefer noble intentions to further gentleness of that kind.’

‘Noble intentions?’ The dark eye mocked her again. ‘Ye gods, what have we here, a blushing rose with a pricking thorn?’ He came to his feet, but before he could mesmerize anew, Annabelle found strength enough and sense enough to fly.

And she did not, after all, as Cumberland thought she might, reveal to her sister, by way of agitated emotions, that she was closer than ever to yielding to him.

But she did not have to. Caroline knew that her susceptible sister was a mere step from his bed. She knew because she recognized an infatuation that more than matched that







NURSE ANNA’S WAR
Mary Jane Staples

Brussels, 1915

It is a frosty April evening in occupied Belgium when a beautiful young woman finds herself on the run from the enemy. Also being pursued is Ned Scott, a British army major who has been badly injured. The pair find themselves at a hospital run by the famous Edith Cavell, who agrees to treat the major while offering them both refuge and a false identity – she names the young girl Anna.

However, it seems no one is safe, and as details of Anna’s true identity emerge, the enemy’s net tightens. Meanwhile, the major is torn between his desire to stand by brave Edith and the knowledge that he must escape.

Closely watched wherever they go, is there anyone these three people can trust? And will love have the power to overcome the horrors of war?

LOVE FOR A SOLDIER
Mary Jane Staples

France, 1918

Sophia, the rebellious daughter of a distinguished German general, is on her way to the town of Douai to elope with the man of her dreams – a young army officer – against her parents’ wishes. On her way, she witnesses a dramatic battle in the skies that leaves an English pilot without a plane and under the misapprehension that Sophia is on his side.

She has no choice but to agree to assist him in his attempt to avoid capture, and he joins her in the family car she has stolen, trailed both by the German Army and a staff officer under strict instructions from Sophia’s father to bring her home.

With their pursuers hot on their heels, how will Sophia explain her behaviour, protecting a man she is supposed to hate? And after sharing so many adventures, will she be able to turn the flying officer in when the time comes?
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