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For my wise, witty, savvy father.
You were my very first hero, Dad,
and you still could give
lessons in “hero.”
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Prologue

Some said Lady Fia Merrick was born bad, others that she’d only been raised to it. Whatever the case, it was generally agreed that she could not end up being anything but bad.

After all, her notorious father, Ronald Merrick, Earl of Carr, had killed her mother, his wife. Not that the little girl had any notion of this. She only knew that one day she had a doting mother and two brothers and then she did not.

No one came to explain. For the next several days her nurse arrived in a distracted, frightened, and silent state and then, one morning, after a tearful and furtive kiss she, too, disappeared.

Oh, people came. Meals appeared, someone aided Fia with dressing and undressing, and a long series of interchangeable faces arrived daily to mind her. This task usually fell to a maid-of-all-work no more than a decade older than Fia. The exhausted, frightened girls would set her down in whatever corner of the castle they were working and hiss at her not to move or speak while they went about their chores.

So Fia, by nature reticent, became more so. She cautiously followed, and silently watched, becoming a black-haired little shadow following in the footsteps of her servants. When she was noticed at all, it was with surprise and alarm and suspicion. As she was daughter of the Demon Earl, the servants considered Fia’s silence unnatural, never realizing that they themselves had inspired it with their unspoken threats to abandon her should she ever make herself a bother. Because it was Fia’s greatest fear that someday she would wake and find herself utterly alone. The wretched staff was too frightened of her father—and later of her—to adopt her into their circle, the other guests at the castle had no interest in the small doll-like creature, and her brothers were not allowed to see her.

Where other children learned their letters and numbers and were indoctrinated into the ways of their class by instructors, siblings, parents, and friends, Fia was uniquely alone. She knew nothing except that which she gleaned through observation. By six years of age Fia had learned to take her education where she found it. Instead of a classroom with books and paper and ink, her school was the castle-cum-gaming-hell known as Wanton’s Blush.

There had been a time when Wanton’s Blush was a proud and unassailable island fortress belonging to an equally proud and unassailable line of Scots, the McClairens. For three hundred years the castle had stood as Maiden’s Blush.

Then, one year in the early reign of George II, Ronald Merrick was chased out of England by a pack of creditors and found himself at Maiden’s Blush, the guest of Ian McClairen, a man as honest and open-hearted as Merrick was devious and selfish.

Now, Ronald Merrick may not have had money, but he did have charm aplenty and he used it to hide his true nature from his hosts. Gloriously handsome and urbane, he easily won over the score of Scottish ladies then living at the castle, the most important being Janet McClairen, Ian’s favored young cousin.

Seeing a plum ripe for his plucking, Ronald married the girl. For years after, he lived off the genial munificence of his Scottish hosts, feeding on their hospitality, gaining their confidence, and learning, to their everlasting regret, of their secret Jacobite loyalty.

After the Jacobites were routed at Culloden, Ronald testified against his wife’s family, achieving two goals in doing so: the first being the executions of the McClairen men; the second being Maiden’s Blush and the island on which it stood, a gift of a grateful monarch.

For years Janet refused to believe what she knew in her heart, that her husband had betrayed her people and that their blood had paid the price of turning Maiden’s Blush into a sumptuous, decadent palace, rechristened Wanton’s Blush.

When Janet could no longer hide the truth from herself she confronted Carr. And he, with no more guilt than he’d felt upon betraying the McClairens, pitched her from the island’s cliffs, claiming her death a terrible “accident.”

In truth, murder came so easily to Carr, and the rewards from it were so substantial, that twice more he wed and killed wealthy heiresses. At which point his once-grateful sovereign heard of Carr’s new habit and forthwith unofficially banished Carr to Scotland on penalty of death should he ever return to London and flaunt his ill-gotten gains.

For the first time Carr knew desolation. London had been the motive for his murders, his triumphant return to London the single goal to which he’d aspired.

But desolation shriveled and became the black seed of a tenacious resolve. He would return to London in splendor and power. He turned Wanton’s Blush into a gaming hell and made a career of collecting debts both monetary and otherwise, blackmailing, pressuring, and slowly accumulating enough wealth and power so that no one dared gainsay him his objective. The people he collected at Wanton’s Blush were the powerful, the wealthy, and the decadent.

And thus these were Fia’s tutors.

Indeed, she would have reached adulthood without even the most rudimentary academic skills had not, in the beginning of her seventh year, a disfigured, hunched Scotswoman with a black veil draped over half her face presented herself at the kitchen door. She came seeking employment, asking only for room and board in return for caring for Carr’s three children. Thus for the first time in two years Carr was reminded of his children’s existence.

Carr’s aversion to ugliness warred briefly with his greed, and greed—as was ever the case with Carr—won. The woman, Gunna, was hired. To Ash and Raine, well on their way to becoming the hell-spawned reprobates the locals deemed them, the old woman was a curiosity to be tolerated, ignored, and finally reluctantly respected. But to Fia, the ugly old woman was a revelation.

Gunna not only taught Fia the rudiments of reading and writing, but all her vast knowledge of Scottish lore and folk wisdom. But most important, Gunna, unfailingly honest in her acceptance of her own deformity and her own weaknesses as well as strengths, taught Fia to be honest with herself, to never turn from a truth, no matter how painful.

Gunna’s broken appearance had separated her from her fellow man just as Fia’s exalted status and otherworldly calm had set her apart. Perhaps ’twas the natural affinity of opposites, perhaps some sense of unspoken kinship, but the girl and the twisted old woman forged a deep, abiding bond.

Unfortunately the same providence that had supplied Fia with a caring counselor also drew her father’s attention to her.

For in being reminded of his daughter, Carr noted how pretty she was. If she kept the promise of her childish beauty, one day she would be a prize. It would be a waste not to spend the necessary time cultivating her, ensuring she was a willing accomplice in the future Carr envisioned for her—that future being in London, wed to power. He could not browbeat, belittle, or deride her as he did her brothers, for they were simply cubs to be driven from the pride, his pride, but she … Instead, Carr set about wooing his child.

Fia never stood a chance.

Wise though she was, she’d never learned to withstand loneliness. Gunna was a teacher and counselor and custodian. Carr offered something Fia had never known, a flattering companion.

He began to ask for Fia, to command her presence after dinner, to display her on his arm at milder entertainments—always careful to remind her that her manner and her purity must remain unimpeachable. And Fia, for so long ignored and overlooked, drank up his attention like parched earth drinks the rain.

Carr became Fia’s confidant, her adviser, and her witty guide in the ways of the ton. And she became his familiar, eagerly accepting whatever he said as truth, his opinions as gospel. And all the while, he molded and shaped her to become his creation.

His whispers taught her whom to emulate and whom to despise. She learned her famous smile from an ancient French courtesan, her graceful, liquid walk from a Russian ballerina, the art of banter from a Hungarian princess. But when she was not following her father’s amused suggestions, practicing the wiles he insisted she would someday need, mastering the arts of seduction, she retreated behind a smooth, watchful mask, and that, her stillness and unassailable self-containment, was uniquely and specifically her own.

On one hand, her sense of self was bloated by her father’s constant flattery. On the other hand, the hard core of watchfulness and honesty central to her character whispered skeptically. In the end she saw far more than Carr wanted her to see.

One day a young man named Thomas Donne came to Wanton’s Blush. He was purportedly a Scotsman cast off by his clan for his cowardly refusal to fight for Bonny Prince Charlie. He did not look cowardly to Fia. He looked magnificent.

It was not only that he was tall and dark-haired with gray eyes and a suave manner—handsome, urbane young men were endemic to Wanton’s Blush. No, it was his character that set him apart. He was as different from the other guests as Carr insisted that he and Fia were.

Oh, he gamed and drank and lounged and trifled with various women, but Fia had the distinct impression that none of it meant anything to Thomas Donne, that it was simply a way to pass time until … Until what?

His eyes were as watchful as Fia’s own and his hands as still. His manner was courtly; his bearing was impeccable. But most important, he treated the fifteen-year-old Fia with consideration. When he gazed at her, he was not gauging the depth of her décolletage or counting the gems adorning her person, he was looking at her. And he spoke to her. Simple conversations without innuendo. He asked her questions about what she liked, what she did not, whom she’d read, what she thought.

Fia fell in love. From a font of self-containment she became a nervous, adolescent girl. Not that anyone at the castle—most especially Thomas Donne—noticed. To them she appeared as cool and serene as ever.

Love made Fia vulnerable and miserable. When Donne next came to Wanton’s Blush she noted his attentions to a young woman named Rhiannon Russell whom her brother Ash had brought to the castle. She was consumed by jealousy. So much so, that when Donne escorted Rhiannon into the garden on a cold, blustery day, she followed.

She crouched, trembling with self-loathing, on the far side of the stone wall, preparing to hear him make love to the woman. Instead she heard words that would change her life.

“This isn’t simply a nasty family,” Thomas said. “It’s evil. Carr killed his first wife and then killed the next two. No one says it, especially those dependent on him for their gambling. Who would dare? But in London everyone knows, accepts it as fact—including the king.”

The wind took the next words.

“—what your guardian is, Miss Russell! He left his sons to rot in God knows what form of hell rather than spend any of his precious money to ransom them.”

More lost words, but by that time Fia could not tell if ’twas the rushing in her ears or that of the wind that shred them.

“His brother raped a nun! He is as bad as his sire. They all are. Fia is nothing more than Carr’s whore, groomed to fetch the largest marriage settlement possible!”

She’d staggered to her feet and fled to the castle, her mind whirling, intent on one thing. Finding proof. Though she did not need it. All of her suspicions had finally found a voice. His voice.

In Carr’s library, hidden in the mantel cache she’d seen her father opening, she found a thick packet of material. She did not find proof Carr had murdered her mother but she found other things, horrible things, more than enough to substantiate Thomas Donne’s claim that the Merricks were a cursed family.

She forced herself to face the truth. She was the daughter of an evil man. Evil blood ran in her veins. Carr had cosseted, pampered, and groomed her to be sold to the highest bidder. And he’d made her complicit in his plan.

Overnight Fia changed. A weaker girl might have continued on in the role fate and blood had chosen for her. But Fia was not weak. The hard core of her hardened further. When Donne left a few days later after betraying her brother Ash and nearly costing him Rhiannon Russell’s love, Fia noted it with newly born cynicism but no surprise.

She set about making her own plans, keeping her own counsel. She did not create an open breach with Carr but subtly challenged and derided him when she could. Perhaps deep within she’d hoped to see some evidence that her perfidy hurt Carr. It didn’t. It only amused him. He’d used her from the beginning.

She vowed she would be used no more. Not by Carr. Not by anyone.

She’d intended to wait longer to realize her plans but when her brother Raine secretly returned to Wanton’s Blush set upon an ill-fated course, she found she could not stand by and watch his destruction. Unbeknownst to Carr, she accepted a couple’s precipitous invitation to journey with them and be their guest in London.

It was a desperate move. Carr would pursue her, if not himself then through any of a hundred agents, and drag her back. Once more, providence interceded. While Fia fled, Wanton’s Blush burned and Carr, trapped inside retrieving his blackmail material, was seriously injured.

By the time he’d recovered, Fia had already accomplished her goal. Having taken society by storm, she’d culled from her herd of suitors a wealthy Scot, a lowland widower decades her elder, Gregory MacFarlane, and eloped with him to Scotland. MacFarlane was a bluff, unimaginative man who in wedding an English earl’s daughter had achieved his lifelong ambition to gain entry to the upper echelons of English society.

Fia’s intention in wedding him was just as cold and clear and simple. She needed only to wait until her husband died, at which time she, as his widow—as his Scottish widow—would inherit his estate. Finally she would be independent. And in the meantime, she was out from under Carr’s thumb.

Things might have gone according to Fia’s plan from there out except for one simple matter. Upon arriving at MacFarlane’s home in the lowlands Fia discovered that Gregory had neglected to tell her that he had two children.

And thus, two heirs.

Once more life had handed Fia a two-edged sword.

If Gunna’s arrival in her life had been a revelation, MacFarlane’s children were an epiphany. Each day something new, something astounding, confronted Fia. A few days after their arrival she discovered something that so confounded her that she could not help but question Gregory about it at breakfast.

“The tutor is teaching the girl Latin,” Fia told him.

“Oh? Oh, yes,” Gregory responded absently, chipping away at his hard-boiled egg. “He said the chit had a knack for languages.”

“You mean you knew about it?” The notion that anyone would pay someone to instruct a girl dumbfounded her.

“Oh, yes. Rather resourceful of me, getting the education of both me brats for the price of one, eh?” Gregory continued eating as though he’d said nothing untoward, which only gave credence to Fia’s growing suspicion that she had no real concept of what the world, the world outside Wanton’s Blush, considered … normal.

“You mean Cora is being educated in the same disciplines as her brother?”

“Yes. Let’s see … history, geography, and mathematics. I believe the fellow wants to throw in a smattering of philosophy, too.” Gregory popped a bit of biscuit in his mouth.

“I see,” she murmured. But she didn’t. “Why?”

“Why?” Gregory paused in spreading soft cheese on his bread. “Because. Because that’s what one does. One educates one’s children. Just as your father had you educated and my father had me educated. I can’t see that it did either of us any lasting harm and it keeps them occupied, but if you rather they didn’t—”

“No! No, of course you are right,” she said.

An idea occurred to her. She pondered it a moment. Then, in a voice that shook with fear that her plot might be discovered and she herself exposed as the half-bred monster posing at humanity that she was, she said, “I suppose that it is my duty as their … their stepmother to sit in on their lessons and make sure they are … they are properly attending them?”

“If you wish,” Gregory responded calmly. “Do try the creamed haddock, m’dear. It’s delicious.”

He studied her as he chewed, a frown slowly forming on his face. “Tell me, Lady Fia, do you have a particular modiste you utilize? Because upon our return to London I insist you contact her about creating a new wardrobe for you.” He dabbed at the bits of creamed haddock sticking to his lower lip, beaming munificently.

She blinked at him uneasily. She considered the gowns she now owned far and away sufficient for what her life would be from here on in. “Thank you, sir, but I have no need of more gowns. I’ve a surfeit of gowns, as you will see, for Gunna should soon be arriving with them.”

“Who’s Gunna?” Cora asked.

Fia turned to stare at MacFarlane’s youngest child.

“Your nurse is coming to live here?” Kay’s voice chimed in, drawing Fia’s bemused glance. Kay was Gregory’s nine-year-old son—and heir.

Children. At the dining table. Speaking without first being addressed. None of the few books she’d read made much mention of children, and certainly none of them described a child taking its meal with its parent. Why, even as Carr’s doted-upon daughter, she’d never actually sat down at table with him and his guests.

“Why would you need a nurse?” Kay continued.

“I don’t.”

“Well,” Kay said, “I hope, then, that she’s coming for Cora, because I am too old to have a nurse.”

Fia frowned. “No. She won’t be nurse to either of you.”

“Then why is she coming?” Kay demanded.

“To help me,” Fia said, befuddled at finding herself answering the demanding inquiries of a nine-year-old boy. “Gunna arranges things and sees to things—”

“Ah!” Gregory exhaled. “She’s here to replace Mrs. Osborne as housekeeper! Good. There now, Kay. You have your answer. Please don’t speak anymore. At all.”

“Would you play a game with me after breakfast, Mama?” Cora suddenly asked with suspicious ingenuousness.

Fia set down her fork and looked desperately at Gregory. “The girl called me ‘mama’ again!” she whispered urgently. “Why does she do that? I have asked her at least half a dozen times not to call me that, yet she continues to do so!”

Gregory shrugged. “She’s teasing you.”

Fia went utterly still. Her mouth parted, closed, and parted again. “Teasing me?”

No one had ever teased Fia. No one had come closer than offering a rude double entendre. This was different. The feelings flooding her were indescribable. She sat back in her seat.

No, things had not gone according to plan, but perhaps she could adapt.


Chapter 1


BRAMBLE HOUSE

THE SCOTTISH LOWLANDS

AUTUMN, 1765



Your father is here,” Gunna whispered. She stood in the doorway, looking over her shoulder as if she expected Satan to be behind her. Nothing scared Gunna. At least, Kay MacFarlane thought interestedly, nothing until now.

And Fia, who usually seemed as composed as one of his tutor’s mathematical theorems, flinched. “My father?”

“Aye.” Gunna bit on the tattered scrap of her lower lip. “I could say yer gone.”

Fia’s black skirts rustled as she stood up. “No. I’m only surprised he’s waited this long. The lawyers were here four months ago. Kay and Cora, please stay here with Gunna.”

She disappeared into the interior of the house. Gunna hesitated, fixing both children with a stern glare. Cora hastily closed her open mouth and went back to her needlework.

“You two’d best wait here if ye want to go to bed with blameless bums tonight,” Gunna warned, and hastened after Fia.

“The kitchen,” Cora said, popping to her feet.

“Don’t be such a child, Cora,” Kay chided her. “You can’t mean to eavesdrop. It’s so juvenile. Besides, ’tis nearly dinner. There’ll be so many pots and pans banging around we won’t be able to hear anything anyway.”

Cora gave him a sour look and disappeared. Kay waited a few minutes and then rose. It wouldn’t be right to set Cora a bad example, but he would be a poor excuse for a stepson if he didn’t bother to find out what had upset Fia enough to make her flinch.

He headed down the hall for the servants’ staircase, on his way nabbing a glass goblet from the sideboard in the dining room. The chance reminder of their father caused him a moment of melancholy.

Father had died five months ago. Dead of one too many treacle puddings, or so they said, and was it a wonder? Last time Father had been to Bramble House he’d looked like a prize bull but without any of the bullish parts and naught left but fat and bluster.

The thought saddened Kay, for he remembered Father as stout and solid a man as Bramble House was a manor. He pushed his sadness away. Something important was happening. Though in all the years she’d lived here Fia had never spoken about Lord Carr, Father had more than made up for that oversight.

On his rare visits home he’d been full of tales of his bosom companion, Ronald Merrick, Lord Carr. Fia hadn’t liked that much. Her skin would tauten up and her eyes would grow flat with every mention of Lord Carr’s name. Not that Father had noticed—but then, he hadn’t been a very “noticing” sort.

Upstairs, Kay dropped to his knees and upended the goblet on the bare floorboards. It took him a few tries, but finally he found the best vantage for listening. Fia’s voice, low and throaty as a spring warbler’s, vibrated through the glass.

“—surprised you didn’t have him done away with at once.”

“And play right into your hand, m’dear? I should hope I have more restraint than that. Why, if I had, you’d have inherited a rich estate. You’d have been completely independent. Oh yes, Fia. I knew your plan from the moment I heard you’d ‘eloped.’ ”

“You’re forgetting his children.” Fia’s voice was a bit breathless. “His heirs.”

The man laughed. “You know as well as I that had MacFarlane died when you’d first wed you would have had the management of his estate until the boy came of age. Still, from what I hear you didn’t know about them, did you?

“How that must have pricked! I truly do wish I’d been a fly on the wall at that particular meeting.”

There was a pause and Kay heard footsteps, measured and heavy. Lord Carr. When next he spoke it was directly beneath him but in a voice so low Kay only caught phrases.

“—enough faith in your imagination—”

“—sure you’d married with a plan already—”

“—dispose of the little—”

Then Fia’s voice, cold and flavorless as ice. “Why did you come? You’d already sent your lawyers.”

“I know the lawyers already told you,” Carr purred, “but I could not deny myself the pleasure of repeating it to your face.”

Fia’s response was mostly lost but ended in the words “—how much?”

“Why, everything, my dear. Everything.”

There was a long pause, then Fia murmured something indistinguishable.

“I should think you would be happy I did,” Carr responded. “MacFarlane was certainly delighted to have me vouch for him. And carry him. And accept his notes. And his collateral. I believe,” a pause, “I believe he saw it as evidence of our friendship.”

“You befriended him for one reason.” Fia’s voice was clear this time. “To avenge yourself on me.”

“You are wrong. Well, mostly wrong. Oh, Fia, we are so alike, you and I. I wouldn’t expend my energy on simple vengeance for anyone but you, dear daughter. Is that not proof of my paternal regard?”

Fia did not reply. The silence beneath Kay swelled, bloated on the black stew of emotions he sensed in the room below. He did not fully understand what was being said, but instinctively recognized it as vile. He’d begun to rise to his feet when he heard Fia again.

“What exactly do you want?”

“Nothing much. Simply for you to fulfill that role I assigned you on your birth, that role that you should have fulfilled five years ago but which you circumvented by running off with your Scottish groom. The role you were bred to perform.”

Something fell on the floor below.

“What’s this? Emotions, Fia? Oh, my dear, you have grown soft here in your little country estate. It’s quite quaint, isn’t it? All greeny and flattish. Not to my taste, but I see you’ve grown fond of it. And you can keep it, too. If you follow my wishes.”

She said something. Her words were muffled.

“Well,” Carr replied, “first off, you must come with me to London.”


Chapter 2

The aria came to an end. The stout Italian bowed in acknowledgment of the applause and the impresario joined him to announce an intermission. Immediately a din of conversation filled the air as gentlemen and ladies jostled their way toward the lobby.

Captain Thomas Donne remained where he sat. Beside him his companions, Edward “Robbie” Robinson and Francis Johnston, lounged indolently while young Pip Leighton stood up and looked around eagerly.

Thomas had met Pip and his sister, Sarah, at an assembly to which his friend and shipping partner, James Barton, had brought him. Normally Thomas would have eschewed such affairs, but as his ship would take weeks to repair, he owned free time to spare. For a few days thereafter he had enjoyed Miss Leighton’s company, until it became apparent that she sought more than a casual friendship.

He could never offer his name to any English lady. Not because he did not want to—indeed, he wanted very much to have the sort of relationship James had enjoyed with his sweet Amelia before the influenza had taken her last year. No, he could not give his name because he no longer had one to give.

He was a convicted felon, deported as a Jacobite traitor and returned here under a false name. No one knew his true identity was Thomas Fitzgerald McClairen. Not even James Barton.

It had grieved Thomas to hurt Sarah, but at least he still held the good opinion of her brother, Pip. He was glad. He liked the young man.

“Her Christian name means ‘dark promise,’ ” Pip suddenly crooned.

He smiled at the boy’s impassioned tone. Apparently Pip had a new infatuation, some woman named Mac Farlane. The smile softened the hard lines of Thomas’s dark, lean countenance and burnished the adamantine gray of his eyes to a warmer hue. If his stillborn brother had lived, he might have been much like Pip, not only in age but in coloring, having a shade of hair similar to Thomas’s own mahogany.

If things had been different. If war and strife and Ronald Merrick, Earl of Carr, had not happened.

The thought of Carr frosted Thomas’s smile.

“I’ll be damned. There’s the Black Diamond now,” Francis Johnston breathed. “And as severe a beauty I never hope to see again.”

“Is she here? Where?” Pip’s head swung around.

“Up there, lad,” Robbie remarked. “Watching from Compton’s box. Or rather, being watched.”

“Oh!” Johnston chuckled. “Imagine the consternation amongst the other fair ladies. They don’t stand a chance by way of comparison.”

“The Black Diamond?” Thomas asked, without looking about. Society was filled with high-class courtesans with interesting sobriquets. Unfortunately that was usually the most interesting thing about them.

“ ’Tis a name one of the club lads conferred upon her. ’Tis said she’s as rare and hard and black-hearted a beauty as that fabled gem,” Johnston said.

“She’s absolutely riveting. But why is she so riveting?” Robinson mused. “She doesn’t utilize any of the usual tricks. No fans, no sidelong glances or teasing pouts … I’ll be damned if I can see how she does it.”

“And never will, Robinson,” a wit behind them drawled. “See how she does it, that is. Not even if your older brothers were all to up and die. No mere viscount for that lady. You’d need a coronet at least to discover just how she does it.”

The double entendre gave rise to rough, if embarrassed, laughter and cool disdain. Except from Pip. The lad’s downy cheeks burned brilliant red.

“Lord Tunbridge!” he exclaimed, glaring behind them. “I demand an apology on behalf of the lady.”

Dear God, Thomas closed his eyes in exasperation, spare me indignant youth. Of all the men the boy could have chosen to take issue with over some light-skirt, Pip had to pick a renowned swordsman. True, Tunbridge’s skill might have been hampered as a result of having his hand—and the card he’d been trying to palm—impaled against a tavern table some years back. Had not Tunbridge fenced with either hand.

Tunbridge laughed. “Tell me, gentlemen, am I mistaken or has this pup just challenged me?”

Calmly, Thomas turned around. The years had not been good to Tunbridge. Once thin, he was now near skeletal, the cheekbones jutting painfully in his face, his eyes sunken into sulfur-colored flesh.

“Ah,” Thomas said, smiling lazily. “If it isn’t Tunbridge, by Jove. Tunbridge, do beg pardon of the lad so we might enjoy more songs. ’Tis too early in the eve to contemplate a duel.” Neither his drawl nor his insouciance was as smooth as they’d once been but Tunbridge did not seem to notice.

“I’d take it as a personal favor,” Thomas added.

A flicker of startled recognition awoke in Tunbridge’s sunken eyes. When Thomas had first returned to England seven years ago, he’d fashioned himself the persona of a dissolute, expatriate Scot. Tunbridge had been a central figure amongst the gaming hells, pleasure houses, and taverns he’d frequented.

Thomas’s goals then had been to first befriend and then destroy Carr’s son Ash, on his way to doing the same to Carr. He’d nearly achieved his goal—and found that the role of Judas had damaged him more than Ash. Soon after Thomas had left England.

“Who’s this? Donne, isn’t it?” Tunbridge’s eyes narrowed. “Chased out of the Highlands when you refused to fight for your Bonny Prince, wasn’t it?”

Thomas continued to smile. He’d put the story out himself, as part of his masquerade.

“I will have my apology, Lord Tunbridge!” Pip declared in mounting indignation.

Drat the boy. Tunbridge would have forgotten him if he’d remained mum.

“Eh?” Tunbridge half turned his head, his eyes flickering uncomfortably over Thomas’s gently smiling face and hard, toned body. “What? An apology? But of course. Sorry. No offense meant …”

Pip scowled. “Well, I most assuredly took—”

“None was taken,” Thomas interjected. He gripped Pip’s arm in an iron clasp that belied the casual gesture. “I daresay we all mumble things we regret. Don’t we, Robbie?”

Robbie’s compressed mouth relaxed. “Quite right. Men are always making asses of themselves over women who won’t spare them a glance.”

The barb missed its mark, however, for Tunbridge had backed away from the group, eager to be off. Probably scuttling off to inform Carr of something or other. Tunbridge had ever been Carr’s creature.

Pip tried to pull away and follow but Thomas refused to release him and the other gentlemen, unwilling to allow the boy to throw his life away so effortlessly, immediately interposed themselves between Pip and the departing Tunbridge.

“ ’Sblood,” Robbie said, clapping Pip on the back, “if I were to account for every thoughtless remark I’d made, I’d be filling ledger books for months!”

Johnston had an even better notion of how to distract the ruffled youngster. “Will you look at that? More lads have entered Compton’s box. Begad! They’d best watch out lest the damned thing break free of the wall and crash down on the cits!”

Thomas followed Johnston’s amazed gaze. His eyes narrowed on the gilt box. “Hand me your binoculars, Robbie,” he murmured, scowling.

He took the ivory set and raised them to his eyes. As though guided by fate, he found himself looking directly into her eyes.

Fia Merrick’s eyes.

He could not be mistaken. She’d flitted like a beauteous wraith at the edges of his imagination for years, a phenomenon he’d never allowed himself to examine too closely. But now … His breath caught in his throat.

She was, had always been, the most ravishing creature he’d ever seen. She was even more ravishing now.

The passage of six years had only refined her luminous, otherworldly beauty. High, exotic cheekbones, pure expanse of smooth forehead, the jut and delicate angularity of her jaw, time had only sculpted them more resolutely.

The creamy white skin clung with more conviction to the bones beneath. Her eyes, always crystalline, looked bluer and harder than gemstones. Her mouth was both fuller and softer. Against all of fashion’s dictates she wore her unpowdered hair down and loose, black cascading ringlets of it, its darkness devoured by the black, daringly low-cut bodice.

“Fia,” Thomas murmured.

“You know her?”

“Fia Merrick?” Thomas lowered the binoculars. Pip didn’t stand a chance if the likes of her had beguiled him. “Aye.”

“Not Merrick any longer, old son,” Johnston said. “ ’Tis MacFarlane.”

So she’d wed. Not surprising. Carr had been grooming her since infancy to adorn some power broker’s arm. Though the name MacFarlane was not familiar.

“Which one is her husband?” Thomas could not think why he asked the question—except he wanted to know what the man looked like who could afford Fia Merrick.

“None of them,” Robbie answered. “Ah! I forget you’ve been gone a year. You see, Lady Fia ain’t got a husband. That is to say she had one, but she’s hasn’t anymore. He died.… Seems to me ’twas over a year ago. But then, if it had been that long, she’d have abandoned mourning, wouldn’t she?”

“Why should she?” Johnston asked softly, eyes on Fia. “When she wears black better than night itself?”

Robbie chuckled. “Did you hear that, Donne? Lord spare us if Johnston ain’t come all over poetical!”

But Thomas was not attending. Carr had had a nasty habit of losing spouses. Did Fia too? “Her husband is dead, you say?”

“Yes,” Robbie answered, his smile fading. “Didn’t know him meself. Older fellow. Stolid Scottish merchant. Caused quite a stir when Lady Fia ran off with him.”

“She eloped with him?” It made little sense. Why would Fia have eloped with a Scottish nobody?

“A short month after her arrival,” Johnston said, “and I know for a fact that she’d received three offers before MacFarlane took off with her.”

“He was a wealthy man?” Thomas asked sardonically.

“Exceptionally wealthy.”

Pip swung about. He’d apparently been listening after all. “There is only one reason a lady of Lady Fia’s quality would elope. Obviously she was in love.”

“Obviously.” Johnston’s head bobbed in innocent agreement.

“Without a doubt,” Robbie concurred.

Pip nodded gruffly and went back to studying Fia.

“How did Carr take the news of his daughter’s elopement?” Thomas asked.

“Carr?” Robbie’s nostrils flared delicately, as though scenting tainted meat. “Can’t recall. Though later MacFarlane and he became boon companions. The two were inseparable.”

“Lady Fia must have been relieved there was such accord between her father and her husband,” Thomas said.

“One couldn’t say,” Johnston said. “Lady Fia never came to town. Quite withdrew from society once she’d wed. Spent five years marooned at MacFarlane’s country house. Lord, she must have hated it for—” Johnston leaned forward, glanced circumspectly at Pip’s back, and whispered, “—to be perfectly blunt, she came back into society months before her mourning period was officially over.”

“Who can blame her?” Pip cast about angrily.

Johnston sighed, looking upward as though to ask heaven how the lad’s hearing could be so keen.

“A beautiful young woman like that?” Pip continued. “Kept in some heathenish backwoods when she should be celebrated, admired, and revered? Why, ’twas abominable of MacFarlane to keep her there!”

“Precisely!” Robbie agreed.

“My thoughts exactly,” Johnston nodded vigorously.

Thomas did not want to ask but the suspicion forming in his mind would not let him remain silent. “Was she able to comfort MacFarlane in his final hours?”

“That’s the tragedy of it!” Pip flung out his hand. “He was in town and she was in the lowlands.”

She hadn’t killed him.

“That’s right,” Johnston agreed. “MacFarlane was here, with that … with Carr. The man ought to be brought up on charges of murder.”

Murder. A knot abruptly tightened in Thomas’s stomach. “Why is that, Johnston?”

Johnston’s eyes flashed. “Carr led him on such a dance through society’s hellholes that MacFarlane’s old carcass finally just gave out. Drinking, gorging, gaming, wenching, up for days on end, week upon week. You could actually see MacFarlane deteriorate. It was vile.”

“Whatever Lady Fia’s father’s infamy, it should not be allowed to reflect on her,” Pip exclaimed. “She is innocent.”

“Quite right,” Robbie said.

But was she? Thomas asked himself. Or was she simply more circumspect than her father? No, his hatred of Carr biased him. ’Twas probably no more than it seemed, an elderly man chasing recklessly after his youth until his heart gave out.

Pip inclined his head with bitter exactitude. “If you gentlemen will forgive me, I must pay my respects to Lady Fia.”

“I’ll go with you,” Johnston said. He swung his arm around the younger man’s shoulders, shepherding him through the crowd and keeping up a bright line of chatter as he went. As they were about to exit to the outer lobby he glanced back and waggled his eyebrows.

Robbie burst out laughing. “Quite a young hothead you’ve taken under your wing there, Donne. He’d best learn to control his temper, though, especially if he’s going to become infatuated with the likes of Lady Fia.”

“Why is that?”

“The woman is a notorious heartbreaker. Half of society won’t let her through their door whilst the other half besieges her with invitations. Gads, Donne, will you please drag yourself off the docks on occasion and pay heed to what’s going on around you?”

“Forgive me,” Thomas said. “Here I thought I had been attending—your cargo, if I remember correctly.”

Robbie grinned. “Well, in that case, I shall make an exception for you and apprise you of the pertinents. The fact of the matter is that in the last month the Black Diamond has been at the center of no less than four duels. Four!” Robbie said.

“Well, now that you tell me that, Robbie, I see your point. I shall tell young Pip to be more discriminating as soon as he returns,” Thomas vowed ironically.

Robbie sighed. “You’re right, of course. When does a young man heed advice when it comes to his … to matters of the heart?” He shook his head. “Do you remember your first infatuation, Donne? I’ll never forget mine. Lyssie Carter.”

Thomas didn’t respond. He couldn’t. He’d been imprisoned when he was thirteen for having taken up arms against Lord Cumberland’s troops when they’d come north to teach the Scots the meaning of the word “reprisal.” His older brother John had been hung, drawn, and quartered for the same crime of treason.

Because of Thomas’s youth he’d been spared, sent first to prison, then to a transport ship, and finally to a cruel bondmaster in the West Indies. There had been no fetes, card parties, no masques or dinner table flirtations for him. The only females he’d known had been those as desperate as he for a few hours of physical release from their wretched lives. But even then Thomas had never confused desperation with love.

The simple fact was, he’d never had a “first” love. He’d never had a “love” at all.

“Your reluctance to name names shames me,” Robbie said, dismissing the topic and looking around. “Ha! Your young friend has managed to shoulder his way to his goddess’s side.” Robbie chortled. “Though it looks more like he’s trying to throw himself prostrate at her feet.”

Thomas raised his opera glasses to his eyes. Fia had engaged Pip’s hand, either taking pity on the lad or, Thomas thought cynically, realizing that the boy’s imminent fall from the box might cast a pall over her party’s spirits.

Her unique smile deepened and her eyes lit up in welcome. Johnston was right. There was nothing overtly seductive in either her attitude or her expression. Indeed, one would swear that she greeted Pip in the same manner as she would a friend.

Thomas’s eyes narrowed. What could she think to get out of her association with Pip?

As Thomas watched, a man’s tanned hand appeared in his binoculars’ view and touched Fia’s shoulder. Thomas raised the glasses.

It was his partner, James Barton.

On the opposite side of the opera house, another pair of opera glasses had long been raised as Ronald Merrick, Earl of Carr, languidly scanned the crowd. Stilted conversation hummed behind him, though it was a travesty to call it conversation; that art had apparently been lost to London society during the long years Carr had been relegated to the Scottish Highlands.

Carr’s gaze continued idly roving the crowd. It was a testament to his superior nature that he’d found worth in his early misfortunes. If he hadn’t gone to Scotland, he wouldn’t have married Janet McClairen, whose fortune had become the basis for his own. He glanced over his shoulder, wondering if Janet’s ghost was here—one never could tell when she would appear; once he’d seen her at Covent Garden picking through cabbages.

“Looking for someone, Lord Carr?” his host, Sir Gerald Swan, asked. Swan was a member of Parliament who’d been elected on the basis of a reputation for personal integrity. Carr, however, had in his possession a document that quite put the lie to that integrity nonsense.

Carr regarded Swan placidly. Carr was no fool. He knew better than to tell anyone about Janet. It might begin a rumor that he’d become a spiritualist. As if he would align himself with such idiocy! Accepting that ghosts existed and believing that they
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