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Chapter 1 

“A PERPLEXING PROBLEM” 
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“BUT, YOU CANNOT MARRY Miss Heathergill, Papa! You cannot!”  

Sir Richard Foxburn, a handsome man of some forty years, with laughing blue eyes and wavy black hair, turned a look of mild amusement on his only daughter, eighteen-year-old Eliza. Her wide blue eyes, a perfect match to his in both color and brilliance, were becoming a deeper shade of azure as she regarded her father with growing horror.

As was their habit since Lady Foxburn had passed on two years ago, Eliza and her father were enjoying a leisurely cup of tea following breakfast as they discussed the coming day’s events with each other.

Sir Richard seemed in especially high spirits this morning. He continued to gaze steadily at his tight-lipped daughter as he sipped from the delicate bone-china cup in his hand. “Tell me, Eliza,” he began, a bemused expression on his face, “why you find the idea of my taking another wife so very monstrous?”

“It is not that I object to your marrying again, Papa; although it is quite soon after . . .” Eliza’s tone faltered as she inhaled a sharp breath. Her long dark lashes fluttered against her silken cheek as she fought to maintain her composure.

She fully expected her father would marry again one day. He was far too handsome and affable to spend the remainder of his days alone. His appealing good looks . . . strong shoulders, trim waist and hips . . . were once more showing to advantage now that he’d ceased wearing black, and begun to step out more frequently.

From beneath her lashes, Eliza cast a guarded glance at the costly maroon coat her father had donned this morning. A snowy white cravat cascaded down his tucked linen shirtfront and . . . her brow furrowed . . . was that another new pair of gray pantaloons he had on? Her lips thinned. Apparently Papa’s interest in this Miss Heathergill was having the added effect of increasing his tailor’s coffers.

Not that she begrudged the expenditure or thought it excessive. Although not terribly wealthy by ton standards, the Foxburns were comfortably well-put. They wanted for nothing and with both a lovely town house . . . albeit situated on the veriest fringe of fashionable Mayfair in London . . . and a pretty new cottage in the country that Papa had only just built for Mama before she passed on, they were considered plump in the pocket. More plump in the pocket than some. Apparently plump enough to tempt a certain Miss Heathergill, Eliza thought irritably.

“Well?” Sir Richard inquired, his blue eyes trained on Eliza. “I realize you’ve not yet met the young lady I’ve been squiring about, but I trust when you do, you will find her above reproach.”

Eliza’s nostrils flared afresh as she worked to keep her emotions in check. Although she could think of any number of reasons why she would not, could not, ever find Miss Heathergill above reproach, she chose to keep her opinions to herself.

But, try as she might, she found she could not remain completely silent on the subject. “You have only just met Miss Heathergill, Papa,” she blurted out. “I think it entirely possible you are acting in haste. As you well know, Mama always said you were . . . well,  reckless,” she concluded a bit haltingly.

It was true. All her life, Eliza had heard her mother scold her father when one or another of his ill-thought-out schemes had gone askew, some of which, when Eliza learned of them, had put her to the blush. Why, the very evening of her come-out ball, Papa had astonished everyone by quitting the party early to nip over to the infamous Cyprian’s ball at the Argyle Rooms!

Eliza had had the devil of a time explaining her father’s sudden exit to her friends! Mama had borne it well, not in silence, but well. The same as she had a vast number of Papa’s outrageous pranks.

Eliza knew her father did not mean to embarrass them. He simply acted without thinking. When Lord Hamilton had asked him that night to attend the Cyprian’s ball, he’d gone on a whim, without taking thought to what his actions would mean to his wife and daughter.

The same as now. Papa had no idea how it would look if he were to actually wed Miss Heathergill! It was bad enough that he had already been seen about Town in the company of the objectionable young lady, but to marry her? Eliza could never countenance that, not ever.

“You know very well why Miss Heathergill would not suit,” she told her father now, her tone quite even given the circumstances.

She watched as her father reached for the silver teapot between them and, with slow deliberation, topped off his cup. Without asking Eliza if she would like more tea, he nestled the silver server back into the coze and dropped a fresh lump of sugar into his own cup.

As he lazily stirred the contents, she noted a slow grin begin to curve his full lips upward. When crinkles appeared at the corners of his bright blue eyes, and they began to twinkle merrily, she could only wonder what was going through his head now?

“Miss Heathergill is every bit as pretty and accomplished as you are, Eliza,” he remarked pleasantly.

She shifted in her chair. Papa’s infectious grin and artful flattery had always had the power to disarm her. As a little girl, she had loved nothing better than to be the object of her handsome papa’s attentions. The sound of his merry laughter echoing throughout the house was uppermost in her childhood memories. Papa was always eager to indulge in childish games with her, getting down on all fours and pretending to be a pony as three or four of her little friends, all giggling merrily, climbed atop his back. Though she was never quite sure what he might do next, Papa’s lively antics kept her highly entertained. Then.

At bedtime, with Mama quietly looking on, it was Papa who read her her favorite stories, his rich baritone rumbling in her ear as he’d attempt to alter his voice and act out the various parts. Eliza suspected he made up a good deal of the stories as he went along, for they often grew more and more amusing with each of the tellings. As her squeals of laughter increased, it was always Mama who’d call a halt to the proceedings, firmly telling her husband that his antics were becoming raucous and that their little child would never fall asleep.

But, in those days, those long-ago days, Eliza did sleep. Safe and secure in the knowledge that with her beautiful mother and handsome, fun-loving papa to love her, life was perfect.

A pang hit her now as she realized afresh that Mama was gone forever. In the last months, Eliza had begun to fear that Papa’s joyful attitude and lighthearted laughter was gone, as well. In her darkest hours, she had missed both her parents. Papa’s once-twinkling blue eyes seemed instead to stare unseeing at the world, as if the spirit that once animated them was also dead and gone.

It was Eliza who’d finally sent for Papa’s sister, Aunt Louisa, to come and look after them. It had been Mama’s habit to see to the Foxburn household, the accounts, and to Papa. When everything landed upon Eliza’s inexperienced shoulders, she didn’t know which way to turn, or how to cope.

Aunt Louisa had stayed with them a twelvemonth, her firm hand and quiet manner assuming all of the household management. She also took it upon herself to instruct Eliza in the fine art of running a home. Eliza’d been pleased to discover it was not the arduous task she’d once feared. Fortunately, the Foxburn staff was small . . . consisting of Briggs the butler, the housekeeper Mrs. Allen, Cook, a handful of upper and lower maids, the requisite number of footmen, and only a few groomsmen and stable hands.

A month ago, confident that Eliza could manage on her own, Aunt Louisa had taken herself back to the country, wishing to be on hand when her own married daughter gave birth and would require help with the newborn.

Because of the upheaval in the Foxburn household, this year’s social season had passed unnoticed by both Eliza and her father. Things were only now beginning to return to normal. Eliza had resumed a light schedule of morning calls, sometimes taking tea with her girlhood friend Jane Anders, and Papa had begun to go out, dining with acquaintances or at his club, on occasion.

And then, a few weeks ago, he met Ivy Heathergill.

“Well, speak up, Eliza.” The baronet’s good-natured tone shattered his daughter’s reverie. “It is plain to see you’ve something else to say on the subject of my marriage. Despite what you think, sweetheart, I shouldn’t wish to marry a woman you do not approve of.”

“Well, I cannot approve of Miss Heathergill!” Eliza sputtered, then bit her lip. Her temper often got the better of her. Mama’d always said her quick tongue would one day be her ruination. It did not surprise her when Papa did not respond to her impertinent outburst.

Trying to calm herself, she became aware of the fresh morning breeze wafting through the open window beside them. She drew in several deep breaths of the fragrant air and a moment later, in a considerably more even tone, said, “What I meant to say, Papa, was that you have only just met Miss Heathergill. Perhaps she is not . . . all that she seems.”

“I suppose that is possible.” Sir Richard nodded solemnly. “But, as reckless as you appear to think me, Eliza, the moment I met your dear mother, God rest her soul, I knew I wished to marry her. I confess the lovely Miss Heathergill has inspired the same sentiment within me.”

“How can you say such a thing, Papa?” Eliza cried, her unruly tongue once again overcoming prudence. “Miss Heathergill can never be on a par with Mama!”

“I do not mean I could ever love Miss Heathergill as I loved your mother, Eliza. No one will ever replace Marguarite in my heart.”

“Then, why, Papa? You and I are . . . we are getting on quite famously now. Why must you marry at all?” she pouted.

Sir Richard’s blue gaze softened as he beheld his only child. “Because I am a man, Eliza. And I must,” he concluded firmly.

Still studying her, Sir Richard took another long, slow sip of tea. “It is time you gave a thought to marrying as well, my girl. You cannot spend the remainder of your days looking after me. You are a delightful young lady, and you will make a fine wife to some lucky chap.” He leaned over to bestow a fatherly pat on his daughter’s white-knuckled hands clasped before her on the table. “Appears to me, the time has come for you to settle on a young man and marry.”

Eliza tilted her chin up stubbornly. “I have no interest in marrying, Papa. And, I am not likely to meet an eligible gentleman anytime soon. As you well know, this year’s season has already drawn to a close.” Being deep in mourning, neither she nor her father had attended any society functions in well over a year.

“But with the war just over,” her father countered, “London is a-swarm with young men returning home from the Continent. Hundreds of dashing young officers are filling drawing rooms all over Town. We are not the only family who did not retire to the country this year. Certainly one or another of your young lady friends has a brother or cousin returning home. I rather expect you will soon be receiving scores of invitations to this ball or that, given in honor of the young hero’s safe return.”

Eliza regarded her father obstinately. Perhaps she would and perhaps she would not. Her own season had ended abruptly with Mama’s death, and if her lack of invitations to society events this past year was any indication, she had already been forgotten by nearly everyone in Town.

Besides, how could she possibly think of marrying now, with Papa teetering on the brink of disaster? Moreover, what young man would have her if Papa did marry the objectionable Miss Heathergill?

As usual, the consequences of doing something so caper-witted as falling in love with someone of Miss Heathergill’s stamp had not entered Papa’s head. It was bad enough that the young lady’s father was . . . Eliza could barely utter the horrid truth . . . in trade; what was far worse, the thing that Eliza objected to most strenuously, was that Miss Heathergill was less than half her father’s age!  At nineteen, the young lady was barely a year older than Eliza herself! It was perfectly obvious the girl was simply after Papa’s fortune and title. Why could he not see that?

Eliza fixed a small smile on her lips as her father rose to his feet and leaned down to drop a parting kiss on her flaming-hot cheek.

“I am off to Tattersall’s this morning, sweetheart. I am determined to find another horse to match the handsome bay I purchased last week.” He continued to grin down at Eliza as he twitched the points of his fashionably embroidered waistcoat into place. “Wouldn’t do to have a mismatched pair pulling my handsome new phaeton, now would it?”

Eliza’s stomach churned. A mismatched pair, indeed! Why could her papa not see that a mismatched pair was precisely what he and Miss Heathergill would be?

Moments after he had exited the room, Eliza heard the swooshing sound of the double French doors in the drawing room, situated adjacent to the breakfast nook, being opened . . . but not closed behind him . . . as Papa made his way to the mews at the rear of the house. With an exasperated breath, Eliza pulled herself to her feet and marched to the adjoining chamber to slam the doors shut herself. Situated this close to the mews, two doors standing wide-open were a positive invite to all manner of flies and vermin lurking ‘round the stable.

Her thoughts still fixed on the troublesome direction her father’s misguided affections were taking him, Eliza mechanically set about her daily chores that morning.

After writing out a lengthy list of items for Mrs. Allen to purchase at the market, she set two of the belowstairs maids to polishing the silver, which unfortunately hadn’t been touched in quite a length. Another pair were sent to take up the carpet in the upstairs corridor and haul it outdoors, where the dust was to be beaten from it. Briggs was given the task, several times that morning, of running Eliza’s cat, Sailor, to ground and carrying the fuzzy creature back outdoors. Sailor loved to curl up smack in the middle of Papa’s bed, which never failed to set him sneezing at night when the covers were thrown back.

Despite his occasional lapses in decorum, Eliza loved her father dearly, which is why she spent the whole of that morning wracking her brain to think up a way to show him how foolish he looked with such an unsuitable and very young, young lady on his arm.

It quite unsettled her when by luncheon she hadn’t managed to think of a single plausible way in which to solve the nagging problem. Something had to be done, but what?
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Chapter 2

“A DINNER PARTY . . . AND THE WAR”
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IT OCCURRED TO ELIZA that perhaps the Foxburns’ extended absence from ton functions might have contributed to the problem at hand. Papa had simply not had occasion lately to meet the right sort of woman.

To reenter society, however, would mean that Eliza, too, would be obliged to leave off the safe cloak of mourning she’d hidden behind the past two years. It would further mean that without Mama’s firm hand to guide her, she’d run the risk of landing in high thicket herself. After all, she couldn’t very well seek Papa’s counsel should she run into difficulty.

Still in a quandary about what she ought to do, Eliza decided to pay a call that afternoon on her dear friend, Jane Anders. Not that Jane would be of much help. She was still consumed by her own grief.

Though only nineteen years of age, the poor girl was already a widow. Her late husband, a gunnery captain in the Royal Navy, had been tragically killed on board ship when the gun he was tending recoiled after firing with such force it slammed him into the opposite wall. The young man fell instantly dead of a broken neck. Though the accident had happened over a twelvemonth ago, Jane had not yet recovered sufficiently from her beloved husband’s death even to set foot beyond her parents’ doorstep. Both Eliza and Jane’s mother, Lady Villiers, were exceedingly worried about the girl.

* * * *
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“HOW LOVELY TO SEE YOU looking so well and fit, Eliza!” Lady Villiers greeted her with a smile as the Villiers’ butler silently showed Eliza into the cozy sitting room where she and her daughter were seated. “Jane and I were just speaking of you, were we not, Jane?”

Eliza turned a warm smile upon the slip of a girl who was curled up on one end of an elegant green-silk sofa. Wearing a pale lavender wisp of a gown, Jane looked so frail and wan that if a gust of were wind to come along Eliza imagined the force of it would toss her about the room like a leaf.

“How are you feeling today, Jane?” Eliza asked gently. She made her way to the sofa and bent to place a soft kiss upon her friend’s ashen cheek.

Jane managed a sad smile. “It is good of you to come, Eliza.”

Eliza slid onto a straight-backed chair near her friend.

“I was just telling Jane that I think it high time the pair of you were once again in circulation,” Lady Villiers admonished them. Wearing a lovely gown of champagne-colored serge, her gray-streaked hair done up in the latest style, the older woman looked the picture of aristocratic perfection. “I fear you girls are not taking sufficient thought for your futures,” she added earnestly. “I cannot think that you are both destined to spend your lives on the shelf!” A long sigh of frustration followed Lady Villiers’s grim pronouncement.

During the silent interval, Eliza cast about for something plausible to say. An anxious gaze flitted from Jane and back again to her mother. “I . . . confess I have given very little thought to marrying, Lady Villiers,” she finally ventured. 

Beside her, Jane’s features remained drawn and impas­sive.

“All the same,” Lady Villiers started up again, her tone growing stronger as fresh enthusiasm fueled it, “I have decided to take matters into my own hands. I mean to host a little dinner party next week, and I insist that both you girls, and your father, Eliza, consent to attend.”

“Oh, I couldn’t,” Eliza rushed to say, her dark curls shaking from side to side, her blue eyes widening with alarm.

“But, of course you can, dear! It will be a simple affair, with only a few of our intimate friends present. Only a few of our friends are presently in Town,” she added on a laugh. “With so many young men returning home from the war now, Jane’s father is obliged to be in Town for the numerous receptions and reviews that are being held at the palace to honor them. I think this the perfect opportunity to bring both you girls out again, as it were. I have it on good authority there are earls and viscounts aplenty amongst the officers,” she added brightly.

When this elicited no response from either young lady, she continued, “London is quite thin of eligible young ladies now, you know. It is the perfect time for you and Jane. You are both very pretty, and, I daresay, you will garner quite a good deal of attention.”

Again, neither young lady said a word.

“If your dear mother were still alive, Eliza, I am certain she would support me in quest to see both you girl properly wed.”

Eliza shifted uncomfortably. “I daresay you are right, Lady Villiers. Mama would, indeed, wish me to . . . to . . .”

“Of course, she would!” Lady Villiers exclaimed.

The smile on Eliza’s face wavered nervously. “T-Thank you for thinking of me.”

“Of course, I think of you, dear. You and Jane have been bosom bows since you were children. I care for you every bit as much as if you were my own child.”

Suddenly, it was on the tip of Eliza’s tongue to blurt out her troubles to the older woman, but just as suddenly, she heard the firm voice of her mother in her thoughts, admonishing her to remain silent.

It is not wise to speak openly of one’s personal concerns to others, dear.

Clamping her lips tightly shut again, Eliza offered up a silent prayer of gratitude that even from the grave, her mother’s guiding words were as vivid in her mind as if she were speaking them today. There were times, Eliza feared, that if left to her own devices, she’d be every bit as impetuous and impulsive as her father. As a child, her natural inclination had been to follow his lead, her own merry laughter ringing as gaily throughout the house as his. As she grew older, however, Mama had exerted quite a strong influence upon her, with the result that the bulk of Eliza’s high spirits had been squelched in the interests of feminine seemliness and decorum.

Although Eliza wasn’t at all sure which way to turn now in regard to Papa, one thing was certain. He definitely needed a firm hand to guide him, and since Mama was not around to do the job, that meant Eliza must. She simply must prevent her father from marrying the objectionable Miss Heathergill!

She must!

On impulse, she decided that Lady Villiers’s suggestion that she and Jane reenter society was not amiss. The proposed dinner party would also present the perfect opportunity for Papa. Undoubtedly, one or two attractive young widows would be there who might interest him.

She squared her shoulders with resolve and turned to look at her friend. “Your mother is quite right, Jane. We are both of us wasting away whilst we grieve. And to no purpose. I loved my mother with all my heart, just as you loved your dear Roy, but life goes on, as they say. And so must we.” Her chin at a determined tilt, she turned to Lady Villiers. “I will be delighted to attend your dinner party next week, ma’am. And both my father, and Jane, will be there.”

* * * *
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ONCE THE DINNER PARTY at Lord and Lady Villiers had got under way, Eliza was doubly certain she had made the right decision in coming. She’d even had a new gown made for the occasion, a pretty melon-colored sarsenet decorated with tiny satin rosebuds and a soft flounce at the neck. Her only regret this evening was that, at the last minute, her father had decided not to join her.

“If I recall correctly, Lady Villiers’s dinner parties can be quite dull and tedious,” he’d said, his blue eyes beginning to twinkle. “I confess I am in the mood for something a bit more lively tonight.”

‘‘Oh, Papa,’’ Eliza fretted. Heaven only knew where he would get off to tonight, and Eliza didn’t dare ask. However, she did admonish him to take thought for his actions. “Do promise me you will be home before dawn. And if you must play at whist, that you will not bet any more than you carry in your pocket.”

Sir Richard grinned mischievously. “You needn’t worry that I shall be reckless tonight, sweetheart.” He planted his black-beaver hat atop his dark head and jauntily twirled the ivory-tipped walking sick he carried. “May I remind you that the tiresome task of looking after me will soon fall to Ivy,” he said gaily.

A flood of alarm engulfed Eliza. Parking both hands on her hips, she could not help retorting, “Well, I hope you have told her how daunting that task can be at times!”

Sir Richard merely threw his dark head back and laughed heartily. The sound of his merry whistle as he left the house further disquieted Eliza.

But, to the party gathered that night at the Villiers’, Sir Richard’s absence was barely noticed. Seated about the long mahogany dining table were at least two gentlemen for every lady present. Eliza was acquainted with some of the guests, friends her parents and the Villiers’ shared in common. But she was acquainted with none of the handsome young officers, splendidly turned out this evening in their dashing scarlet-and-gold military uniforms.

Jane was seated between two young officers, and Eliza was flanked by a handsome pair of them herself. This being the first time Eliza had ever attended a dinner party without one or both of her parents also present, she felt a bit shy, which made it doubly difficult for the young men to draw her out. For the most part during the lengthy meal, Eliza contented herself by merely listening as the dashing young soldiers exchanged interesting tales of the war.

Nearly all of the officers present had seen action at Waterloo, the final battle of the war, and consequently the bulk of the conversation ‘round the elegantly appointed dinner table and afterward, in the filled-to-capacity drawing room, centered around narrow escapes and daring deeds of valor performed on the battlefield.

Growing increasingly intrigued by the adventurous deeds she heard about, Eliza’s ears were soon standing at attention. Were she a man, she, too, would have willingly fought for her country. What thrilling experiences these young men had had!

Jane, too, seemed to be enjoying the evening’s diversion. At the moment, she was seated between two young officers on a sofa in the drawing room. The men were talking and laughing across her as they recounted yet another fascinating episode of the war they’d endured. Jane’s soft brown eyes were quite large as she listened raptly to them. Eliza noted with pleasure that there was even an upward tilt to Jane’s lips. She’d feared that surrounded by so many soldiers, some of whom were Navy men, Jane would sink even lower into her depression, but it now appeared quite the opposite was true.

“Jane does appear to be enjoying herself,” Lady Villiers spoke softly into Eliza’s ear.

She turned a smile upon the older woman. “Indeed, she does, Lady Villiers. This was quite a good idea of yours. Jane looks very happy this evening, and very pretty, too.”

“As do you, my dear.” The older woman reached to adjust the flounce adorning the low-cut neckline of Eliza’s gown. “What a lovely shade of melon you are wearing. It sets off your blue eyes and shiny black hair to perfection. I am certain that all the young men think you look very charming tonight.”

“Thank you, Lady Villiers.”

“Come, I shall present you to Captain Worthington and his commanding officer, General Huntley. Both gentlemen are unmarried,” she added with high satisfaction.

Eliza was well aware that the eminent General Huntley, known as Wellington’s Master Strategist, was the highest-ranking officer present. She had easily recognized the gentleman earlier, for his likeness was displayed in almost every London printseller’s shop window. General Huntley was quite famous. Throughout the war, Eliza’d read many glowing accounts of his genius and bravery in the London Times. She turned an appreciative gaze in the famous man’s direction.

General Huntley stood a good head and shoulders taller than the other young officers. Despite the fact that his crimson coat with the wide bands of gold lace fit his well-proportioned form to perfection, it was obvious from his rugged, well-lined face that he was a good deal older and far more experienced than most of the others. His thick dark hair was sprinkled with gray, and there were distinguished wings of white feathering outward from either temple. Taken all together, General Huntley cut quite an impressive figure, she thought. As she and Lady Villiers approached the small cluster of men, Eliza decided General Huntley was, indeed, a very attractive man, in a fatherly sort of way.

When the introductions had been made and Eliza had smiled all around, the handful of gentlemen, which also included Lord Villiers, Lord Hamilton, and another elderly gentleman, a Sir somebody-or-other, fell again to talking.

“On my honor, that is precisely what Blucher said!” exclaimed young Captain Worthington with a wide grin. “ ‘The stuff is no use taken on the outside,’ and then he drank it straight down!”

Captain Worthington’s proclamation was followed by a burst of hearty laughter from the gentlemen.

Another of the young officers, whose name and rank Eliza had already forgotten, turned to address her. “Captain Worthington was just telling us about the battle at Ligny when Napoleon’s army successfully routed the Prussians and Field Marshal Blucher’s horse was shot from beneath him.”

“Oh, my!” Eliza breathed, a shocked look that soon turned to sympathy when she thought of the poor felled horse crossed her face.

“When the company’s surgeon arrived to rub Blucher’s injured leg with spirits,” the young man continued, “the field marshal snatched the whiskey from the doctor’s hand and instead gulped the contents of the bottle straight down!”

“Oh, I see.” Eliza smiled.

“That the same battle that felled the Duke of Brunswick?” Lord Villiers asked with high interest.

“I believe it was,” one of the men replied. A few of the others nodded assent.

Standing quietly beside Eliza, she noted that the highly decorated General Huntley, who thus far had said nothing, wore a rather fixed look of bored disinterest on his handsome face. The look plainly said that he would rather be anywhere but here doing the pretty for the ladies in yet one more London drawing room.

“The Duke of Brunswick was killed at Quatre-Bras,” the famed man said at length.

Hearing his voice for the first time, Eliza glanced again at the tall man standing regally beside her.  His very presence dwarfed every other gentleman in the room. She was struck not only by his superior air of quiet strength but by the authoritative tone of his voice. It clearly told her that regardless what he said, his word was law and not to be disputed. Eliza certainly felt the utmost respect for him.

“The Duke of Brunswick was the first to leave the Duchess of Richmond’s ball that night in Brussels,” General Huntley added, “and unfortunately, he was also among the first to lose his life.”

This remark elicited a hum of collective murmurings amongst those present on how quickly and unexpectedly one’s life could end.

“The entire city of Brussels was shocked by the immense toll exacted at Waterloo,” remarked Captain Worthington.

“The battle was exceptionally brutal,” mused another.

As others were still mulling the grim matter over, General Huntley further added, “I recall I was dancing with the Duchess of Richmond’s daughter Georgiana that night when the . . . ”

“You were actually present at the Duchess of Richmond’s ball!” exclaimed Eliza, her eyes round with wonder. Upon feeling a hot flush of embarrassment flood her cheeks, a hand flew to her mouth as she realized she’d actually spoken her thoughts aloud and interrupted the great man. “Oh, I do beg your pardon, sir!”

The general, his gloved hands clasped sedately behind his back, turned to regard her from long narrow eyes. “Indeed, I was present at the ball, Miss . . .?”

“Foxburn,” Eliza murmured.

“Ah, yes. You will please forgive me, Miss Foxburn. I have recently met so many young ladies, I confess the names all too quickly become a jumble in my mind.” The general eyed her for a moment longer, then said, “I am acquainted with a Sir Richard Foxburn. Perhaps you are relat . . . ”

“He is my father!” Eliza replied brightly, then she felt another warm flush color her cheeks. “Oh, dear, I seem unable to refrain from interrupting you, sir. Pray, do forgive me . . . again.”

The tall man, the cool look of boredom still fixed upon his face, inclined his dark head the veriest notch. “Think nothing of it, Miss Foxburn.”

“Do tell us more about Lady Richmond’s ball, General Huntley!” exclaimed a plumpish matron, a bright pink feather atop her turban bobbing as she elbowed her way closer to him. “Was it terribly grand? Oh, it must have been quite grand!” she enthused. “I have never been to Brussels, but I understand the city is excessively beautiful!”

“Indeed, Brussels is quite beautiful,” the general replied quietly, his tone aloof, his strong torso erect. “The buildings in the Grande Place are quite ornate, a good many of them rimmed in gold.”

“Oh!’’ Eliza sucked in her breath again, which prompted the great General Huntley to cast yet another glance her way.

“I take it you have also not been to Brussels, Miss Foxburn.”

“No,” Eliza said simply. Her blue eyes were quite large as she gazed up with awe at the impressive man. He must have been everywhere! Beyond a few months of each year spent with her parents in the country and three years of schooling in Bath, she’d been nowhere at all in her eighteen years of life.

“The ball, General Huntley!” The matron snapped her fan shut and impertinently tapped the general’s highly decorated chest with it. “I am dying to hear about the ball!”

One of the general’s dark brows lifted as he coolly regarded the rude woman accosting him. “It was not so very grand, madam. Not nearly so grand as those given in Vienna whilst the Congress was in session.”

“You were also at the Congress in Vienna?” Eliza cried, her enthusiasm once again overcoming good manners. “Oh, my, I do beg your pardon, sir.” Of course, she knew he was in Vienna. She had read detailed accounts of the goings-on at the Congress in all the newspapers. She bit her lower lip as the impressive gentleman’s gaze flicked her way once again. But, her acute embarrassment over her outburst was lessened the veriest bit when she spotted the veriest twitch of amusement begin to play about the general’s stern mouth.

“Indeed, Miss Foxburn, I was one of several of the Duke of Wellington’s commanding officers who accompanied him to Vienna.”

“Oh-h-h,” Eliza breathed, her blue eyes still round with awe. Why could she not remember to take thought before she blurted out whatever was on the tip of her tongue?

“General Huntley was also in Paris,” said Captain Worthington, who had moved closer to Eliza’s other side. “I expect the ladies would also like to hear about the Duke of Wellington’s banquet after the surrender, sir. In Paris.”

The bored look again settled upon the general’s face. He drew in a breath before he spoke. “Wellington’s ban­quet was, indeed, a grand affair. With the fighting at last over, the allied forces had a great deal about which to celebrate.”

“I daresay the only one amongst the troops who was loath to lay down his sword was Field Marshal Blücher,” interjected Captain Worthington.

Eliza noted General Huntley’s features visibly harden before he nodded in silent agreement. Longing to ask a question that would lead to the remainder of the story, she refrained, but was exceedingly glad when one of the others asked the very question burning in her mind.

“Why did Field Marshal Blücher not wish to cease fighting, sir?”

Huntley drew in another breath, as if reluctant to repeat what in truth, amounted to gossip. At length, he began. “Blücher, it appeared, was quite incensed over the disap­pearance and destruction of a number of Prussian artifacts . . . Frederick the Great’s sword and watch amongst them, and an important monument at Rossback. To vindi­cate the loss . . .” Huntley spoke in measured tones, “Blücher issued immediate orders upon entering Paris to destroy several French monuments. As expected, the French resisted. As Blücher was preparing to blow up the Bridge of Jena, a skirmish took place involving Talleyrand, who had serendipitously happened along. To Talleyrand’s face . . .” Huntley’s stern voice became little more than a whisper,  “Blücher declared he’d like that gentleman sitting atop the bridge when he blew it up.” The narrowed slits of the general’s eyes reflected his disdain at the field marshal’s effrontery. The hushed comments elicited from the gentlemen clustered about him were in a similar vein.

Watching the general, Eliza found herself fascinated by this giant of a man who, with a look alone, could command such respect. Why, she wondered, had her father never once mentioned knowing him?

A moment later, Huntley added, “The field marshal was still out of sorts a few days later at Wellington’s banquet, given in honor of the official surrender of Paris. I clearly recall the disagreeable man’s words as he lifted his glass in a toast: ‘May the pens of the diplomats not undo what we have won with the sword!’ ”

This time all the gentlemen in the party gave way to laughter. A few of the ladies, although it is doubtful that they caught the full meaning of the general’s remark, also tittered.

When the laughter and applause had subsided, Captain Worthington cleared his throat. “With all due respect, sir, surely you were aware that behind your back, Field Marshal Blücher referred to you and some of the other officers as, ‘Gentlemen of the Quill.’ ”

General Huntley’s only response was another cool nod.

Eliza’s eyes were still trained on the great man. “What did . . . that mean, sir?” she asked softly.

When those cool gray eyes once again turned to regard her, Eliza could not halt the thrill of pleasure that shot up her spine. The sensation was very like the special feeling she experienced when, as a little girl, her father fixed his full attention upon her, and her alone.

“It means,” General Huntley began quietly, “that Blücher considered those of us who served in the diplomatic corps to be of lesser consequence than ‘real’ soldiers.”

A pregnant pause followed, then in a booming voice, Lord Villiers said, “Well, that is scarcely true in your case, eh, Huntley?” He raised his glass of port in salute. “To Wellington’s Master Strategist, a brave soldier and a most distinguished diplomat! Hear, hear!”

“Hear, hear!” chorused the ring of other men.

If Eliza’d had a glass in her hand, she, too, would have drunk a toast to the powerful man. What a courageous soldier he was! He had fought in all the major battles of the war, and in Vienna had been instrumental in negotiating peace treaties between England and the coalition. She felt immensely honored to have met the great General Huntley. What a very good idea it had been to attend Lady Villiers
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