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      By every measure of her own behavior, Lady Lucy Radley knew this was the worst.

      ‘You reckless fool,’ she muttered under her breath as she headed back inside and into the grand ballroom.

      The room was a crush of London’s social elite. Every few steps she had to stop and make small talk with friends or acquaintances. A comment here and there about someone’s gown or promising a social call made for slow going.

      Finally, she spied her cousin, Eve. She fixed a smile to her face as Eve approached.

      ‘Where have you been Lucy? I’ve been searching everywhere for you.’

      ‘I was just outside admiring the flowers on the terrace.’

      Eve frowned, but the lie held.

      Another night, another ball in one of London’s high society homes. In one respect Lucy would be happy when the London social season ended in a few weeks; then she would be free to travel to her family home in Scotland and go tramping across the valleys and mountain paths, the chill wind ruffling her hair.

      She puffed out her cheeks. With the impending close of the season came an overwhelming sense of failure. Her two older brothers, David and Alex, had taken wives. Perfect, love-filled unions with delightful girls, both of whom Lucy was happy to now call sister.

      Her newest sister-in-law, Earl Langham’s daughter Clarice, was already in a delicate condition, and Lucy suspected it was only a matter of time before her brother Alex and his wife Millie shared some good news.

      For herself, this season had been an unmitigated disaster on the husband-hunting front. The pickings were slim at best. Having refused both an earl and a viscount the previous season, she suspected other suitable gentlemen now viewed her as too fussy. No gentleman worth his boots wanted a difficult wife. Only the usual group of fortune-hunters, intent on getting their hands on her substantial dowry, were lining up at this stage of the season to ask her to dance. Maintaining her pride as the daughter of a duke, she refused them all.

      Somewhere in the collective gentry of England there must be a man worthy of her love. She just had to find him.

      What a mess.

      ‘You are keeping something from me,’ Eve said, poking a finger gently into Lucy’s arm.

      Lucy shook her head. ‘It’s nothing, I suspect I am suffering from a touch of ennui. These balls all begin to look the same after a while. All the same people, sharing the same gossip.’

      ‘Oh dear, and I thought I was having a bad day,’ Eve replied.

      ‘Sorry, I was being selfish. You are the one who needs a friend to cheer her up,’ Lucy replied. She kissed her cousin gently on the cheek.

      Eve’s brother William had left London earlier that day to return to his home in Paris, and she knew her cousin was taking his departure hard.

      ‘Yes, well, I knew I could sit at home and cry, or I could put on a happy face and try to find something to smile about,’ Eve replied.

      Eve’s father had tried without success to convince his son to return permanently to England. With the war now over and Napoleon toppled from power, everyone expected William Saunders to come home immediately, but it had taken two years for him to make the journey back to London.

      ‘Perhaps once he gets back home and starts to miss us all again, he shall have a change of heart,’ Lucy said.

      ‘One can only hope. Now, let’s go and find a nice quiet spot and you can tell me what you were really doing out in the garden. Charles Ashton came in the door not a minute before you and he had a face like thunder. As I happened to see the two of you head out into the garden at the same time a little while ago, I doubt Charles’ foul temper was because he found the flowers not to his liking,’ Eve replied.
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      It was late when Lucy and her parents finally returned home to Strathmore House. The Duke and Duchess of Strathmore’s family home was one of the largest houses in the elegant West End of London. It was close to the peaceful greenery of Hyde Park, and Lucy couldn’t imagine living anywhere else.

      As they came through the grand entrance to Strathmore House she was greeted by the sight of her eldest brother David seated on a low couch outside their father’s study. He was clad in a heavy black greatcoat and his hat was in his hand.

      ‘Hello David; bit late for a visit this evening. I hope nothing is wrong,’ said Lord Strathmore.

      ‘Clarice?’ asked Lady Caroline.

      ‘She’s fine, sleeping soundly at home,’ he replied.

      Lucy sensed the pride and love for his wife in her brother’s voice. He had found his true soulmate in Lord Langham’s daughter.

      David stood and came over. When he reached them, he greeted his mother and sister with a kiss. His dark hair was a stark contrast to both Lady Caroline and Lucy’s fair complexions.

      He turned to his father. ‘Lord Langham’s missing heir has been found, and the news is grave. My father-in-law asked that I come and inform you before it becomes public knowledge. A rather horrid business, by all accounts.’

      ‘I see. Ladies, would you please excuse us? This demands my immediate attention,’ Lord Strathmore said.

      As Lucy and Lady Caroline headed up the grand staircase, he and David retired to his study. As soon as the door was closed behind them, David shared the news.

      ‘The remains of Thaxter Fox were retrieved from the River Fleet a few hours ago. His brother Avery, whom you met at my wedding ball a few weeks ago, has formally identified the body. Lord Langham is currently making funeral arrangements,’ David said.

      His father shook his head. It was a not unexpected outcome of the search for the missing Thaxter Fox.

      He wandered over to a small table and poured two glasses of whisky. He handed one to David.

      ‘Well, that makes for a new and interesting development. I don’t expect Avery Fox had ever entertained the notion before today that he would one day be Earl Langham,’ Lord Strathmore replied, before downing his drink.

      ‘Perhaps, but he had to know the likelihood of finding his brother in one piece was slim at best. From our enquiries, it was obvious Thaxter had a great many enemies,’ David replied.

      ‘Including you,’ said the duke.

      David looked down at his gold wedding ring. It still bore the newly wed gleam which made him smile.

      ‘He and I had come to a certain understanding. If he stayed away from Langham House and Clarice, I would not flay the skin off his back. No, someone else decided to make Thaxter pay for his evil ways.’

      The Langham and Radley families held little affection for the recently deceased heir to the Langham title. After Thaxter had made an attempt to seize Clarice’s dowry through a forced marriage, both families had severed all ties. Thaxter had disappeared not long after.

      David would do everything in his power to protect Clarice. With a baby on the way, he was fully prepared to stare down the rest of the ton if it meant keeping his wife safe. As the illegitimate, but acknowledged, son of the duke, David had overcome many of society’s prejudices in order to successfully woo and wed Lord Langham’s only daughter.

      ‘Unkind as it sounds, I doubt few at Langham House will be mourning the demise of the eldest Mr. Fox,’ his father replied.

      ‘No.’
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      ‘You have a visitor, Mr. Fox,’ the Langham House butler announced.

      Avery quickly rose from his seat. As he took the small, cream-colored calling card from the silver tray, the butler scowled. He was clearly unused to his deliveries being met half-way.

      ‘Thank you very much,’ Avery said. The butler scowled once more.

      The practice of never openly thanking staff sat uncomfortably with Avery. Was it any wonder the French had risen up and overthrown the ruling classes? While he couldn’t see such a bloody and violent uprising happening in peaceful, verdant England, it still left him considering which side he would be on if it ever came to revolution.

      He didn’t feel he belonged among the ton. He doubted he ever would. While Lord Langham and his family had welcomed him cordially, Avery had a deep-seated suspicion that they were only showing their social faces to him. They certainly didn’t trust him. At no point during any of his visits to Langham House had he ever been left alone.

      Oh Thaxter, what did you do to these people?

      He looked at the elegantly printed card and smiled.

      ‘Send the major in, please.’

      ‘Major?’ Lord Langham asked.

      ‘Yes. Major Ian Barrett. He was my commanding officer in the 2nd Battalion, 95th Regiment of Foot. His family were most generous to me after I was wounded at Waterloo,’ Avery replied.

      As soon as Ian Barrett entered the room, Avery stood stiffly to attention.

      ‘At ease, Fox; neither of us is in the army any longer,’ Ian said. He offered Avery his hand.

      Ian turned to Lord Langham, and before Avery had a chance to make formal introductions, he reached out and gave the earl a hard slap on the shoulder.

      ‘Frosty!’ he laughed.

      Lord Langham chuckled. ‘I’m never going to live that down, am I? How are you?’

      Ian nodded. ‘Well. Though I hadn’t realized you and Avery were related.’

      ‘Only distantly; we were the last of the line when it came to suitable heirs,’ Avery found himself replying.

      He immediately regretted his words when he saw the disapproving look on Ian’s face.

      ‘How is your brother? Lord Langham asked.

      Ian screwed up his face.

      ‘Albert has his good days and his not-so-good ones. Unfortunately, the not-so-good ones appear to have become the norm.’

      Avery recalled the odd occasion he had seen the Earl of Rokewood during the years he lived at Rokewood Park, the Barrett family estate in Northamptonshire. Usually it was just a glimpse of his back from another room, but he had once set eyes on the man properly. They had encountered one another late one night in the library at Rokewood Park.

      The sunken, haunted eyes of the earl had drawn him in. Avery’s stammered apology for disturbing the house’s owner was met with the merest of nods from a man who carried himself as if he were made of glass.

      Lord Langham turned to Avery. ‘I was at school with both Lord Rokewood and Ian. I spent a summer in my youth at Rokewood Park; marvelous place.’

      Avery nodded. ‘Yes.’

      Rokewood Park had been Avery’s salvation. He owed a lifelong debt to the Barrett family for taking a non-commissioned officer into their home. After the war, he had nowhere else to go. His own family home had long ceased to exist.

      ‘So, what brings you to London, sir?’ Avery asked.

      ‘Oh, this and that. When I read the notice of your brother’s death in this morning’s papers, I thought I should come by and pay my respects. I assumed you would be in residence here. I am sorry for your loss, Avery,’ Ian replied.

      Silence hung in the room for a moment. Ian knew enough of Avery’s traumatic childhood to know he would not be beside himself with grief. Lord Langham’s response was consistent with the social veil which everyone seem to adopt when Thaxter’s name was mentioned.

      Once the funeral was over, Avery intended to get to the bottom of his late brother’s life. To discover as many of his evil secrets as he could. Whatever damage Thaxter had done in the short time he had been Lord Langham’s heir, Avery was determined to make restitution. To restore something of his family’s name.

      He stifled a snort. Why he should care for his father’s good name was beyond reason. His father and brother had cared little for him. He had no memory of his mother. Yet despite all these years estranged from his family, it mattered to him.

      ‘Thank you,’ he replied.

      ‘If you like, I will leave the two of you alone to catch up on old times. My son-in-law, David, will shortly be back from the city and he and I need to discuss business matters for an hour or so,’ the earl offered.

      Lord Langham shook hands with Ian and left the room. Of course, the earl would allow them time alone; Major Barrett would make certain nothing was stolen from the room while he was present.

      ‘Well, you have had an eventful few weeks since you left us, Avery,’ Ian said, taking a seat.

      Eventful! More like a bloody nightmare.

      ‘Yes, I had thought to start to look for employment, but it looks like I will have my hands full in dealing with Thaxter’s legacy,’ he replied.

      Ian sighed. ‘You always said he was a bad one. God rest his soul. Any idea as to what happened?’

      Avery fiddled with the glove on his left hand. He wore it to hide the angry scars he had earned on the battlefield at Waterloo.

      It had only been two days since the river police had dragged Thaxter’s body out of the river, but already he was uncomfortable with the whole business of condolences. The sooner his brother was buried, the better.

      ‘From what I understand, my brother made a lot of enemies over the past few months. He ran up a significant amount of debt, which he was unable to repay,’ Avery replied.

      The fact that Lord Langham had left his heir to the mercy of what appeared to be murderous debt collectors spoke volumes about how far Thaxter had become estranged from him. The Langham family had closed ranks against the outsider and left him to his fate.

      Earl Langham’s nephew Rupert, his original heir, had died the previous summer, and after a long search Thaxter Fox had been discovered as the next in line to inherit the title. With Thaxter now also dead, Avery stood in his brother’s place as heir to the title and fortune. He dreaded the day someone bowed and called him Lord Langham.

      ‘Nasty business, but it appears Fate has once more stepped in and given you a position with honour,’ Ian said.

      Avery shook his head.

      As he saw things, there was no chance of him ever restoring his personal honour. He had killed another man and personally gained from it. From that place, no man could return.

      Ian shifted in his chair. ‘You cannot blame yourself for what happened. It was war. Many things happened on the battlefield that day; you should have no regrets. It was either you or that Frenchman. You served your king and country and that is all for which you need to account.’

      Avery sighed; he and Ian Barrett had had the same argument countless times over the past two years, never once coming to agreement.

      ‘Will you come to the funeral? It would be nice to have at least one familiar face at the church.’ Avery asked.

      Ian Barrett nodded. ‘Of course.’
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      Avery looked around at the gathered mourners. Apart from Lord Langham, he knew only a handful of people.

      Lord Langham’s mother, the dowager Countess Langham, had cried off from the funeral, citing trouble with her leg and a terrible headache. During his visits to Langham House, Lady Alice had barely acknowledged him.

      Standing on the front steps of St James church, Piccadilly, he could hear the whispers and murmurs of those assembled around him. There was not a tear to be seen among the mourners.

      Fifteen years and it was clear that his brother had not developed the ability to cultivate close friends.

      I should not think ill of the dead, but nothing changes, does it, Thaxter? You always were a nasty piece of work.

      ‘Mr. Fox?’

      He turned at the sound of his name and found himself staring at the fair-haired beauty he had briefly met at David and Clarice Radley’s wedding ball several weeks earlier: David’s sister, Lady Lucy Radley.

      ‘Lady Lucy. How good of you to come,’ he replied.

      She offered him her hand and gave him a sad smile.

      ‘I am truly sorry for the loss of your brother. A most distressing situation.’

      He looked into her pale blue eyes, surprised that she appeared to be genuine in her concern for him. He found himself momentarily speechless.

      On the way from his lodgings on the Black Prince Road to Langham House he had practiced his social face. The one where you were able to speak, but not show emotion. He had noted its widespread use at most social functions he had recently attended, and was beginning to understand its usefulness.

      Lady Lucy was, however, a different story altogether. Her expression was one of fresh, open honesty. Her natural smile evoked an unexpected response: he longed to reach out and tenderly touch her face.

      He couldn’t remember the last time he had actually shared a genuine emotion or truthful conversation with another person. His years in the army had begun and ended on a lie.

      The rest of the Duke of Strathmore’s family paid their respects and they all slowly filed into the tall grey church. He noted with interest that Lucy Radley sat in the same pew as him, just to the left of Lord Langham.

      Much as he had detested his brother throughout the long years of their alienation, he was surprised to find this act of solidarity to be a source of comfort. Lord Langham clearly felt duty-bound to show his support to his new heir, but Lady Lucy wasn’t bound by such social strictures. She was simply being kind.

      The Radleys were only recently linked to him, by the marriage of the duke’s illegitimate son David to Lady Clarice Langham. Of all the members of London society to whom he had been introduced, he found himself inexplicably drawn to the Radley family.

      He cast a quick glance over his shoulder. The first three of the dark oak pews of the church were full, but the rest of St James was empty. Across the aisle, he could see that a number of Lord Langham’s household staff were present.

      Making up the numbers.

      The final family members to arrive were the recently wed David and Clarice Radley. Lady Clarice wore a dark blue gown with a black rose pinned to the front. Her husband, also clad in blue, wore a matching black armband.

      Avery frowned. Had things changed so much in England that no-one wore black to a funeral, especially the members of the deceased’s family?

      Clarice smiled at him as she took a seat in the front pew next to Lucy. David reached over and shook Avery’s hand.

      ‘Thank you for coming,’ Avery said.

      As the priest began the funeral service, Avery kept his mind diverted by staring at the stained-glass window high above the altar. The image of St James in his layered crimson robes, holding a staff, stared down benevolently at him. It was odd that he felt at home in this place, as he couldn’t remember the last time he had been inside a church.
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      From where she sat in the front pew, Lucy stole the occasional glance at Avery Fox. His hair, which she decided was on the light side of sable, had been flattened by his hat. The offending hat sat next to him on the seat. Inwardly she smiled. The men of her social class all knew to give their hair a ruffle after removing their hats, but Mr. Fox, it would appear, was not used to the custom. It was an awkwardness which she found charming.

      She also noted the pair of black leather gloves Avery wore. Casting her mind back to their first meeting at her brother’s wedding ball, she recalled that Avery had worn only one glove that night, on his left hand. She had made discreet enquiries with Clarice as to this odd habit.

      ‘He was injured during the final onslaught at Waterloo. I haven’t seen his hand, but I expect he keeps it covered so as not to show the scars. Papa tells me they are quite unsightly,’ Clarice said.

      She looked up and saw Avery’s gaze was fixed upon her. For a moment, she was captivated by his emerald-green eyes. He blinked. It was a simple action, but it had an immediate effect on her. A flush of red heat filled her cheeks and she quickly moved back in her seat, her heart racing.

      She sat and pondered her unexpected response to a simple blink. Had she lowered herself to the level of flirting at a funeral?

      I can’t be that desperate to capture a man’s attention, can I?

      Ashamed of herself, she made certain for the rest of the service that she sat so as to keep Avery blocked from her view. Lord Langham, seated between them, fortunately did not appear to have noticed anything was amiss.
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      After the service Thaxter Fox was buried in the small church graveyard. The bells tolled out the number of years of Thaxter’s life: thirty-one. Silence finally descended on the graveyard as the death knell came to an end.

      Standing beside the grave, along with the other male mourners, Avery pondered his rapidly changing circumstances.

      After visiting the undertakers to formally identify Thaxter’s body, the earl had taken Avery back to Langham House. Thereafter followed a long evening of whisky and toasts to dearly departed friends. Sipping the finest Scottish malt whisky, Avery had forced himself to show the outward signs of grief for his brother.

      If he were honest, there were a dozen men he had grieved over more than Thaxter. Old pains and injustices could not be overcome through the simple act of dying. He, for one, could never forgive his brother.

      Lord Langham cleared his throat at the graveside.

      ‘I trust you will understand why my family will not be going into full mourning with you, Avery. We buried my wife some three years past and while I came out of mourning a year or so ago, Clarice has only recently begun to wear colors again. I will not ask it of her to wear blacks again so soon. David has agreed that the men of the family shall wear black armbands for a month, and Clarice shall wear a black rose pinned to her dress. I trust that meets with your approval,’ Lord Langham said.

      Avery looked down at his own set of mourning clothes. David had kindly lent him a black suit and it fitted him surprisingly well. He stifled a wry grin: black was his favourite color; he could wear it every day and not be concerned. He certainly didn’t miss the rough wool of his old green regimental uniform and its very uncomfortable high hat.

      ‘Social appearances must be kept,’ he muttered under his breath.

      It began to rain and the priest hurried through the graveside service.

      ‘Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.’

      The rest of the mourners, though few in number, each picked up a handful of the soft graveside soil and tossed it on to the lowered coffin. They walked away, some giving Avery a final offer of condolence, while others departed silently.

      Finally, he was left standing alone beside his brother’s grave.

      He picked up a handful of dirt and for a moment stood looking at it, sorely tempted to spit on it. He looked toward the churchyard gate, and saw Lord Langham and Ian Barrett sheltering under a tree, waiting. He gave them a nod.

      In the long years since he had fled his home, he had made every effort to be a better man than his father and brother. Until that fateful day on the battlefield at Waterloo, he’d thought he had succeeded.

      He threw the dirt on to the coffin. He would not embarrass either gentleman by showing what he truly thought of his brother.

      ‘Goodbye Thaxter; sleep well,’ he said, and turned from the grave.

      A small wake was held at Langham House, attended almost exclusively by the Radley and Langham families. Ian Barrett stayed for just one drink. As he had other business matters to attend to whilst he was in London, Avery accepted his apologies with good grace.

      ‘It was kind of you to come all this way, sir; I know you don’t make it up to London that often, so I appreciate your coming today,’ he said, shaking the major’s hand.

      ‘Yes, well, considering the delightful young lady I have met today, perhaps I should change that habit for a new one,’ Ian replied. He nodded in the direction of Lady Lucy.

      ‘Yes, she is rather pretty and she has been kind to me,’ Avery replied.

      He had caught her looking at his hands during the funeral service and wondered how much her brother David had told her of him. It didn’t take much for a casual observer to note that Avery favored his right hand over his left.

      He turned away from Lucy.

      Ian raised an eyebrow.

      ‘So how long do you intend to mourn your brother?’ he asked.

      Ian knew the full story of Avery and Thaxter’s relationship and why Avery had falsified his age in order to join the army a full two years before he was eligible. Avery shrugged his shoulders. The idea of a month with a black armband didn’t appeal to him greatly, but he suspected with his elevation to earl-in-waiting, his every move would be scrutinized by London’s elite.

      ‘It’s a pity I couldn’t come back to Rokewood Park with you,’ Avery replied.

      He knew it was impossible. He had a new role to fulfil. New responsibilities which he could not in all good conscience avoid by hiding away in the countryside.

      ‘Well, perhaps next time you are over Northampton way, you could call in and see us. Best of luck, Avery. Lord Langham is a good man; I think you will do well. And don’t be too hasty in dismissing those who might be the kind of friend you need in the haute ton. Lady Lucy Radley is very well connected. Not to mention unwed.’
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      Lucy had caught Ian Barrett and Avery Fox looking in her direction and knew instinctively they were talking about her. She was in two minds as to whether she should go and talk to Avery once she saw Ian Barrett making his farewells.

      The effect Avery had had on her during the funeral left her unsettled. She couldn’t remember having ever felt that awkward, nay, vulnerable when she looked at a man. To her mind men were usually overstuffed peacocks or boring as house mice. Descriptions which matched closely to the two suitors whose proposals of marriage she had rejected the previous season.

      The perfect man with the right mixture of intrigue and social grace was yet to cross her path. Or so she had thought until the night she met Mr. Avery Fox. He was an entirely different and more alluring prospect from the norm.

      There was a something in the way he carried himself, compared to other men. At times, a stiffness appeared in his gait which at first, she had thought to be a sign of uncertainty. Now, as she observed him from a distance, she was not so sure. Was he perhaps possessed of a sharp mind and therefore constantly reassessing the situation and how he should approach others?

      ‘We should go and pay our final respects before we leave,’ Lady Caroline said. Roused from her musings, Lucy did as her mother bade and followed the duchess over to where Avery stood.

      ‘Mr. Fox, once again may I offer my and my family’s condolences for your loss,’ the duchess said.

      ‘Your Grace,’ he said.

      Lucy swallowed back a tear as a wave of pity washed over her. She saw pain in the depth of his eyes and her heart went out to him.

      Avery’s strong Yorkshire accent was clipped with something else which she could not put her finger on. Was it perhaps Spanish? Whatever it was, she liked it. The flutter in her stomach when he spoke was strangely enticing.

      The poor man had lost his brother and had been thrust totally unprepared into the world of London’s elite. His voice, while alluring, also stamped him as an outsider. Her empathic heart sensed he might be struggling with the changes in his life.

      ‘Mr. Fox, if there is anything I can do to help, you only have to ask. We are close enough for you to consider us family,’ Lucy said.

      The instant Avery took her hand and awkwardly bowed, Lucy made up her mind. There was something she could do for him, something she was uniquely skilled to manage. She would become his champion and help him find his way in the world of the ton. Her search for a husband had come to naught this season, but here was a new and worthy charitable cause. Or at least something to keep her mind occupied until the family left for their estate in Scotland later in the month.

      She ignored the odd look of suspicion which appeared on Lady Caroline’s face at that very moment. Let her mother make what she wanted of Lucy’s words, her cause was a true and just one.

      In the short carriage ride home to Strathmore House, she began to formulate a plan.
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      ‘I want you to move in here,’ Lord Langham said.

      The wake was now over, the mourners all gone, and Avery was seated on a high-backed leather Chesterfield sofa in Lord Langham’s private sitting room.

      Avery shook his head.

      ‘I’m perfectly fine where I am, across the river. If I need to journey up here to see anyone, I can cross over at Westminster Bridge. If it’s urgent I shall pay sixpence to the watermen and they can row me across.’

      He prayed he would never have to urgently cross the Thames; for one he didn’t like the dangerous waters, and two, the few coins he had in his possession were rapidly dwindling. At this juncture, he didn’t feel comfortable in asking Lord Langham for funds, but he knew the subject would eventually have to be broached.

      Lord Langham frowned.

      ‘It’s not the done thing, Avery. My heir should be resident at Langham House. How am I to teach you how to carry on the estate after I am gone if you are on the other side of the Thames?’

      Whether he meant it or not, Avery caught the disapproving tone in Lord Langham’s voice when he mentioned the south side of London.

      Not that his room at the Queens Head on Black Prince Road was anything to behold. It certainly wasn’t as elegantly furnished as Langham House. A single, narrow wooden bed and a small washstand were the only pieces of furniture in the room. In the time, he had been in London, he had spent most of it in search of Thaxter. He returned at night to the public house in Lambeth only to wash and sleep.

      He sighed.

      Now that Thaxter had been found, and buried, he was at a loss. He had little in common with the likes of Lord Langham and his family. He was an outsider. A fortuitous interloper, nothing more.

      Lord Langham put a fatherly hand on Avery’s shoulder. He flinched at the touch.

      ‘Sorry,’ the earl said, and quickly withdrew his hand.

      ‘Old habits,’ Avery replied.

      He wasn’t going to mention that the only time his own father or brother had laid a hand on him during his childhood was with either a belt or a clenched fist.

      Adding to his discomfort was the knowledge that the offer to move into Langham House had not been extended to Thaxter. Whatever his brother had done to offend the Langhams must have been grave indeed. Henry Langham did not strike Avery as a man caught up in the inconsequential details of life.

      ‘I know you have spent most of your life alone, Avery, but it won’t help your transition into London society if you stay away. As a soldier, you must have learnt much of the rules of engagement. The ton is little different. The best adage to live by is to know thy enemy. And surround yourself with friends.’

      Avery nodded. ‘Yes, yes, of course.’

      ‘There is one other very important reason for you to take your place among us. You will in time need a wife,’ Lord Langham added.

      Avery’s breath caught in his throat. A wife was near to the last thing on his mind.

      ‘Even your brother had accepted the need for a suitable partner for his future role. Though the way he went about trying to woo a potential spouse left a lot to be desired. You, on the other hand, I am confident will have more success.’

      He met Lord Langham’s gaze. Was now the time to press for more information on the deeds of Thaxter Fox? To get to the truth of the matter?

      He straightened the front of his jacket and considered his position. He finally had a bargaining chip at his disposal and he intended to use it.

      ‘I will move to Langham House if, once I am here, you disclose all that happened between your family and my late brother. It is obvious that Thaxter did not hold your good favor at the end. If I am to live under your roof there should be no secrets between us,’ he replied.

      Lord Langham hesitated briefly. Avery gritted his teeth, determined to get his way.

      ‘Agreed, but I must also add a condition. If I tell you what happened between your brother and my daughter, you must never breathe a word of it to another soul. Only a handful of people know about it, and it must stay that way. I will not have Clarice hurt.’

      Avery offered his hand in agreement.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The following morning, he paid the last of his rent for the room at the Queens Head and left. His brown leather army bag was slung over his shoulder; within it were contained his meagre possessions, including his old army rifle.

      Halfway across Westminster Bridge, he stopped. Looking out over the Thames, he indulged in the simple pleasure of letting the river breeze ruffle his hair.

      As he stood looking back down the Thames, the Houses of Parliament on his right, the top of Lambeth Palace in sight on his left, he sensed he had reached another major turning point in his life. As a member of London’s high society, he doubted he would get many opportunities to venture back to drink at the riverside pubs.

      Pity.

      His life had been a short series of identifiable milestones, all revolving around the one thing he held dearest to his heart: his honour.

      The first time he had attempted to run away from home, his father beat him to within an inch of his life. As the wounds slowly healed, he vowed never to take up the family trade. Thievery and skullduggery were not how he wanted to live his life.

      All throughout the long years of his army service he had used honour to judge each situation in which he was called to make a decision. If a course of action was dishonorable, he would find another way to handle matters.

      On the murky river below he could see two of the familiar black waterman boats passing one another. The cries from the crews as they hurled good-natured, foul-mouthed insults across the water had him laughing. London certainly had a flavor all of its own.

      He pushed away from the stone wall of the bridge and gave one last backward glance to the southern side of London before continuing on his way toward the West End. In his pocket jangled a few coins the Langham household butler had pressed into his hands when he left Mill Street late the previous night.

      ‘His lordship would like you to make a suitable arrival at Langham House. He asked that you arrive in a well-set hack rather than on foot,’ the butler had said.

      Social standards and expectations were to be the norm from now on. As of this day he belonged elsewhere.

      Outside the hallowed halls of Westminster Abbey, he hailed what he hoped would be an acceptable hackney coach and gave the driver his new address. As he climbed inside and settled back against the leather bench seats he felt his heart beating strongly. A dryness in his mouth confirmed his thoughts. He was nervous. All his training and years living rough in the army had not prepared him for the elegant ballrooms and homes of the parish of St James. He was back to where he was when he ran away from home. An inexperienced, green boy.

      ‘Sit still and observe quietly,’ he muttered, repeating the words of his first rifle sergeant. By watching what others did and said, he could learn their ways.

      ‘And perhaps not make a complete and utter fool of myself.’

      Once he was alone in his new suite at Mill Street, he closed the door behind the Langham House footman. The man’s offer to unpack Avery’s bag had been well received, but politely declined. When he dug in his pocket for a coin to tip the man, it was quickly explained that this was not how things were done in private homes.

      A chuckle escaped his lips as he put the bag down on top of the enormous four-poster bed. At least the footman had the decency to laugh about Avery’s awkward social skills and make the newest member of the household feel more at ease.

      His gaze roamed over the gold-and-black checked silk counterpane. Looking up he saw that the fabric of the draped canopy matched. He had never seen a bed so big. It could easily sleep five people. His theory was quickly proved by the pile of six pillows stacked at the bedhead. Running his hand over the fine bedcover, a wicked thought captured his mind. Having at least one other person in this bed would be a godsend.

      Preferably naked and most definitively female. How long had it been since he had felt the soft, warm touch of a woman? His body began to harden at the thought of the gentle laughter which came when he placed hot, teasing kisses on the nape of his lover’s neck.

      The girls in Portugal had been friendly, but complicated. Always asking when he would come to supper and meet their brothers. A few extra coins in their hands and talk of their numerous brothers would miraculously disappear.

      The English girls of the village close to Rokewood Park had been far more obvious in their desires and demands. A roll in the hay, a kiss afterwards and no eye contact if they passed you in the street had been their hard and fast rule. He would give anything right now for one of those women to knock on his bedroom door and bring relief to his lustful needs.

      ‘You are not lord of the manor just yet. I doubt Langham would appreciate you bringing a lady into this house to share your bed,’ he cautioned himself.

      An image of Lady Lucy Radley sprang to his mind. The memory of her blush-reddened cheeks as their gazes met in the church had him swallowing deep. Her pale pink lips had held the promise of soft, sensual kisses. He longed to bury his face in her long blonde tresses.

      ‘Steady on, Fox; she is a duke’s daughter. You just caught her off-guard. Don’t go thinking anything more of it. She is not for the likes of you.’

      He forced himself to put away all notions of amorous pursuits, for the time being at least. There were other, more pressing matters to command his attention.

      He opened the battered travel bag and took out his spare linen shirt, and a few other odd, well-repaired pieces of clothing. He took his army rifle, still wrapped up in a regimental jacket, and placed it safely under his bed. Keeping his rifle close by was one old habit which would die hard.

      At the bottom of the bag he retrieved the last item, a small, nondescript grey bag. He stood holding it in his hand.

      This second bag was a fairly recent purchase. It blended in perfectly with the bottom of the larger bag. While Avery very rarely let his travel bag out of his sight, he found comfort in the added protection this simple act of camouflage afforded. Any rogue rifling through his belongings would more than likely overlook the dull, grey, sock-like thing at the bottom of his travel bag.

      ‘Come on then, let’s have a look at you,’ he muttered.

      The expansive bedroom window allowed the room to be bathed in sunlight. Another sharp contrast to the tiny, windowless room in which he had been sleeping under the rafters at the Queens Head.

      From out of the bag, he pulled a pocket watch. A ray of light caught the gold cover of the watch and cast a glint. He smiled lovingly at it. His imagination whispered that the handsome timepiece had likely once been owned by someone who lived in such a fine house as this.

      ‘I promise you no more chilly attics,’ he murmured. He lay the watch down on the bed.

      A knock at the door roused him from his thoughts. He quickly threw his spare shirt over the watch and called. ‘Enter.’

      Lord Langham’s smiling face appeared around the door.

      ‘All settled?’ he asked.

      Avery nodded. He did not have a lot of things to unpack or get settled.

      ‘Good. In that case I was wondering if you would indulge me and allow my tailor to attend you. We cannot have you getting about in borrowed clothes any longer.’

      Lord Langham strode into the room followed by a stout, middle-aged man with a length of thin fabric in his hand. Behind the man several household footmen carried large boxes covered in striped fabric. The man pointed to a spot on the floor near the French doors and the boys deposited the boxes before withdrawing from the room.

      ‘This is Mr. Swain. Mr. Swain, Mr. Avery Fox.’

      Mr. Swain bowed low. It was clear he knew who Avery was.

      ‘Mr. Fox. A pleasure to meet you. I hope I may be of service to you today and in the future,’ he said. He stood back and placed his hands by his sides, an expectant look on his face.

      Avery scowled. He had never dealt with a tailor before; what was he supposed to do?

      Lord Langham cleared his throat. ‘Mr. Fox has had a long military career; he is not used to having the services of a gentleman’s tailor.’

      He turned toward Avery. ‘Mr. Swain will need to take your full measurements, so you will have to remove your jacket.’

      Lord Langham wandered over to a nearby chair and made himself comfortable. Avery slowly removed his jacket and lay it on the bed over the spare shirt. The pocket watch remained hidden from sight.

      The second Mr. Swain stepped forward and put his hands on Avery’s waist, he knew it was going to be an interesting afternoon. He looked at Lord Langham, seeking reassurance that having this man’s hands all over him was what was supposed to be happening.

      Henry Langham sat chuckling in the chair.

      ‘You wait till he measures you up for new trousers, Fox. I bet five pounds you hold your breath when he takes your inside leg measurements.’

      Mr. Swain took the measuring tape from around his neck and went silently about his business. When he did get to the point where he had Avery standing, legs akimbo, while he ran the measuring tape around his thigh, Avery began to feel faint.

      ‘Done,’ Mr. Swain finally announced.

      ‘Excellent,’ Lord Langham said.

      ‘Is Friday soon enough, milord?’

      Lord Langham nodded. ‘Yes, I think we can hide Mr. Fox away from society for a few more days.’

      The tailor made his bowed farewells and left. Avery stood staring at the door, a deep scowl between his eyebrows. Why was he being hidden from society?

      ‘Relax, young man. Mr. Swain will have the basics of your new wardrobe ready by Friday, then you can start to circulate. The season is coming to a close, but it will do you good to make at least a few appearances in the next few weeks. Selective ones, of course, in the circumstances,’ Lord Langham said.

      Avery picked up his jacket and considered the black armband he had hastily sewn around the left arm. David had assured him he was fine with Avery sewing it to the jacket when he lent it to him. Lord Langham still wore his piece of mourning cloth on his sleeve, but it was only held on by pins, almost as if it were a mere afterthought to social propriety.

      ‘Take your time to relax and find your way around the house this afternoon. Later in the week we shall sit and discuss matters of business and what role you might like to play in the running of the estate.’

      Lord Langham left Avery to his own devices for the rest of the day. David made a brief appearance later that morning, promising to spend time with him in the forthcoming days. Lady Clarice and the dowager Countess Langham were nowhere to be seen.

      Avery spent the afternoon lying on his back, enjoying the soft comfort of the big bed in his room. He found himself whistling to overcome the silence of the house. He rolled over and ran his right hand across the silk cover. Soft and sensual to the touch, it tempted him into taking off the black leather glove which he permanently wore on his left hand.

      As his fingers settled on the soft, cool fabric, he looked at the series of deep slashes which ran from his middle fingers to his wrist. They presented a sharp contrast to the expensive elegance of the bedclothes.

      He frowned. The hand was stiff and only afforded a limited range of movement. No amount of bespoke clothing, or money for that matter, could make him whole again.
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      Avery’s first evening at Langham House provided his first real insight into not only the relationship between his late brother and the Langham family, but more importantly, how the Langham family viewed his presence.

      At dinner, he dined only with the Dowager Countess Langham. Lord Langham sent his apologies due to a prior engagement, while David and Clarice were dining with Lord and Lady Strathmore.

      When he entered the room, Avery fully expected Lady Alice to turn her nose up and ignore him. He was soon wishing she had. No sooner had the first course been served than Lady Alice began her interrogation of him.

      ‘So, Mr. Fox, you were in the army?’

      ‘Yes, Lady Alice, fifteen years all told.’

      ‘And you were injured at Waterloo?’

      ‘Yes, Lady Alice. I was lucky to survive.’

      And so, it went on. For two solid hours, the silver-haired dowager countess grilled him about his life. By the time the footman served an overly sweet dessert wine, Avery had begun to wilt under the constant questions.

      Thank god, she wasn’t on the side of the French during the war.

      ‘Well. Thank you for a most illuminating evening, Mr. Fox,’ Lady Alice announced.

      She signaled to a nearby footman, who hastened over to pull out her chair. Avery quickly put down his wine glass and rose from the table. He came to her side, handing her the walking stick she had propped against the table.

      Taking the walking stick, she flinched when Avery put a supportive hand under her elbow. She looked up at him and for an instant he could have sworn he saw fear in her eyes.

      The look was gone as soon as she blinked. A tight smile came to her lips.

      ‘Thank you, Mr. Fox,’ she said.

      ‘I should very much like for you to call me Avery, Lady Alice. If that is to your liking. It does seem a little overly formal to address me in such a way under your own roof,’ he replied.

      She considered his words and then nodded.

      ‘Avery it is. Good night, Avery; welcome to Langham House.’

      She hobbled out of the room, leaving Avery with a handful of servants to wait on him alone.

      He resumed his seat at the table and finished the last course of flavored ices and fruit. The first olive branch of friendship had been extended to Lady Alice, and he was pleased that she had accepted it. Less comforting was that she had not reciprocated the gesture, but he consoled himself that it was to be expected.

      ‘Small steps,’ he whispered into his wine glass before draining it. His offer to the servants to leave him to his own company was met with a polite refusal. He tried not to read too much into the curious situation. Likely it was just a normal part of the social rules. Members of the family must always have servants on hand at their beck and call.

      He sighed. With no-one else home and lacking the funds to venture out, he faced the prospect of a long, boring evening alone.

      ‘Is there a library in the house?’ he asked the ever-present footman.

      Within minutes he was standing in Lord Langham’s well-stocked private library. Hands on hips, he whistled his appreciation of the magnificent collection. Towering shelves literally groaned under the weight of heavy tomes. He had never before seen so many books in the one place. He walked around the room, slowly perusing the collection. As he ran his finger along the spines of book after book, an appreciative smile formed on his lips. The Langham family not only read widely, but they had similar tastes to his own.

      ‘It’s just like finding King Solomon’s treasure,’ he muttered to himself.

      Finally, he chose a collection of Wordsworth’s poems. Book in hand, he strode over to the footman.

      ‘Is it all right if I borrow this to read in my room?’ he asked.

      The footman shifted uneasily on his feet. Avery could see from the look of concern on the young man’s face that whatever his instructions for the evening had been, they had not included Mr. Fox asking to remove books from the library.

      ‘Forget about it. I would hate to get you into trouble over a book,’ he said.

      Turning on his heel he walked back to the bookcase and returned the book to the shelf.

      ‘Excuse me, Mr. Fox, but I’m sure it would be acceptable for you to sit and read the book in here. I can build up the fire and have one of the other lads bring you a brandy,’ the young man replied.

      Avery retrieved the book and was soon ensconced in a comfortable chair by the fire, a warm brandy keeping him company.

      The following morning Avery rose early, as was his lifelong habit. He quickly washed and dressed and stepped out into the hall. An hour of reading before breakfast was central to his plans for the day.

      As he closed the door to his room, a footman rose from a nearby chair and bid him a good morning. As Avery passed by, the footman fell in step behind. Instantly, Avery stopped and spun around. A rush of hot anger raced up his spine.

      ‘Is Lord Langham up and about this early?’ he asked
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