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		Chapter 1

		London, June 1763

		The doors of the Savoir Faire club opened, throwing a path of light into the midnight street, and causing a flurry among the idling servants. Linkboys ran forward, torches streaming, to offer the gentlemen light on their way home. A hovering footman blew a whistle, however, and a response shrilled back from one of the coaches lined up in the street. The coach’s lamps sprang to light, and a groom could be seen removing nose bags from the two horses.

		The liveried footman turned back to be sure the pesky linkboys didn’t bother his master, the great Marquess of Rothgar, and his lordship’s half-brother, Lord Bryght Malloren. With a few cheeky comments, the lads drifted back to an abandoned dice game in the shadows.

		Despite precious lace gleaming pale at throat and wrist, and the flash of fire in jewels, the marquess and his brother didn’t need protection. Both wore small swords, and gilded scabbards and ornamental ribbons did not make them any less lethal, especially in their hands.

		They chatted as they waited for the coach to pull up in front of them. Then the doors of the fashionable club opened again, and a new group emerged laughing, one man singing badly out of tune.

		Then the song changed:

		
			“For chastity’s a noble state,

			A pity it don’t wear, eh?

			The lady doth protest too much

			For the gentleman was bare, eh!”

		

		Both brothers turned, swords hissing from their scabbards.

		“I believe,” the marquess said softly, “that song went out of fashion nearly two years back. You will, of course, apologize for being so out of style, sir?”

		The song was one of the scurrilous ones which had flown about town when Lady Chastity Ware had been found in her bed with a naked man. The young lady had declared her innocence, but it had taken Malloren intervention to prove it, and have her restored to society. Chastity was now the wife of the marquess’s youngest half-brother, Lord Cynric, now Lord Raymore.

		The blond man who had been singing, disordered perhaps by drink, sneered at the swords. “Damned if I will. A man can sing a song.”

		“Not that one!” snapped Lord Bryght, blade point moving to touch the other man’s throat. The singer didn’t flinch, though his companions shrank back, pop-eyed.

		The marquess used his blade tip to push his brother’s away. “We’ll have no street brawls, Bryght, or murders.” He eyed the insolent singer. “Your name, sir?”

		Most men in London would quail under the icy tone of the man many called the Dark Marquess, but this one only sneered more. “Curry, my lord. Sir Andrew Curry.”

		“Then, Sir Andrew, you will apologize for singing out of tune.”

		Nostrils flared, but the sneer stayed in place. “Don’t tell me you’re still trying to shovel blossoms over the dung heap, my lord marquess. Wealth and power can only do so much, and a stink will always linger.”

		“Especially in a corpse,” the marquess remarked. “I fear we must meet, Sir Andrew. Your second?”

		Instead of alarm, Curry smiled. “Giller?”

		One of his hangers-on, overdressed and pug-faced, seemed to gulp, but said, “Of course, Curry. Your servant.”

		“Lord Bryght will act for me,” said the marquess, “but we can settle the details I’m sure. Weapons?”

		“Swords.”

		“Swords at nine, then, at the pond in St. James’s Park. The one so popular for suicide.” He sheathed his sword, then entered his crested carriage.

		Lord Bryght sheathed his own sword, made wary by Curry’s good humor. “Giller? Step aside with me if you will.”

		“Why?” asked the pudgy man in alarm.

		“Because you’re my second, you numbskull,” Curry said. “Lord Bryght is evidently meticulous about these things. Go and assure him that I won’t apologize.”

		Giller teetered over on high heels, looking as if he feared to be skewered.

		Bryght said, “It is our duty, Mr. Giller—”

		“Sir Parkwood Giller, my lord.”

		“My apologies, Sir Parkwood. It is our duty to try to effect a reconciliation. Talk to Sir Andrew, and if he changes his mind, contact me at Malloren House, Marlborough Square.”

		“Changes his mind!” declared Giller. “Curry? I should think not. Try instead to convince the marquess not to commit suicide.” He turned, nose in air, and teetered back to his friends.

		So it was as he suspected. Curry was a professional duelist.

		Bryght entered the carriage and it moved on, but behind them, singing started again. Bryght cursed but his brother put a hand on his arm. “It will be dealt with tomorrow in proper fashion, Bryght.”

		“Proper fashion? Why the devil are you fighting a man like that? You could have taken a whip to him for singing that song and no one would have objected.”

		“You think not? This is not autocratic France, and besides, he seemed intent on a duel.”

		“You aren’t usually so obliging to those with intent,” Bryght snapped, for it touched on an issue he’d come to London to raise. Now, however, was definitely not the time. If this went amiss, it would end the issue anyway.

		Rothgar smiled slightly in the flickering light of the carriage lamp. “The duel would have been hard to avoid, Bryght, and I found myself curious as to who wants me dead.”

		Bryght looked at his brother. “So, you do know the man’s reputation?”

		“A bully and probably a cheat who gets away with it because people are afraid of his skill with a sword. He needs a lesson.”

		“But why from you?” Rothgar was good, damn good, but there was always someone better. He’d drilled that into his younger half-brothers when preparing them for the world.

		Rothgar didn’t answer, and Bryght remembered what he’d said. “You think he’s a hired killer? Devil take it, Bey, who would want you dead?”

		Rothgar turned one of his deceptively mild looks on him. “You think me unworthy of hate and fear?”

		Bryght laughed—Rothgar often had that effect on him—but said, “He’ll not make a killing matter out of it. Deadly duels can land a man in prison these days.”

		“What else is the point? And he’s just the sort of rootless rogue to flee to France without a care, especially with a large bag of blood money for comfort.”

		“Whose money?”

		“That’s the interesting question. I fail to see any enemies who would go to such extremes. Rather lowering, really. Surely the passion of one’s enemies should mark the stature of one’s triumphs.”

		“You probably have enemies you don’t even know about.” Rothgar’s almost playful mood made Bryght snappish. “The trouble with being the ‘Dark Marquess,’ and the éminence noire of England is it makes it easy for anyone to blame their misfortunes on you.”

		Rothgar laughed. “Like a warty village crone? The sort simple people blame for every misshaped child or suddenly dead sheep?”

		Bryght had to laugh, too, for a less likely image for his elegant, sophisticated brother was hard to imagine. As the coach halted in the front courtyard of Malloren House, however, humor faded. Did someone want his brother dead?

		After a restless night, he was still asking that question the next morning when their coach arrived at the area of St. James’s Park close to the gloomy pond. “Devil take it! Why are there so many people here? This is a duel, not a theatrical performance.”

		“Is there any difference?” Rothgar asked dryly as he climbed out of the carriage. Bryght could not know if his brother had slept well, but he seemed his normal, unruffled self.

		Bryght climbed down, staring around at the crowd. Most of London Society seemed to be here—the male part at least. Behind the fashionable circle in lace and braid clustered the lower orders, bobbing up and down to try to see. Some, by Hades, carried children on their shoulders, and a number of men, women, and children were up in nearby trees. In the distance, people massed in the windows of overlooking houses. Flashes of reflected sunlight told him some had telescopes.

		Anything his brother did was cause for public excitement, but this was damned improper for a meeting of honor. Who the devil had alerted the world? It almost turned the duel into a joke.

		Then Bryght noticed Lord Selwyn at the front of the crowd. Selwyn had a morbid taste for public executions, and traveled Europe to watch the most gruesome. He wouldn’t have risen early from his bed for a joke.

		Selwyn, at least, expected to enjoy a death here today.

		Bryght realized that he was staring around in far too revealing a manner. He forced himself to relax, pulled out a silver box, and took a pinch of snuff. Though he’d abandoned London’s games for the country when he married, he still knew the rules. One did not show fear or even concern over personal safety. Rarely in private. Never in public.

		Or, as in the animal world, they’d tear you apart.

		He turned his attention to Rothgar’s opponent. Curry was already down to shirt and breeches, showing a body that was whipcord thin and strong. Height and reach must be similar to his brother’s.

		Bryght wished to hell Cyn was here. Despite a lack of height Cyn had that extra something, that instinct and reflex that made a true swordsman. He was just possibly better than Rothgar. This was even Cyn’s fight since the insult was to his wife.

		Curry took his rapier from an attendant to begin some practice passes and lunges.

		“Plague take it,” Bryght muttered. “He’s left-handed.”

		“A truly sinister advantage,” Rothgar remarked as his valet eased him out of his coat. “I know.”

		It was like a rap on the knuckles. Of course Rothgar knew. His brother never moved into even a casual encounter without research. Between last night and now he’d doubtless discovered how many bugs Curry had in his bed.

		“As I thought, he’s good,” Rothgar said as his valet relieved him of his long waistcoat. “He’s fought three duels in England and won them all, leaving his opponents with nasty but nonlethal wounds. Rumor says he’s killed two men in France.”

		Bryght drew on his training to act as unconcerned as his brother, but real worry churned. Rothgar practiced regularly with a master, and had insisted that all his brothers did the same as protection against just this sort of incident. A trumped-up excuse for a duel.

		But was he good enough?

		Fettler, his brother’s valet, was calmly folding the discarded coat and waistcoat. The liveried footman who held his master’s inlaid and gilded rapier case looked unalarmed. Clearly in the servants’ eyes Rothgar was already cast in the role of victor. Bryght wished he had that ignorant security. No match between skilled swordsmen was ever certain.

		Rothgar turned to him. “Go. Do your secondary duties.”

		“What are my primary ones?”

		His brother twisted off his ruby signet and passed it over. “To take up my burden if things go awry.” With a slight smile, he added, “Pray, my dear, for my success.”

		“Don’t be damned stupid.”

		“You thirst after the marquisate?”

		“You know I don’t. I meant, of course I pray for your success.”

		“But I doubt either of us have voices heard by angels. Go, therefore, and make a last attempt at peace.”

		“Is there any basis upon which you would?”

		Rothgar was tucking his lace ruffles into his cuff. “But of course! Am I an animal? If he crawls over here on his knees begging forgiveness, he may flee into exile unharmed.”

		Though his own terms would be exactly the same, Bryght felt like rolling his eyes as he walked partway between the two groups and waited. The chance of apology was nonexistent, but one must always go through the correct steps.

		Sir Parkwood Giller minced forward to meet him, clearly enjoying his central role in this popular drama. He even produced a gaudy, lace-edged handkerchief to flourish as he bowed too low in a sickening cloud of cheap perfume. “My lord!”

		Bryght cloaked his disgust and gave the slightest possible bow. “I come to ask if your principal has realized his error.”

		“Error!” The handkerchief wafted again. It could constitute a secret weapon. “Lud, no, my lord. But if the marquess realizes that his offense was misplaced—”

		“You jest.”

		“Not at all. Everyone knows—”

		“Giller, the days in which seconds engaged in combat are past, but I will oblige you if you insist.”

		Handkerchiefs at twenty paces. No, make it thirty.

		White showed around Giller’s eyes—or bloodshot pink to be precise. “No … not at all, my lord. I assure you!”

		“How wise.” Bryght then stated his brother’s terms, at which Giller’s snub nose pinched and he stiffened in affront. “Then the duel goes on, my lord!”

		“It is your duty to put the terms to your principal, as I will put Curry’s to mine.” With a sharp bow, Bryght returned to his brother.

		“Complete acceptance that Chastity is a trollop, of course.”

		Rothgar, warming and loosening his muscles, didn’t respond. Bryght didn’t say more, knowing his brother had a way of settling and focusing his mind before swordplay. It wasn’t something he himself had ever been able to do well, which was doubtless why Rothgar and Cyn could always defeat him in the end.

		Come to think of it, fire-eating Cyn didn’t seem to do much mental settling before a contest either. With him it was pure lightning brilliance. Bryght wished again Cyn was here. He’d slice Curry to ribbons and enjoy every minute of it. Six years of soldiering had hardened him to death-dealing to a remarkable degree.

		Everyone was waiting now for Rothgar to indicate he was ready. Bryght certainly didn’t want to rush him, but he wished they’d get on with it, get it over with. Of course, it was quite likely this delay was designed to put Curry off balance. The man had already stopped his exercises and taken to marching back and forth in obvious impatience, playing to the crowd.

		The crowd, though restive, showed no signs of siding with Curry in this. When death hovered, impatience was gauche.

		As if judging his moment, Rothgar paused, straightened, gave Bryght one of his rare smiles, then walked into the center of the space.

		Gad, but he was magnificent.

		He always moved with a fluid grace, but before swordplay it changed slightly, as if the balance of his whole body shifted a lethal fraction. Of course, he’d taken off his heeled shoes, but he’d also dropped the studied grace of the courtier and released the beauty of the predator beneath.

		Tall, broad-shouldered, lean, and muscled—the truth was no longer disguised by the elegance and artifice of the fashionable nobleman. A hush settled on the crowd, and Bryght knew it was more than anticipation of the duel. It was awe.

		Everyone was familiar with the aristocrat who wielded great influence in England without taking political office. Few, however, had previously seen beneath the manners, wit, and silk.

		Bryght wondered if Rothgar’s reluctance to indulge in duels was not just that he had better things to do. Perhaps he disliked exposing this extra layer of power. It declared itself now in his strong body and lean features, still and focused on his deadly opponent.

		Curry didn’t seem to feel the change. With an audible huff, he stalked confidently to meet his opponent, only then settling into fencer’s stance, and a rather rigid version.

		Bryght relaxed slightly. Perhaps they were uneven after all.

		Not enough. From the first click of the swords, Curry too changed, and it was clear he deserved his reputation. More of a fire-eater than a scientist, he was still strong, quick and skilled, and had that advantage of being left-handed. He even possessed some of the magic spark that took sword fighting beyond speed and mechanics, a separate sense that made him able to avoid the unavoidable, and take advantage of the slightest slip.

		The light but lethal blades tapped and slithered, stockinged feet padded back and forth on the springy grass, agile bodies flexed and twisted, recovered, extended, retracted, lunged….

		Attacking blades were beaten back, but not always without contact. Soon, despite the cool morning air, both men poured sweat, and hair flew free of ribbons. Both shirts were gashed red. No more than scratches yet, but Bryght’s heart was racing as his brother’s must be. Plague take it but it was close. A slip could settle this, or it might come down to endurance.

		The two men fought in silence to the music of the blades, all concentration in eye and hand, and on the sword—the flexible extension of the hand, arm, and body. Agile feet and strong legs moved them back and forth with lethal speed. Both must know it was even, for they pushed the risks now, hunting the falter.

		Curry thrust high, forcing an awkward parry that still sent the point slicing across Rothgar’s shoulder. Curry was ready with an echo thrust to the heart, but by some miracle Rothgar kept his balance and knocked the rapier wide.

		Both men stepped back, panting and dripping, then lunged forward again. It could not go much longer. Then Rothgar parried another clever thrust and extended, extended almost beyond strength and balance so his rapier point penetrated Curry’s chest just below the breastbone. Not deep enough to kill. Not even deep enough to seriously wound. But instinct staggered the man back, shocked, hand to the wound, and the crowd gasped.

		Perhaps they thought him killed.

		Perhaps he thought the same.

		With a rapid flick, Rothgar pinked him in the thigh so blood ran free. Curry tried to collect himself, to get back his balance and control, but Rothgar’s sword flickered past a confused defense of the heart to pierce deep into his left shoulder.

		The maiming wound. Curry would live, but unless he was very lucky, he would not use a sword with his left arm again.

		Bryght realized he’d stopped breathing, and sucked in air. All around, cheers and applause made this seem absurdly like a popular scene at the opera.

		Curry, to give him credit, seized his fallen sword in his right hand and tried to go on, but Rothgar disarmed him in a few moves. His sword rested at the man’s heaving chest, poised with intent over the false wound. Still sucking in breaths, he said, “I assume you are now … resolved to sing songs that are up to date and in tune?”

		Rage flared in Curry’s eyes, the rage of one who’d never been defeated, who had thought himself invulnerable, and in a way still did. “Singing be damned. Lady Chastity Ware was a whore, and still is—”

		He died, his heart pierced, before more filth could spew forth.

	
		Chapter 2

		Rothgar pulled his sword free and the doctor came forward, in no great hurry, to confirm the end. None of Curry’s stunned friends seemed inclined to gather around the corpse and mourn, and suddenly, like a flock of birds released from cages, chatter rose all around.

		Rothgar looked around at his audience. “Gentlemen,” he said, instantly gaining silence and attention, “as you heard, Sir Andrew Curry tried to bring a lady’s name into this, thereby offending not just my family’s honor, but that of our gracious monarch and his wife. The king and queen have accepted Lady Raymore at Court as a woman of virtue. Their wisdom and judgment is not to be questioned.”

		After a startled moment, mutters of support swelled, scattered with calls of “Aye!” “God save the king!” and “Devil take him who thought it!” Curry’s cronies shared panicked glances and slipped hastily away.

		As men gathered around Rothgar to congratulate, and to relive the fight, Bryght saw that no one remained to arrange for removal of the body. He took the Malloren footman over to the doctor and put matters in hand. With luck Dr. Gibson or one of his colleagues needed a cadaver to mangle. By the time he’d dealt with that, Fettler was assisting his brother back into his coat.

		“Were you as pressed there as you looked?” Bryght asked.

		Rothgar took a deep swallow from a flask. It was doubtless the pure water he had brought in daily from a spring on the chalk downs. “He was good. But he never dug beneath the surface.”

		They climbed into the coach, the valet sitting opposite, and it moved off to take them back to Malloren House.

		“Are any of the wounds serious?”

		“Mere scratches.”

		“I don’t suppose he thought to poison his sword.”

		Rothgar’s lips twitched. “Don’t be theatrical.”

		“It’s just the sort of thing scum like that would do—”

		But his brother had leaned his head back and closed his eyes, so Bryght cut off more words. Even Rothgar must feel some effect of peril, exertion, and dealing out death. Bryght considered his own nervous reaction and knew he had lost all taste for this sort of thing. He wondered if his brother was feeling the same way.

		When they arrived at Malloren House, he couldn’t stop himself following Rothgar up and into his handsome suite of rooms. He knew common sense and a host of excellent servants would take care of him, but he had to follow. Rothgar raised his brows, but didn’t throw him out as he stripped off his ruined shirt. There were, in truth, only small cuts and scratches. The worst was the slash across the shoulder, and that wasn’t deep.

		Bryght began to get his brain back. “So,” he said, “do you think that was one rash man, or a plot?”

		Stripped down to drawers, his brother was washing. “If it was a plot, I assume they will try again. It will be informative to see how.”

		“Again? Plague take it, you can’t just wait for the next attack.”

		“How do you suggest I prevent it? Nor would I wish to. I prefer to have any murderous enemy flushed out of cover and dealt with.” Rothgar toweled dry and issued crisp commands about bandages and clothes. “You take an interest in mathematics. One point tells us nothing. Three should pin down the source.”

		“Next time it might be poison, or a pistol in the dark.”

		His brother sat so his barber could dress the wound on his shoulder. “I do my best to guard against such things.”

		“Even so—”

		“Heaven save me from newly hatched family men!” Rothgar turned sharply toward him. “It can be the only explanation for all this fussing. Nothing is particularly changed, Bryght. Except you.”

		The barber patiently shifted to work from the new angle.

		To hell with it, Bryght thought. He’d have the discussion he’d been seeking. “My circumstances have changed,” he said, passing the ruby signet back to his brother. “Having found domestic comfort, I quake at the prospect of having to take up your responsibilities.”

		“I will do my best to spare you that fate until you are far too old to care.”

		“Can you spare Francis, too?”

		He was referring to his son. For a telling pause, Rothgar concentrated on sliding the ring back onto his right hand, then on flexing his bandaged shoulder and nodding his approval. At a murmur from the barber, he turned again and the man began to shave him.

		Bryght’s jaw tensed. The issue here was marriage—Rothgar’s marriage and siring of a son and heir—and his brother was warning him off. Because Rothgar’s mother had gone mad, he had resolved not to continue that tainted blood in the line. It had always been understood that Bryght or one of his brothers, sons of a different mother, would produce future generations of Mallorens.

		The subject was forbidden, but Bryght couldn’t take the warning this time. As soon as the barber put down the razor and began to wipe away traces of soap, he demanded, “Well?”

		Rothgar rose to put on the shirt and breeches offered by junior valets. “Perhaps one day high rank and power will be your son’s delight.”

		“And if it isn’t?”

		“He will, I assume, be trained to do his duty anyway.” The exquisitely embroidered gray silk waistcoat came next, and a valet set to fastening the long line of chased silver buttons.

		Bryght was sweating as if he was in fact engaged in a duel.

		He had long accepted his place as Rothgar’s heir. Growing up the son of a marquess, he had willy-nilly learned a great deal about the business, and Rothgar had insisted that he learn more. Though unwilling, he was capable of taking up the burden if necessary.

		When he had married last year, he’d accepted that his eldest son would one day inherit the marquisate. Now, however, that theoretical heir was a nine-month-old child with copper curls and a beloved smile. Francis, whom Bryght and Portia wanted to grow up free to explore the whole of this exciting modern world. How was Francis to shape a life of his own, yet be ready to take on awesome responsibilities tomorrow, or next year, or forty years from now?

		Or never.

		Intolerable.

		But how to argue the case … ?

		He realized that he’d let Rothgar have his way. He’d let the matter drop. Perhaps his nerve had failed him, for he knew his brother would fight any pressure to marry as fiercely, as ruthlessly, as he had fought Curry.

		The coiffeur carried in a gray wig, back hair hidden in a gray silk bag gathered by a black ribbon. The grandeur of his brother’s preparations finally caught Bryght’s attention. “Where the devil are you going?”

		“You have forgotten that it’s Friday?”

		He had. Every Wednesday and Friday the king held a levee. Attendance was not precisely compulsory, but any man of importance at court or in government was expected to attend if he was in London. If he did not, the king could assume that he was siding with one of the factions opposed to his policies.

		“You still intend to go?” Bryght queried. “The king must know you just fought a duel.”

		“He will wish to be assured of my good health.”

		“There’ll be a dozen men there able to—”

		His brother’s raised left hand, glittering now with two fine jewels, silenced him. “Country living is corroding your instincts, Bryght. The king will wish to see me, and it is necessary that the world see that I am completely unharmed and unshaken. Besides which,” he added, glancing at a tray of cravat pins presented for his selection, “the Uftons are in town and I am promised to present them.”

		“Who the devil are the Uftons?”

		“A small estate near Crowthorne.” He touched a black, baroque pearl. “Solid people. Sir George is showing his son and heir the wicked wonders of London, doubtless in the same way he has shown him hoof rot, mange, and sour land. Carruthers has them in hand.”

		Bryght abandoned his protests. Rothgar might, if so inclined, disappoint the king. He would not disappoint the Uftons.

		He would not disappoint anyone today. He was preparing for a grand entrance. The scarce-noticed barbering had doubtless been the second of the day, removing any trace of dark bristle in preparation for the powder and paint. Essential, of course, to give an impression of noble delicacy. Though normal for court, the extreme care now was doubtless intended to restore the veil after the earlier exhibition of lethal strength.

		Bryght thought of Shakespeare. “All the world’s a stage …” First the violence of the duel, then the studied artifice of the court. Perhaps later the wit of a salon, the seductive magic of a ball, or the danger of the gaming tables. He himself had played on these stages before his marriage and enjoyed them, but he had always lacked his brother’s consummate art.

		“Have you thought that the king might disapprove of Curry’s death?” he asked.

		“If he wishes to rebuke me, he must be given the opportunity.”

		“What if he wishes to throw you in the Tower? Make you stand your trial?”

		“That too. It was a properly run affair, however, in front of many witnesses.”

		“Your killing blow could be seen as unorthodox.”

		Rothgar turned to Bryght. “You wish me to skulk here until I know the king’s mind? Or perhaps you think I should flee to Holland, or even take ship to the New World?”

		Put like that, attending the levee was the only course, and in full magnificence. He should have known. When did Rothgar ever misplay a hand in this game?

		His brother was fascinating and admirable, but at times he seemed scarcely human. His attention to detail, even the detail of his costume for this appearance, the fact that he was almost always on stage and in complex roles, had to take a toll. It was not a lifestyle to wish on a laughing cherub. Rothgar, after all, had been shaped by terrible losses and demands.

		Perhaps the dark steel had always been there, but four tragic deaths had formed him into the man he was today—a man who had been plunged into his powers and responsibilities at nineteen. A man who had created and now controlled a small empire, who perhaps needed that empire, and control of it, as guard against fears of loss.

		Or guard against fears of madness.

		His mother had gone mad and murdered her newborn child. Rothgar, a young child himself, had been a powerless witness. Sometimes Bryght thought that his brother’s need to control was a kind of madness in itself. He tried to make the world a theater stage, with himself as director. Or perhaps one of the complex automatons he liked so well. A machine controlled by him; his, and his alone, to keep in working order; a world where he truly could keep disaster at bay.

		It was an awe-inspiring performance, and Rothgar did remarkable things for his family and for England, but Bryght wished no crucible of pain to form his son into his brother’s like. Yet he had let the subject slip away.

		Before he could gather courage to try again, Rothgar eased into his precisely cut jacket. The dull steel-gray silk fit without a ripple, and was lavishly embroidered with black and silver six inches deep all down the front. Fettler smoothed the silk across his shoulders and down the back, chasing nonexistent flaws. Though Rothgar wore an ornate small sword, Bryght knew he could never fight in such a restrictive garment. However, he looked, doubtless by design, like an ornamental steel blade himself.

		His breeches were of the same gray, as were his stockings. He stepped into black shoes with silver heels and buckles and chose a snowy silk handkerchief edged by the most subtle band of silk lace. Lastly, Fettler pinned the silver star of the Order of the Bath to his left breast, the gold cross in the middle being the only color about him.

		Then he turned, and flourishing the handkerchief in fashionable style, bowed with perfect grace.

		Beauty and threat, precisely blended.

		Bryght clapped, and his brother’s lips twitched. Though Rothgar could play his role on this stage to the hilt, unlike many he did not get lost in the artifice. As he’d frequently pointed out to his family, their world was a costume ball, but a ball at which momentous matters were decided.

		They left the room and a subtle perfume traveled with them. Rothgar had put a touch of it on his handkerchief, and the contrast with that popinjay’s cheap drenching stuff was almost worthy of tears.

		As was the fact that Bryght had let a golden opportunity slip away. “About Francis,” he said, knowing it wasn’t a good moment.

		“Yes?”

		The single word was cold as steel, but Bryght persisted. “You’ll get to know him better, during the journey to Brand’s wedding.”

		“I tremble in delight.” But Rothgar glanced over and smiled. “He is a charming child, Bryght. Do you think Brand’s plans of living in the north will work?”

		“Probably. He’s never had a taste for fashionable life.” Bryght was aware, however, of being deflected. More gently this time, but just as firmly.

		“He won’t be able to avoid it entirely,” Rothgar said as they entered the landing at the top of the sweeping main stairs. “His bride’s cousin holds a grand estate there. Her home rivals Rothgar Abbey.”

		“The Countess of Arradale? Bey—”

		“A formidable northern warrior maid, with weapons of curls, bright eyes, silk, and pistols. And skillful with all of them.”

		“Bey—”

		“Did Brand tell you she nearly killed him? And, of course, she ran me and my men off with her own small army.”

		Idle chat as a defensive weapon, wielded like a rapier so Bryght couldn’t quite see how to say what he needed to say.

		“A countess in her own right,” his brother was saying as they began to descend the stairs to the spacious hall. “She holds considerable power, and intends to keep it.”

		Aha! “Not everyone likes power,” Bryght interjected firmly. “Bey, I don’t want Francis burdened with being your heir.”

		It was as if an icy mist lowered around them. “Then assure him, when he is old enough, that I will do my best to outlive him.”

		“I wish you would marry, Bey.”

		“Even for you, Bryght, no.”

		“There’s no other insanity in your mother’s family. Perhaps it was a disease, a freak!”

		“Everything has to start somewhere. I prefer not to take the risk.”

		“Do my concerns carry no weight at all?”

		They’d reached the base of the stairs and Rothgar turned to him. “I embrace all my family’s concerns. One solution would be to give me the child to raise as my heir.” Bryght had not found words to respond to that when Rothgar carried on, “The other is for me to die soon. Then you would be marquess and Francis could grow up secure in his future role. Shall I let the assassins do their work?”

		Plague take him for a heartless devil. Beneath love and friendship this always lingered—a rivalry and opposition that came from their roles, their natures, and their history.

		Though Bryght feared it was pointless, he persisted. “You could marry. Take the risk.”

		Rothgar’s brows rose. “Risk tainted generations merely to spare you some concern, and your son some uncertainty? I think not. Raise Francis to accept whatever burdens fall on his shoulders. It is the only way. For coddle him as you will, those burdens will fall. That, at least, I have learned.”

		He turned and accepted cloak and hat from a hovering footman then walked out of the tall double doors to enter his painted and gilded sedan chair for the short journey to St. James’s Palace. For once, he ignored the petitioners hovering in hope of a moment of the great marquess’s time, for a scrap of his power and influence directed to their cause.

		The liveried chairmen picked up the poles and set off, armed footmen walking at either side.

		The Marquess of Rothgar was once more on stage.

		Bryght turned away, shaken by anger and sheer nervous tension. There were times when he’d like to skewer his brother himself if only he were able.

		Harrogate, Yorkshire

		“Blast your eyes!” The Countess of Arradale stepped back from the tip of the foil that would have threatened her heart if the point hadn’t been buttoned, and she hadn’t been wearing a padded chest protector.

		Her fencing master pulled the shield from his craggy face. “You don’t practice enough, my lady.”

		Diana pulled off her own face mask, passing it to her hovering maid. “How can I, Carr, when you won’t come to Arradale to practice with me?” Clara hung up the mask and hurried back to untie the laces holding the chest guard in place.

		William Carr shrugged out of his own protective equipment. “You know I adore you, my lady, but I will not let you eat me whole.”

		Diana cast a look at the handsome Irishman, with his dark curly hair and twinkling blue eyes. She had thought once or twice of letting him flirt with her, but she knew by instinct that he was too dangerous to be a plaything. He, like most men, would love to possess her, her power and wealth, to turn her into a mere wife.

		“At least you won’t find my shooting inferior,” she said as she went to a mirror and tidied her chestnut hair.

		“It won’t bring such a fine blush to your cheek either, alas.”

		“Will it not? It will make my heart beat faster.”

		“That’s power, my lady,” he said with a lazy smile. “It’s a devil you are for power, and yes, it makes you a beautiful woman. But dangerous. Very dangerous.”

		She cast him a quelling look, though he always knew the right thing to say. Dangerous. She liked the thought of being dangerous.

		The glass told her he spoke the truth about her looks; exertion flushed her cheeks and made her eyes sparkle. A shame it was all for nothing. Yes, she was the sort of woman who could attract men, even without rank, wealth, and power. It was her tragedy that rank, wealth, and power barred her from encouraging them.

		She turned back. “Come, let me show you just how dangerous I have become. With a pistol, I don’t need a partner, so I do practice. Daily.”

		“I believe you,” he said, opening the door for her into a sunlit courtyard. “You like to win.”

		“Yes.”

		“And you’re still furious with yourself for missing that shot last year, even though you were firing at a man you wouldn’t want dead.”

		“Of course I’m glad I didn’t kill Lord Brand, Carr, but I shouldn’t have fired wildly. It was a weakness.” She turned to face him. “You must teach me how to avoid that. How to make a steady shot in an emergency.”

		They’d arrived at the door to his pistol gallery, and he paused. “Sure, and how would such an emergency happen to a grand lady like you?”

		“It happened once,” she retorted. “If it happens again, I must be ready. If circumstances had been the way I thought, I could have lost my life, and so could Rosa! Why else do I work so hard at this?”

		“For the pure, devilish challenge of it, Lady Arradale.”

		At that dry comment, she laughed aloud. “True. You know me too well, Carr. But it’s also because I will be ready to defend me and mine if the time ever comes. Teach me. Teach me as if I were a man.”

		He unlocked the door, but said, “Who threatens you, my lady? I’d be honored to kill him for you.”

		“No one,” she said, walking into the long room, where lingering smells of gunpowder and smoke sang to her senses. It was true that she loved the power of the pistol.

		It was also true that she was not threatened—physically, at least. Her life flowed calm and smooth, except for the awareness of a certain marquess.

		She took her custom-made weapons out of their case to prepare them, something she always did for herself. As she poured powder down the barrel of the first, she acknowledged that it was the marquess who had brought her here today. She hadn’t visited Carr for months, but the news that Dark Marquess would soon come north had driven her here to hone her skills.

		As she wrapped the ball in cloth and rammed it down the barrel, she remembered their last encounter. It had been at pistol point. She’d defeated him, and he wasn’t a man to forget a defeat.

		She put that pistol aside and began the other one. That violent encounter wasn’t the only cause of the warning prickle of her nerves.

		Oh no—she rammed the next ball down—it was memory of him, of the effect he had on her, that lurked. Last year, when he’d been in the north and visited her home, they’d challenged constantly, mostly with words. Verbal fencing, however, had drifted into a contest of flirtation.

		She opened the pan to put in the fine powder, but halted, thinking.

		One unforgettable night he had offered seduction. He hadn’t really meant it—it had been part of their ongoing battle, and he’d been testing her—but the moment had nibbled away at common sense and reason ever since.

		After her refusal, he’d said, “If you ever change your mind, Lady Arradale….”

		Those were the words that lingered by day, and haunted by night, and there had been many lunatic times when she’d wished she’d accepted that cynical offer.

		She shook her head and carefully poured the powder into the priming pan. The marquess wasn’t a physical threat, no, but even so, over the past year, she’d practiced her pistol shooting harder than ever before.

		Now she practiced daily, and had taken time from her busy schedule to come here especially to see Carr. For the marquess was coming north again, returning to disturb her land, and her peace of mind.

		She closed the pan cover, then filled the pan of the other. Then she set the lock of the first pistol to full-cock, ready to fire. “If anyone threatens me, Carr, I can deal with them myself.”

		But as she took her stance in front of the targets—rough silhouettes with a red heart pinned to each—she knew that a pistol ball, even to the heart, was no defense against the threat she faced.

	
		Chapter 3

		Noon approached and people streamed through the gatehouse off Pall Mall into the warren of old buildings known as St. James’s Palace. Ministers of the Crown were present, along with military officers, jaded courtiers, and country gentlemen wishing a once-in-a-lifetime audience with the king. All wore full court dress—elegant clothes, small sword, and powdered hair—for otherwise they would not be admitted.

		Those accustomed to going through this two or three times a week wandered across the courtyard chatting, or with minds clearly on other things. The gentlemen up from the country, on the other hand, looked around wide-eyed, shining with expectation. To see the king so close. To be acknowledged. To speak a word or two with him!

		The marquess’s chairmen carried him through the gatehouse and into the Great Court, where he emerged adjusting the frothing lace at his wrists. He acknowledged various greetings, assessing the mood. Curiosity, and some excited anticipation of him ending up in the Tower. It might happen. The young king was unpredictable, and burdened by a strong sense of his position as moral leader of his realm.

		He spotted his secretary, and strolled over to join him and two of the wide-eyed countrymen. Before Carruthers could introduce them, the older man, tall and hearty, though clearly ill-at-ease in his grand clothes, stepped forward to bow. “My lord marquess! We are infinitely obliged.”

		Rothgar bowed in turn. “Not at all, Sir George. I am delighted to see you in London. This must be your son …” As he spoke, his eyes flickered to his secretary who mouthed “George.” Suppressing a smile, he added, “George.”

		The handsome, dazed youth also bowed, hand sensibly on his small sword. They were notoriously tricky to handle and had tripped up many, and even poked ladies in unfortunate places on occasion. Young George looked likely to grow up to be as sound a man as his father.

		The marquess indicated that they should proceed into the building. “I hope my people have made your visit to London everything you could wish, Sir George.”

		“Indeed they have, my lord!” Sir George declared, and related all the wonders as they progressed toward the presence chamber. As they approached the chamber, however, he began to falter with nervousness and excitement. “Upon my soul, my lord, I don’t know what I should say.”

		“Follow His Majesty’s lead, Sir George, but do talk to him. His greatest complaint of these events is that people stare and say, ‘Yes, sire,’ ‘No, sire.’”

		“Indeed, my lord!” Sir George looked as if he was swallowing hard. “Well, by Gemini, I will do my best then. But you, Georgie,” he said to his son, trailing behind and staring at the array of weapons on the paneled walls, “you’d best keep to yes sire and no sire. You hear?”

		“Yes, Father!”

		Rothgar hid a smile. Levees were a boring obligation, so he quite enjoyed presenting his country neighbors. Seen through their eyes, this took on some freshness and flavor, and reminded him that it was central to English government that good men have access to the monarch. He regretted not putting off the duel a day. He’d make sure the Uftons weren’t caught in any unpleasantness, but if the king decided to make as issue of dueling and death, it would mar their enjoyment.

		They entered the presence chamber, magnificent with tapestries and paintings, but bare of furniture, and took a place in the circle forming against the wall. Rothgar chose a spot near some other country people and soon the Uftons were chatting comfortably to their own kind. Meanwhile, a number of men came over to talk to him. None of these men disapproved of the duel, but a number were clearly unsure of the outcome. He also noted those who seemed to be suddenly blind to his existence.

		When the king finally entered, there was no way to tell his mood. Only twenty-five, George III was tall and of pleasing appearance, with a fresh complexion and large blue eyes. Because he took his duties seriously, he moved slowly around the room, pausing to speak to each man. Even if his mind was on Rothgar, he would not let his attention wander. As he progressed down the room, however, the attention of everyone else shifted.

		The king spoke briefly to the Earl of Marlbury beside Rothgar, and then his eyes moved on, sober and thoughtful. Rothgar could feel the room hold its breath, wondering if they were to witness an event worthy of recording for their descendants.

		Then the king inclined his head. “My lord marquess, we are pleased to see you here, and in good health. Very pleased.”

		As a stir ruffled the air, Rothgar bowed. “Your Majesty is gracious as always. May I present Sir George Ufton, of Ufton Green, Berkshire, and his son George.”

		From there, all went smoothly. Sir George spoke briefly and sensibly of conditions near his home. The king then inquired of young George as to whether he was enjoying his visit to London and received a nervous, “Yes, sire,” in reply.

		Then he moved on.

		Sir George wooshed out a big breath. Rothgar restrained himself from any similar sign of relief. He allowed no sign of victory to show as he returned the bows of the passing Ministers of the Crown, even though some of them persisted in viewing him as a rival.

		Though it was perfectly permissible to leave when the king had passed by, Rothgar gave the Uftons a moment to recover from their experience before guiding them out into the fresh air. Carruthers awaited to pass them on to a liveried footman who would take them on to yet more delights, but he stepped aside to tell Rothgar that the king commanded him to a private audience.

		“Ah, so I have not escaped entirely,” Rothgar murmured, summoning a wry look even from his discreet secretary.

		He made his way to the King’s Bedchamber, now used only for audiences, knowing that in fact he would not be scolded, but fussed over, then put to work advising the king on the many complex matters on hand.

		At times he tired of the role. At times he even wished to be like Sir George, responsible only for a small estate and his family. He was born to his duties, however, and God had given him talents of use to his country. He could not, in honor, hold back.

		Upon his return to Malloren House, Rothgar stripped out of his stiff court dress with relief, and put in hand a number of matters arising out of his time with the king.

		Though the peace treaty with France had been signed, there were still those in Paris who longed to return to war, to wipe out defeat. It was necessary to know what they planned, and to watch for their spies in England. He could often discover things that more official investigators could not, especially as he maintained a spy network of his own.

		Next, he attended to a pile of documents requiring his seal and signature, then he turned to idle matters—to letters and catalogs from people hoping for his custom or his patronage. He flipped through them, in no mood for such matters, but he paused at a package sent by a publisher.

		It contained a variety of poems, and he glanced through them, putting a few aside as of interest. Then he came upon some sheets entitled, Diana, a cantata. It was attributed to Monsieur Rousseau, but translated into English. A light piece, but intriguing because another Diana came immediately to mind.

		
			The sun was now descended to the main,

			When chaste Diana and her virgin train….

		

		Lady Arradale. Straight of spine, clear of eye, and a body made for love. She was, however, almost certainly a chaste virgin, and somewhat irked by the fact.

		A copy of this could make an amusing gift.

		He understood her choice not to marry, but that decision carried costs, especially for a woman. There would be no easy way for her to satisfy her sexual nature, and to many people, an unmarried woman was an affront against heaven, destined in fact to lead apes in hell.

		Today, for some reason, the king had asked about her, and he was clearly one of the ones affronted. George was even more affronted by the notion of a young single woman in the peculiar position of being a peer of the realm.

		Rothgar had given bland responses hoping that the conventional monarch forgot her existence entirely. The kings of England were constrained by many rules, but they still had teeth.

		He read quickly through the cantata. It described an attack by the goddess Diana on Cupid, and thus on love. The countess, he thought, would appreciate that. Would it also serve as a warning? In the end, one dart is missed, and Diana succumbs to love.

		Perhaps, he thought, as he put the sheets with those of interest, he should keep a copy close to hand himself.

		He was aware—he was always aware of such things—that Lady Arradale could be a lurking arrow. She was pretty and lively, but those were the least of her charms. From her unusual rank, she had become an exceptional woman, clever, bold, and brave.

		She was also willful, impulsive, and perhaps even spoiled. Normally such qualities would wipe away any interest he had, but in her case, they stirred his instinct to protect. As cousin to Brand’s bride, she was almost within his sacred limits, his family.

		A wise man avoided danger. Sliding his signet ring up and down his finger, he considered not going to Brand’s Yorkshire wedding after all. That would keep him well out of arrow range.

		The rest of the family planned to attend, however, and he wanted to be there, to see the happy end to Brand’s adventure.

		He checked that there were no papers left untended, and rose from the desk. It should be safe enough. The complications following the end of the war with France were reason to return quickly to London. He’d also arrange for Carruthers to send papers to him by swift courier to make the situation clear.

		A defensive maneuver, but wise. Survival was best achieved by avoidance of peril. He’d arrive the day before the wedding, and stay one day after it. Three days. He could easily avoid entanglement with the countess for three busy days.

		As he left to prepare for his evening engagements, however, he was aware of many historical dramas, even tragedies, proving that to be nonsense.

		Three days was time enough for complete disaster.

		Three days, Diana told herself as she waited for her gatekeeper’s horn to announce the arrival of the Malloren carriages. He would be here for only three days. She could navigate those three days without crashing into any kind of disaster.

		Despite reason, however, when the distant horn blasted, every nerve jumped. In days gone by, that horn had belonged to the castle lookout and had warned of enemies. Perhaps some memory of that ran in her blood, causing her heart to race, her mouth to dry.

		She struggled for common sense. This was not an invasion. It was a house party and a wedding. She would be the perfect lady, the marquess would be the perfect gentleman, and in three days they would part again.

		With luck, this time forever.

		“Diana?”

		She swung to face her mother. The dowager countess was complicating everything by hearing not one set of wedding bells, but two. She’d decided Diana’s nervousness was due to a fondness for the marquess.

		“That, I assume, is the Mallorens,” her mother said blandly. “Are you not going down to greet them?”

		“Yes, of course, Mother.”

		Her mother’s lips curled up in an almost mischievous smile. “You’ve turned Arradale inside out to get it ready, dear, and you’ve been pacing this room for the past hour, yet now you dither. What is the matter with you?”

		Not maidenly flutters, Mother.

		“Nothing,” said Diana, forcing a smile and hurrying away from that knowing look.

		Diana’s mother had never been able to understand her motives for remaining unmarried. She saw the responsibilities of the earldom as a terrible burden, not an exciting challenge. She was stubbornly convinced that her daughter was just seeking the right man, and hopeful that in the marquess, she had found him.

		The last man in the world to be suitable.

		Swishing down the wide stairs into the paneled front hall, Diana hoped the next few days wouldn’t push her mother to embarrassing lengths. She clung to one comfort. The marquess was as determined to avoid marriage as she was.

		The carriages would still be making their way up the drive, so Diana paused to assess herself in the great, gilded mirror. She had chosen her appearance with great care.

		When she and the marquess had last met he’d been trying to kidnap her cousin Rosa. With her own pistol and a small army of men from the estate, she had stopped him. She didn’t regret it. It was possibly the most glorious moment of her life. However, today she had dressed to remind him that she was above all a lady.

		Her gown was pale yellow sprigged with cream blossoms, and she wore simple pearls in her ears, and on a cream ribbon around her throat. Her hair curled from under a cap of muslin and ribbons frivolous enough to be silly, and she even wore one of the fashionable, purely ornamental aprons of silk gauze and lace. Her glowing complexion was slightly deadened by powder.

		She raised her hands, palms toward her face, so her eight rings flashed in the mirror. No matter how soft and sweet she wanted to appear, she could not bear to be without them, even though they’d betrayed her once to the marquess. In fact, she was wearing exactly the same betraying baubles that she’d worn last time she’d welcomed him to Arradale.

		He had a reputation for uncanny observation and omniscience, so he should remember every one. He would recognize the challenge. She was a lady, but she was also the Countess of Arradale.

		And he was on her land.

		Judging the moment, she walked toward the great doors. Her footmen swung them open, letting sunshine flood in, and she saw four grand traveling carriages coming to a halt in front of the double sweep of steps. Three others, doubtless containing baggage and servants, had turned off to go around to the back of the house.

		Seven! And outriders, she saw. She traveled in state herself, but this was excessive, even for a whole family. They were also bringing children, which had required an overhaul of the long-unused nurseries. Only the Mallorens would do something so extravagantly absurd.

		Just three days, she told herself as she walked unhurriedly through the open doors, concealing a rapid heartbeat. Gracious smile in place, she raised her wide skirts a little and walked down the steps to greet the people climbing out of the carriages. Silently, she rehearsed cool, courteous words of welcome, but then she saw a lady being handed down from the second coach and forgot decorum.

		“Rosa!” she cried, and ran forward to meet her cousin and dearest friend in a crushing hug. They’d not met for nine months.

		It was some moments before she realized she’d abandoned her hostess duties entirely. Blushing, she dragged her attention away from her happy and healthy friend to apologize. As she wiped some tears from her eyes, she found herself face to face with an amused Lord Brand Malloren.

		With russet hair tied simply back, and his tanned face shaped by smiles, he was perfect for Rosa. He had even forgiven Diana for trying to shoot him.

		While speaking to Lord Brand, however, Diana found herself hardly able to think or speak coherently. He was nearby. She couldn’t see him, yet she knew. Ridiculous, but she felt him behind her as a sudden hot prickle down her spine.

		Somehow she made a sensible end of one conversation and turned, hoping she was mistaken, that he was elsewhere and it had been only imagination, or the sun.
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