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THE DAWN WAS CHILL. A light drizzle had begun to fall, mak­ing the grass slippery under the feet of the intent swords­men. Under the watery gray sun, the steel whipped like so much dull silver.

The dance woven by the flashing blades was too swift for the three intent spectators to follow. One of the silent gentlemen held in his hand an open pocket watch, at which he periodically glanced. At the feet of another of the gentle­men was a small black valise. He coughed, then mumbled an apology when the third gentleman, an extraordinarily tall and fashionably dressed personage, threw an irritated glance at him.

The coatless swordsmen engaged in a long deadly ballet. It was parry, turn, leap, thrust, circle, over and over. The blades flitted, flirted, retreated, only to return to hungrily probe again. The swords rasped together, the sound falling unpleasantly on the ear.

One of the swordsmen lost his footing on the slick grass. He went down on one knee, throwing up his sword defen­sively. Immediately the other swordsman stepped back and dropped his point. His breath fogged the cold air on his harsh command. “Get up.”

The flicker of a mocking smile crossed the downed swordsman’s face. “Much obliged.” He leaped up, setting himself firmly.

The sword points flashed up in mutual salute, then down to meet with a resonance of clashing steel.

The duel was resumed more furiously than before. Heavy breathing cut the peaceful morning air, punctuated by an occasional terse, pungent curse.

There was a flurry of incredible action, the white shirts and swords blurring together. “Good God, they’ll spit each other at this rate,” said the tall gentleman, with more irrita­tion than concern. He did not heed the disapproving glance cast him by the owner of the black valise.

Suddenly one of the swordsmen leaped back, clapping his hand over the blood swiftly darkening his pristine shirt. “Damn you, Weemswood!”

The other swordsman dropped his bloodied point to the ground and leaned lightly on the hilt. He dashed the perspi­ration out of his cool gray eyes. A smile flashed over his thin face. “I am satisfied. And you, my friend?”

“Oh, aye,” said the wounded man in disgust, tossing aside his sword.

The seconds had conferred softly over the open watch before converging on the combatants to hand them their coats. The doctor opened his valise and bound up the wounded gentleman’s shoulder, quietly recommending a rare steak for breakfast to replace the small loss of blood.

“Here you are, Hargrove. I’ll play the valet this once,” said the tall gentleman.

“My thanks, Connie. I don’t believe I could manage oth­erwise. It’s a deuced awkward cut,” said the wounded gen­tleman, allowing his second to ease his coat over the pad of bandages. He flexed his shoulder cautiously, grimacing.

“You’ll survive, Hargrove?”

Captain Hargrove, on leave from his company on the Peninsula, looked round to meet his former antagonist’s amused gray eyes. “Indeed, I will, my lord. It is a mere trifle. I congratulate you. Nicely pinked; but I believe outside the time allotted. What say you, Lord Heatherton?”

The second thus addressed, who had already put away his watch, shook his head regretfully. “All too true, my lord. Captain Hargrove has won by a scarce half minute.”

Aubrey St. John, Viscount Weemswood, threw back his head in a rare display of laughter. When he looked across at his former opponent, he said, “Well done, Hargrove. You have succeeded in surprising me. I shall have my man of business forward the draw on my account.”

“A pleasure doing business with you, my lord,” said the captain, grinning. He started to offer his hand, but wincing, he thought better of it. “Though I must admit it was a deucedly harder bet to win than I anticipated.”

“A compliment, indeed,” said Lord Weemswood. “Will you join us for breakfast? We’ve bespoken a table at the small inn up the road.”

“Thank you, my lord. We will be happy to do so,” said Captain Hargrove, speaking for himself and his second, Mr. Conrad Dennard.

The gentlemen separated to their various carriages. Lord Weemswood shook out the reins of his phaeton, while Lord Heatherton got up into it, and then set out with a flourish of his whip. Captain Hargrove and Mr. Dennard followed in a barouche. The good doctor left in his gig, shaking his head over the so-called intelligence of well-bred gentlemen who thought nothing of an illegal sword duel at dawn to settle a bet.

Lord Weemswood breakfasted with his three companions. Then taking leave of Captain Hargrove and Mr. Dennard, he returned to town with Lord Heatherton. After dropping Lord Heatherton at their club, he whiled away the day by making a few social calls, boxing a few rounds at Gentle­man Jackson’s saloon, and buying a new horse at Tattersall’s. In the evening he attended the theater in the company of a slightly scandalous lady, whose widow’s weeds did not prevent her from indulging in a heavy flirtation. The vis­count was not averse to pursuing a more intimate acquain­tance with the lady and accepted her invitation to come up for a late coffee when he had escorted her to her door.

It was after midnight when Lord Weemswood left the lady’s town house. Restless and not inclined to return home, he went to his club, where he eventually found himself in­volved in a card game with a gentleman whom he detested. Perhaps at any other time Lord Weemswood would have quietly folded and relinquished his place at the table. However, Sir Nigel Smythe was known as a regular card shark and that evening, he had already made several remarks touting him­self every bit as good as his reputation had painted him.

Lord Weemswood found the gentleman’s boasts distasteful. He was not precisely a gamester himself, but he did possess an extraordinary affinity for the cards. He could not resist the temptation to pit his skill against the man, with the ob­ject of serving the gentleman just such a defeat as he was all too willing to dispense to others. One by one the other gentlemen at the table gradually realized that the game had become a contest and withdrew, leaving the viscount and the self-proclaimed card shark to it. The news swiftly trav­eled the club and soon spectators stood two deep round the table.

Lord Weemswood surveyed his cards with boredom. He sprawled in his chair in a careless fashion, his thin lips curled in a lazy half-smile. A small pile of coins and scrib­bled vowels sat next to his elbow. Beside his other hand was a half-full wineglass.

“Well, my lord?” His opponent’s voice was impatient, almost eager. “What is it to be?”

Lord Weemswood lifted his gaze to stare at his opponent’s smirking expression. He smiled, slowly and mockingly. Without a word he pushed the entire pile of coins and vow­els to the center of the table.

Sir Nigel Smythe’s eyes momentarily bulged. Then his face turned expressionless. He studied his cards again.

There was a guffaw from one of the gentlemen ringing the table. “Lord Weemswood has called your bluff, Sir Nigel.”

The baronet flushed. “We shall see which of us is bluff­ing,” he snapped. He pushed his own measure of coins to add to the pile already in the middle of the green baize. He spread out his cards. “Your cards, my lord!”

Lord Weemswood laid his cards down. Sir Nigel and the spectators craned to look at the viscount’s hand. Then laughter rose again.

A gentleman clapped Lord Weemswood on the shoulder. “Well done, Sinjin! Oh, well done!”

The baronet’s mouth stretched in a tight smile. “Indeed, my lord. It was extremely well-done.” The acknowledg­ment was grudging but with scarce-veiled anger.

Lord Weemswood smiled again, mockingly. “The game is done, Sir Nigel,” he said softly.

Sir Nigel swept what little he had left of his winnings into his pockets and left the table. The spectators drifted away, while the viscount’s friend dropped into the chair va­cated by the baronet. Mr. Carey Underwood gestured at the viscount’s winnings. “You’ve a small fortune there, Sinjin.”

Lord Weemswood shrugged. He tossed off what was left of his wine. When he looked across the table to meet his friend’s eyes, he said, “A fortune tonight or penniless to­morrow. It’s all one to me, Carey.”

Mr. Underwood frowned slightly. “You’ve a damned un­caring outlook, Sinjin.”

Lord Weemswood laughed quietly. “Uncaring, Carey? Hardly that. It is boredom, my friend, nothing more. I cannot recall when I last felt anything but this deplorable ennui. The turn of the cards, a horse race, a woman—these are temporary respites at best. Pleasurable but all too fleeting.”

He abruptly stood up, regretting his revealing confi­dence. “I’ve enough of gaming this night. My head needs clearing of brandy fumes.”

“I’ll walk with you,” said Mr. Underwood, also rising. He caught the viscount’s forearm as that gentleman turned away from the table. “Sinjin, your winnings.”

Lord Weemswood smiled crookedly. “I had forgotten. I must be more disguised than I thought.” He swept up the heavy coins and vowels into his coat pockets. With a grimace, he observed, “I am weighted down like a millwright.”

“All the more reason for me to walk with you. Footpads are not as likely to take on two gentlemen,” said Mr. Un­derwood.

The gentlemen left the club and, followed by the porter’s “good night,” sauntered down the sidewalk. The driver of a hackney called to them, offering to take them up, but Lord Weemswood waved the carriage off.

“That fellow Hargrove has been talking up the wager he won from you all day. It seems the fellow stands in consid­erable admiration of your courage and skill,” said Mr. Un­derwood.

Lord Weemswood laughed somewhat sardonically. “The cap­tain has reason to be generous. An inordinate sum passed from my hands to his this  morning.”

“Then I am glad I did not hear of the duel until I re­turned to town. It would have annoyed me to have lost on the outcome,” said Mr. Underwood.

“Your loyalty warms my heart,” said Lord Weemswood with heavy irony.

The gentlemen continued down the walk in companion­able silence, finally broken by Lord Weemswood. “I am some­thing of a fool, Carey,” he observed dispassionately. He paused on the curb, lifting his heated brow to the cool night air. His eyes closing, he murmured, “Vanity, vanity, all is vanity. “

“What was that, Sinjin?”

Lord Weemswood opened his eyes and shook his head. “I was but recalling the text of a sermon I once heard. Strange how the most unexpected memories come back to tease one’s mind.”

“Sermon?” Mr. Underwood stared at his friend. “You in church, Sinjin?”

“I do occasionally attend for the sake of my immortal soul.”

At Mr. Underwood’s expression, Lord Weemswood laughed and clapped his palm against Mr. Underwood’s shoulder. “Absolve me of false piety, my friend. The last time I stepped foot inside hallowed walls was at the insistence of the duke. I suspect the text on that particular occasion was chosen specifically for my benefit. His grace disapproves of my extravagances and heedless hedonism. In any event, the sermon was from Ecclesiastes, which teaches that, ab­sent God, everything in life is fleeting and without mean­ing.”

“Good God!” said Mr. Underwood blankly.

Lord Weemswood gave a crack of laughter. “Exactly! You should make certain that I get home this evening, or rather, this morning, Carey. I have the most lowering suspicion that I am four sheets to the wind.”

“At least, if you are mulling over a sermon,” agreed Mr. Underwood. Following his own train of thought to its logi­cal conclusion, he asked, “Do you go to see his grace, then?”

Lord Weemswood grimaced. “Aye, today. I have not yet made my quarterly pilgrimage, having put it off until the duke’s communications have become quite pointed.”

“A pity that the old tartar does not kick up his toes and leave you in peace. Bad ton, that’s what it is,” said Mr. Un­derwood darkly,

“You’re drunk, too, Carey,” said Lord Weemswood.

“Well, it ain’t natural his grace should last this long. No, nor that he should possess that fine ladybird. What the devil does that gorgeous female see in the old reprobate?” said Mr. Underwood.

Lord Weemswood’s smile twisted. “I suspect that in the lady’s eyes the title overrides the duke’s obvious octoge­narian infirmities.”

Mr. Underwood digested the viscount’s statement for a moment. He shook his head in true regret. “Women are fickle creatures at best. There is no depending upon their loyalty. Why, I have myself enticed several ladybirds away from their previous protectors. The pretty creatures, for all their softer attributes, have a sharp nose for gain.”

“You would know better than I,” said Lord Weemswood in­differently.

“Aye, I’ve a vast experience with the females,” Mr. Un­derwood agreed with modesty. “It’s a pity that you have not a portion of my charm, Sinjin. You could have lured that luscious little piece out from under the duke’s long nose long before this.”

“You forget, Carey.” Lord Weemswood yawned, with scarce interest in the conversation. “The title.”

Mr. Underwood wagged his finger. “You mistake my meaning, Sinjin. One tryst, followed by the duke’s discovery of same, and in the blink of an eye the lady would be cast out the door. She’d be willing to take up with you then.”

“I am betrothed. I don’t wish to take on a mistress as well.”

“Oh. I had forgotten.” Mr. Underwood was silent for a long moment. “How is Lady Althea?”

Lord Weemswood shrugged. “Beauteous as ever.”

Mr. Underwood nodded slowly, then observed, “Lady Althea’s mother has preserved well, though a colder woman I have yet to meet.”

“Lady Althea is not given to emotional displays, if that is what you are hinting at, Carey. It makes for an uncompli­cated relationship.” Lord Weemswood slanted a mocking glance at his friend. “It is not at all your business.”

“Of course, it is not,” said Mr. Underwood, displaying affront. “I would not presume to question your judgment, Sinjin.”

Lord Weemswood smiled and his eyes gleamed coldly in the light cast by a street lamp. “Forgive me, Carey. I thought I detected a quite inordinate curiosity in my affairs. As for Lady Althea, I am satisfied that we shall deal well enough. She will have her interests and I, mine.”

“That reminds me, Sinjin. Do you race on Saturday next?”

Lord Weemswood laughed quietly. “Are you angling after the odds, Carey?”

Mr. Underwood smiled. “Of course, I am. How else am I to protect my interests?”

“Yes, I race.”

The gentlemen had reached the steps of Lord Weemwood’s establishment. Mr. Underwood declined an invitation to come in for a drink and went on his way.

Lord Weemswood let himself into his town house and went upstairs to his bedroom. His valet was waiting up to pre­pare him for bed, but Lord Weemswood waved the man away after giving up his coat and boots. Then calling the man back, he said, “We are leaving town at noon.”

“Very good, my lord.” The valet exited the room.

Lord Weemswood tumbled into bed as the first fingers of the dawn began to streak the sky. It had been twenty-four hours since he had last seen his bed.
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LORD WEEMSWOOD LEFT London in the company of his groom and his valet. His head felt likely to split open, so he was not in­clined to conversation.

Upon leaving the town house the viscount’s groom had cast his lordship a comprehensive glance and known it was not a morning to comment on the fair weather or the superb movement of the horses. So, he sat silently on the seat, ap­preciatively watching the viscount’s capable working of the reins. The groom had been with the viscount for five years and before that been head groom with a large stable. He had yet to see any other gentlemen who could handle horses the way his present master did. The viscount had also a healthy understanding of what it took to keep a de­cent stable and his lordship begrudged no expense when it was a matter to do with his horses. It was very pleasant em­ployment, for all of his lordship’s sudden moods, the groom thought contentedly.

Lord Weemswood maneuvered his phaeton deftly, almost by second nature, through the congested streets, putting the carriage through such fine judgments of space that, to the casual onlooker, it seemed that he must come to grief. However, the phaeton invariably whisked past other car­riages and the draft wagons unscathed.

The valet, however, was not witness to these miraculous escapes as he preferred to either keep his eyes squeezed tightly closed or else would fix his desperate gaze to the viscount’s wide back so that he could not see the disasters coming.

It was a relief to Lord Weemswood to come out of the London traffic, leaving behind the raucous shouts of street ven­dors, disputing tradespeople, and the striking of hooves against the cobbles. Entering into the less-traveled roads, Lord Weemswood put the horses to a swifter pace. The resultant rush of air cooled his face and abated his headache to a de­gree.

Lord Weemswood made very good time and turned in the gates to the Duke of Alton’s country estate in time for tea.

The valet was exceedingly glad to have arrived. He was never a good traveler and the viscount’s way of putting his horses invariably upset his digestion. He heaved a profound sigh of relief and loosened his rigid hold on the seat railing.

Lord Weemswood had always liked the ducal estate. The lands surrounding the old manor house and grounds were pleasing to the eye. For all his careless manners and seem­ing indifference, the viscount was appreciative of the beauty inherent in the stately setting.

But as the phaeton bounded over the potholed gravel car­riageway, Lord Weemswood felt a sense of disgust. He ran an assessing eye over the grounds surrounding the manor, be­fore turning his critical gaze on the manor itself. As long as he could remember, the twining vines of ivy had covered the windows and two walls of the house, giving an impres­sion that it was slowly being swallowed whole. Roof tiles were missing in places and coping stones had fallen. From past visits, Lord Weemswood knew that the garden was so over­grown and choked with weeds and undergrowth that it had become practically nonexistent.

As for the remainder of the estate, he knew if he rode over it, he would find other such blatant signs of neglect, particularly with the tenant buildings. The duke’s tenants had a miserable lot and little hope of improvement.

Pulling up at the front steps, Lord Weemswood stepped down from the phaeton, leaving his groom to take care of it and the horses. The groom was already grumbling under his breath about the conditions he was likely to find in the tum­bledown stables, but Lord Weemswood paid no heed. A foot­man had come down the manor steps to get the luggage and the whey-faced valet revived instantly at the opportunity to issue orders to a lowly manservant.

Lord Weemswood did not wait for guidance or invitation, but strode swiftly up the steps and entered through the open door. At once he was struck by the gloom that no number of candles could have penetrated, even if the duke had been willing to put out for the expense, and the strong smell of must, mildew, and mothballs that pervaded the house. His jaw worked.

He detested these visits, which he was obligated to make out of family duty. He was heir presumptive to all that he surveyed on these infrequent visits, but it was of little plea­sure to him to see the worsening condition of the estate. He knew that the majority of the rooms of the manor were shut up, with the furniture under dust cloths and that it was un­likely that anything had been done about the damage done by a leaking roof.

The last time he had come, he had also discovered that several window casings were no longer properly sealed and damp rot had invaded the long gallery and some of the other rooms. He’d had a blazing row with the duke over the state of the manor, which had only ended when he had slammed out of the house and returned to London.

He had put off returning to the ducal estate as long as possible. There was, after all, no love lost between himself and the duke. The gentlemen were opposites in many re­spects, having differing opinions on politics, religion, and what constituted physical comforts. But their strongest dis­agreement had always been about the condition of the es­tate holdings and the duke’s total indifference to the fact that all was falling into complete disarray and disrepair.

The aged butler took Lord Weemswood’s driving coat, beaver, and gloves, informing his lordship where the duke could be found. As Lord Weemswood strode toward the front parlor, he recalled quite distinctly what the duke had said on the occasion of their last blazing row.

“The running of the estate is my business. If I choose to bleed it dry before I die, it is my right to do so,” the duke had said coldly. “Aye, you may look as murderous as you please, Weemswood, but I shan’t oblige you just yet. No doubt you have wished my death these last ten years so that you could get your hands on the income that I have saved and made into a fortune, and gamble it away just like your father frittered away his own inheritance! That is the real reason you counsel prudence and economy.”

“If I counsel you, your grace, it is for the sake of the ten­ants. They live in hovels. They do not have the means to work the land properly, either for themselves or for the es­tate. This income you speak of is in danger of disappearing altogether. What then of your fortune? Even you must agree that there is only so far that one may economize,” Lord Weemswood had returned bitingly, casting a glance at the poorly lit dining room and the ill-prepared fare on the table.

He had gestured at the woman sitting beside the duke. Her slender throat and arms had been adorned with glitter­ing emeralds and diamonds. “Those pretty baubles would be the first to go.”

The woman had not paid attention to the argument, but at the viscount’s observation she had narrowed her eyes, then turned her face to the duke. She had placed her fingers on the duke’s arm. “Your grace, perhaps his lordship has a point after all. It certainly is not right that he should ques­tion your decisions, of course, but perhaps a word with your steward might be in order. Those lazy tenants must be made to work.”

The duke patted her clinging hand. “Never you mind, my lovely. I shall see that you have all that you could ever wish. As for you, Weemswood, your gall is the height of insult. Look at your own estate—mortgaged to the hilt and has been for years. At least my poor management has not gotten me into the claws of those bloodsucking merchant bankers!”

It was an unanswerable argument, though an unfair one. The duke knew perfectly well that when Lord Weemswood had come into the viscountcy, his inheritance had consisted of a pile of debts and an already mortgaged estate. The vis­count’s late father had been an improvident man in all re­spects, as well as being very unlucky at cards and at betting the races. It was generally agreed in society that it had been something of a relief when the gentleman had broken his neck trying to jump a horse over a too-high wall, or other­wise there would have been nothing at all for his only offspring to inherit.

Of course, Lord Weemswood’s own style had never been par­simonious. He had lived just as wildly as his father, perhaps because he had never had anything remotely bordering on a steadying influence in his life. His mother had died when he was a small boy and his upbringing had been left to a succession of pretty nurses whose main occupation had been more to see to the late viscount’s comforts rather than to the needs of his lonely young son.

As a consequence, Aubrey St. John had grown up undisci­plined and wild to a fault. He learned early that his father would only bestow attention on him if he showed an apti­tude for the gentleman’s own interests. Thus, he had applied himself to riding and playing cards. He had become an ex­pert at both, quickly surpassing his father’s skills, much to that gentleman’s mingled pride and displeasure. Later had come driving, and in it, Lord Weemswood had discovered a rul­ing passion. Whenever he sat up behind a powerful, fast team, he felt in control and fleetingly free of the unhappiness which always haunted him.

By the time Lord Weemswood was sent off to boarding school, he had already absorbed a worldly education that should by rights have been possessed only by someone at least twenty years older than himself. He was not popular with the masters and earned harsh discipline for his wild ways and disrespect.

Yet boarding school was the making of Lord Weemswood. His was a keen mind and suddenly he discovered the whole world was opened to him by learning. Despite the problems that he presented to the masters, because his marks were solid, few could quite bring themselves to condemn him outright and recommend his dismissal. It was hoped, even during the worst of times, Aubrey St. John would eventu­ally come around and make a decent showing of his life.

He had gone on to university and distinguished himself both in his studies as well as in any sort of sporting event. From that standpoint he was popular, but his cold, seem­ingly unfeeling manner and his biting tongue kept all but a privileged few from becoming fast friends.

When his father died, Lord Weemswood returned to the place of his birth. He felt nothing for it because it had never been home to him. Over the years he had rarely gone back to Rosethorn because he had spent school holidays with the families of friends. But the estate was his responsibility, and perversely enough, he had felt that duty.

He had done what he could to improve the lot of his ten­ants, recognizing that they could produce better with the proper housing and tools. His rent income deriving from the estate had thus improved, but the majority of it went right back into the land and into repairs and maintenance on the old manor house. He had no hope of ever retiring the mortgage but at least some day the place might be livable again.

Always at the back of the viscount’s mind had been the faint glimmering of a dream—more an impression, actu­ally—of a woman with a welcoming smile and a child or two clinging to her skirts standing at the door of the manor at dusk, a welcoming light spilling out from behind them.

Whenever it had risen to his conscious thoughts, he had irritably brushed it aside as a childish yearning not firmly enough buried. He was a man grown. He had no need of anything but the pursuit of his own pleasures. He had seen enough of his father’s liaisons to have developed a distrust of women and disillusionment in the sincerity of their ex­pressions of affection to either young boys or to the man who bedded them.

Now, as Lord Weemswood entered the front parlor, a sar­donic smile touched his face at sight of the Duke of Alton and his mistress taking tea. His grace’s mistress was bejeweled and attired in a fashion more befitting an evening func­tion than an early afternoon tea, presenting a picture of vulgar ostentation. Nor was there anything refined in the woman’s heavily rouged face or the bold manner in which her gaze met the viscount’s own. Despite the drawbacks of her dress and unfortunate love of the gaudy, she was an un­doubtedly beautiful female and she simpered under Lord Weemswood’s smile, mistaking it for admiration.

Lord Weemswood had recognized the woman for what she was the first moment he had laid eyes on her. He did not condemn her, for it was a matter of indifference to him what she managed to wheedle out of the duke. The estate had already been in such poor condition that a little more could not be said to be any great drain on its resources. Then, as now, he felt little more than a stirring of distaste toward the woman.

He greeted the duke and his grace’s companion. “Your grace. Ma’am.”

The Duke of Alton stared at the viscount from under bushy white brows. There was no softening friendliness or welcome in his hard expression. “It’s you, is it, Weemswood? Well, we’ve enough tea to spare another cup. I know why you’ve come and I warn you that I’ll not coun­tenance any of your tempers.”

“Your graciousness never fails to surprise me, sir,” said Lord Weemswood. He seated himself and accepted the cup of tepid tea which the woman poured for him.

The duke chuckled reluctantly. “Aye, I surprise myself. But these days I am mellowed, and all due to my sweet duchess.” He squeezed the woman’s arm possessively.

Lord Weemswood froze for an infinitesimal second in the act of touching the cup to his lips, then proceeded to sip the tea as though with the greatest calm, even though his thoughts had slipped with shock. “Your duchess, sir? I had no no­tion.”

“Then why the devil have you come down, if it was not in response to the announcement I sent to the Gazette?” asked the duke irritably.

“My lamentable filial duty, I suppose,” said Lord Weemswood.

He was not looking at the duke, but at the woman. Lord Weemswood could not believe that the duke had been so lost to good sense that he had actually married the grasping doxy.

The woman smiled with a hint of smugness, as though reading Lord Weemswood’s mind. “The ceremony was done quite sudden-like, my lord. But there was no stopping his grace once he had gotten out of me the truth.”

Lord Weemswood’s gray eyes narrowed. “The truth, madam?” he asked softly.

“Aye!” The duke laughed and flung his arm around the woman’s softly rounded shoulders. “She carries my whelp, Weemswood. What think you of that, eh?”

Lord Weemswood felt the room tilt from under him. He held himself perfectly still, his face totally expressionless. “In­deed! I must felicitate you, then.”

The duke laughed again, but maliciously. “Oh aye. I will accept your felicitations, Weemswood. You are a gentle­man to the bone. Not a hint of the bitter disappointment of losing sight of all this.” He waved a gnarled hand to indi­cate the once sumptuously decorated room that was now faded and dusty and hopelessly out of fashion.

Lord Weemswood set down the cup and rose from the chair. He sauntered to the mantel, saying, “Quite right, your grace. It is a bitter disappointment indeed to be freed of the responsibility for this decaying pile.” His voice was mock­ing, as was his expression.

The duke’s face mottled purple. “Out! Get out! You will not spend this night or any other under my roof! Get out!”

“Well spoken, your grace. I am held at once in admira­tion of your hospitality as well as your foolishness. I sup­pose it has not occurred to you that the woman may be lying about the child?” asked Lord Weemswood.

The woman jumped up and pulled her dress close against her stomach. The undeniable evidence was starkly dis­played. “There, my lord! That for your wicked disbelief,” she said triumphantly.

“I never doubted that you are increasing, dear lady, merely the paternity,” said Lord Weemswood dryly.

The new duchess flushed. A flicker of fear flashed in her eyes. “How dare you, my lord!”

“Aye, that will be insult enough! You’ll leave now, sirrah, or I shall have you horsewhipped from the grounds!” the duke swore.

“Never more gladly, your grace,” said Lord Weemswood, his lips twisted in a contemptuous smile. He strode out of the parlor, shouting for his bags and his phaeton.
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THE ANNOUNCEMENT OF the Duke of Alton’s marriage to his ill-bred mistress came out in the Gazette on that same day. When Lord Weemswood returned to London, he read it for him­self when he sat down at dinner.

The viscount’s swift, unexpected return from the country had thrown the kitchen into an uproar because his lord­ship’s exacting tastes were a byword in his household. Lord Weemswood had been known to return dishes not to his liking accompanied by a biting remark, and the cook waited with trepidation the reception of the ragout made from slivers of roast and various cooked vegetables, the barley soup, and fish cakes. There was, in addition, a tolerable tart and it was hoped that this particular item might go long toward recon­ciling the viscount to such a poor outlay.

After setting aside the newspaper, Lord Weemswood’s eyes were so cold and his expression so forbidding that the foot­man serving the hastily prepared dishes did not dare to in­quire what his lordship’s preferences might be. In any event, the viscount seemed to have little appetite, eventu­ally waving away everything but the wine bottle. As the various dishes were returned to the kitchen, the cook took consolation that his lordship had not sent down a blighting message but instead had taken a few bites of everything.

One of the manservants casually removed the discarded newspaper along with the rejected tart and carried it away to the kitchen so that the cause of his lordship’s unholy humor could be determined by those of the household who could read. It was not long before the offending item was discovered and exclaimed over.

Lord Weemswood drank steadily as the black hours pro­gressed, calling for a servant only when he wanted another bottle. His unseeing gaze did not see the darkening shad­ows, nor that a servant came in to light a few tapers. He sat sprawled in his chair, a brooding scowl heavy on his face.

Elsewhere in the house the servants whispered and spec­ulated, somewhat anxiously, over what the viscount’s change in fortune meant for themselves. The servant who had tiptoed into the dining room to light the candles re­ported that the master appeared to be caught fast in the throes of one of his freak tempers, except that he was un­naturally quiet. This, it was agreed, was a very bad sign. The viscount’s tantrums were short and violent in charac­ter, as quickly over as they had arisen, and otherwise he was an easy and generous employer.

Though Lord Weemswood was considered a better master than most, it was felt that it would not prove possible for his lordship to maintain the same style of living that he had kept up in the past. Perhaps better than the viscount him­self, the servants knew what it cost to run an establishment and they had also a fairly shrewd notion of what straits the viscount had gotten himself into over the years. The casual gossip which was always exchanged among household ser­vants and tradespeople had made that information readily accessible. As one pert housemaid put it, they had all better look to their own skins, and though the butler and house­keeper both reprimanded the girl, the now-spoken thought remained uppermost in all their minds. It was not an easy night’s rest for any of the household, and some resolved to begin looking for new employment the very next day.

When Lord Weemswood rose at last from the dining table, the tapers had long since burned down and guttered. The dining room was cloaked in darkness except for a stripe of waning moonlight shining through a crack in the drawn drapes, but it was enough to allow him to make out the dim bulk of the furniture. He carefully maneuvered himself out of his chair, swaying slightly as he left the room and crossed the entry hall to the stairs.

“My lord? Is there anything I can do?”

Lord Weemswood looked round. He blinked before bringing into focus the form of his butler, who held aloft a flickering candle. The resulting play of shadows lent the butler a pe­culiarly pitying expression.

Lord Weemswood gave a bitter bark of laughter. “I’ll do, Craighton. Go to bed.” Clutching the balustrade and with­out waiting for acknowledgment of his order, he stumbled up the stairs and on to his bedroom
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