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Prologue




He liked radical politics and had a fondness for chocolate. Five years ago, the Honorable Miss Lacy-Grey had verifiably swooned on the occasion of his requesting her hand for a country dance—an example of that category of incidents which one’s friends found endlessly amusing and became fond of recalling ad nauseam in their cups. The circulating quip had been that a marriage proposal would have crippled the girl for life, and an offer of a baser sort killed her on the spot.

Since Christian lay now with his head pillowed in the smooth curve of her back, his fingers indolently sliding between her stocking and her skin just above a blue-and-yellow garter, he had to assume that his friends had been slightly out in their predictions. She seemed perfectly alive to him. Her ankles crossed prettily, waving gently back and forth in the air above him.

He shaped his palm over her buttock, gave the dimple in the small of her back a kiss and sat up, leaning on his elbow. “When will Sutherland be home?”

“Not for a fortnight. At the very least.” The former Miss Lacy-Grey rolled over, smiling, exposing breasts that had grown heavier, the slight, swelling thickness at her waist. They’d been lovers for nigh three months. Christian passed his gaze over the subtle changes and lifted his lashes, saying nothing.

“I wish he would never come,” she said, twining her hands together above her head. “It’s been wonderful.”

“Better than chocolate,” he said.

“Really?”

He looked around, having reminded himself. The tall pot sat waiting; the kettle steamed softly on the hob. “Excuse me.” He pushed out of bed.

“You odious man.”

He gave her a sweeping bow and a wink, and helped himself to the kettle, pouring out boiling water into the cold milk, precisely half-and-half, scraping chocolate shavings into the pot and inserting the mill. The carpet felt cool and silken beneath his bare feet. He rubbed the tall mill handle vigorously between his hands—that ought to have been done over the fire, not in the pot, but conditions in the middle of the night in another man’s bedroom weren’t always ideal—and poured the frothy mix into a cup.

“How you can bring yourself to drink that without a grain of sugar defies the imagination,” she said.

“But you’re the sugar, my sweet,” he said promptly. He took a sip, standing naked next to the table. “How else?”

She tried to make a jaded pout, but it turned into a smile. She stretched her hands upward again, sighing and arching in a provocative way, sliding her stockinged foot up and down the bed. “Oh, yes, I hope Sutherland never comes home.”

“You’d best have him home to bed you, my girl, and soon enough at that.”

She stared at her hands, and then lowered them. Her mouth gathered again into that appealing pucker. “He won’t care.”

“Right-ho,” Christian said cynically.

She spread her palm on her increasing belly and slid a glance at him sideways.


He put down the chocolate and leaned across her, kissing her breast, tangling his hands in her hair and kissing her throat. “Worth it?” he murmured, very close to her ear.

She brought her arms up around his shoulders and held him tightly. The softness of her reawakened him. He nuzzled his face into her skin, and while she clung to him as if she were drowning, he took advantage of the moment to tarnish her good character one more time. She seemed to enjoy it. God knew he did.



A single candle guttered at the base of the stairwell, illuminating the left arm and draperies of a marble copy of Ceres gazing down with an excess of sentimentality upon a sheaf of wheat. Christian moved discreetly on the stair, but not stealthily, having made his peace with the butler some weeks ago by the simple habit of leaving a neat stack of three yellow-boys by the candlestick as he let himself out. He was collecting them together in his pocket, feeling for the coins through his glove, when he heard the shuffle of a footstep from below. He paused at the landing, his hand on the rail.

“Edith?” A male voice drifted up, a faint echo in the hall.

The devil take it.

Christian stood utterly still. Lesley Sutherland walked out from beneath the stair, unbuttoning his greatcoat. “Eydie?” he said again, and smoothed his red sideburns as he looked up.

There was a clock ticking in the hall. Christian had never noticed it before, but at that moment of silence it was like a brazen, irrevocable tally. One…two…three…four…

At four it happened. The half-smile faded from Sutherland’s face. His lips parted. Christian expected nothing to come out, and nothing did: only silence, and Sutherland’s face going whiter and whiter, until his mouth clamped shut and color rushed up everywhere but in the carved lines beside his nose and around his lips.

Six…seven…eight…

Christian thought of several things to say, all of them facetious and directed at himself, except for the classic: Home early, aren’t you?

He kept them between his teeth. Sutherland still looked in a state of shock. An unpleasant tingling numbness in Christian’s right hand made him realize how hard he was gripping the stair rail through his glove. He let go, but the feeling of pins-and-needles grew worse and a strangeness seemed to wash over him, as if the stair beneath him shifted without moving.

He flexed his hand, open and closed.

The action seemed to focus Sutherland. He stared at Christian’s hand. “Jervaulx,” he said in an incongruously mild voice. “I’ll kill you for this.”

He even got the pronunciation wrong, the bumped-up Cit; too much J and X. In the eerie imbalance of the moment, Christian’s mind absurdly revolved over the proper sounds of his own title, Shervoh—Shervoh—Shervoh…

He said nothing, spreading his hand and squeezing his fingers into a fist again, which seemed something difficult to do. His arm felt heavy, somehow deadened, and his fingers itched and prickled down inside the bone.

“Your friends,” Sutherland said, a little louder, more aggressively. “Name your friends.”

“Durham. And Colonel Fane.” It was inevitable. But it surprised him that he felt so strange.

The clock ticked down another ten seconds while they looked at one another.

“You blackguard. Get out of my house!”

The shout came out half-strangled. Sutherland was so deep red, so throttled, that Christian thought he might burst and fall down in apoplexy.

“All right,” Christian said quietly. He moved down the stairs, past the other man, deliberately passive and reserved in his motions. Sutherland might wish to kill him, as was his right, but Christian had no particular desire to be the cause of the man dropping dead in his own hallway.

Besides that, he felt himself in need of fresh air. He felt drunk. His right hand still seemed dead and clumsy as he pulled open the door. He dragged it closed behind him with his left and stumbled, staggering against the iron railing at the doorstep.

The moon was full, lighting a patch of fog that lay at the base of the street: a blue mist fingering against the black row of houses, rising slowly. Christian held onto the rail, staring down the hill. Something definitely was wrong with him. He felt sick and dizzy and…strange. A wild thought that he’d been poisoned took hold of his mind.

Eydie? The chocolate. Would Eydie poison him? What the deuce for?

His heart beat at a great rate; he kept swallowing, trying to slow it, trying to think.

After a few moments, he let go of the rail. The cool air seemed to brace him. He drew deep breaths of it, and felt more himself. A dark shape lay at the foot of the front steps; he squinted at it, and realized it was his own hat.

He went down the steps and past it, and remembered again that it was his hat. The carriage waited for him two streets down. He stared uncertainly at the hat, then walked on. He couldn’t think why Eydie would poison him. It rather aggrieved him. But he felt better now, walking. Things settled themselves. When he reached his brougham, his coachman got down quickly from the perch and held open the door.

Cass and Devil tumbled out, plumed tails wagging in elation. Christian leaned against the side of the carriage and allowed the dogs a jump apiece on him. He fondled their ears with one hand, called Devil back from sniffing along the coal holes in the sidewalk, and climbed inside. Cass lay down primly at Christian’s feet, but Devil inserted a spotted nose beneath his glove and insinuated himself onto the seat.

Christian stroked the setter’s head. As the carriage pulled away, he reached up to take off his hat and found that he had none.

He rested his head back on the seat. Sutherland. Sutherland wanted satisfaction.


Christian only wanted sleep. He flexed his right hand against the lingering, leaden weakness there. He thought drowsily that it was for once a convenient thing that he was left-handed, or he’d not be able to lift a pistol.









    

Chapter One




“I’ve yet to fathom it. No doubt I never will. How canst thou expect any real consideration from a person of his—” Archimedea Timms paused, searching for a suitable word. “—his ilk, Papa?”

“Wilt thou pour me a cup of tea, Maddy?” her father asked, in just the sort of amiable voice that left one with no room to start an effective argument.

“He is a duke, for one thing,” she said over her shoulder, a parting shot as she marched through the back dining room to locate Geraldine, since the parlor bell was in disorder. The time it took to find the maidservant, see water drawn and set to boil, and return to the parlor was not enough to make her forget the sequence of her thoughts. “A duke can scarcely be supposed to care seriously for such matters—the square is above thy left hand—as must be perfectly clear when his integration has not been prepared for the past week.”

“Thou shouldst not be impatient, Maddy. This sort of thing must be done with infinite care. He is taking his time. I admire him for it.” Her father’s searching fingers found the carved wooden numeral two and slid it into place as an exponent of s.


“He is not taking his time, nor a bit of care. He is out and about the town, engaged in creaturely socializing. He has not the smallest regard for thy credit, nor his own.”

Her father smiled, gazing straight ahead as he searched out a multiplication sign and added it to the sequence of wooden letters and numbers on the red baize tablecloth in front of him, his fingers floating over the blocks to check each by touch. “Knowest thou certain sure about the creaturely socializing, Maddy?”

“One has only to read the papers. There is not a worldly function which he has not attended this entire spring. And your joint treatise scheduled to be introduced on Third Day evening! I shall have to be the one to cancel it, I know, for he won’t think of it. President Milner will be most aggravated, and rightly so, for who is to take Jervaulx’s place at the podium?”

“Thou shalt write the equations upon the slate, and I shall be there to answer questions.”

“If Friend Milner will allow it,” she said broodingly. “He’ll say that it’s most irregular.”

“No one will mind. We delight in thy presence every month, Maddy. Thou hast always been welcome to attend. Friend Milner himself once told me that a lady’s face brightens the meeting rooms considerable.”

“Of course I attend. Should I let thee go alone?” She looked up at the maidservant as the girl brought in the tray. Geraldine set the tea down, and Maddy poured her father a cup, touching his hand and guiding it gently to the saucer and handle. His fingers were pale and soft from all the years of indoor work, his face still unlined in spite of his age. There had always been an air of abstraction about him, even before he’d lost his sight. Truthfully, the set habits of his life had not changed so much after the illness that had blinded him years ago, except that now he leaned on Maddy’s arm when he went for his daily walk or to the monthly meetings of the Analytical Society and used carved blocks and dictation in his mathematics instead of his own pen.


“Thou’lt call on the duke again today about the differentials?” he asked.

Maddy made a face, safe to do so when Geraldine had left. “Yes, Papa,” she said, keeping her vexation from her voice with an effort. “I’ll call on the duke again.”



The first thing Christian thought of when he woke was the unfinished integration. He threw back the covers, evicting Cass and Devil from the bed, and shook his hand vigorously, trying to rid himself of the pins-and-needles sensation caused by sleeping on it. The dogs whined at the door, and he let them out. The uncomfortable itchy numbness in his fingers was slow to fade; he worked his fist as he poured chocolate and sat down in his dressing robe to leaf through the pages of Timms’ ciphering and his own.

It was easy to tell the difference: Timms had a small, refined hand, a third the size of Christian’s inverted scrawl. From his first day in the schoolroom, Christian had rebelled at the insistence on right-handed cursive and used his left, enduring the regular beatings across the offending palm with sullen silence, but it still embarrassed him to write when anyone could see him. This morning Timms’ writing appeared so small that it even seemed hard to read; it swam on the page and gave Christian a headache trying to focus on it.

Obviously, he was a little the worse for whatever brandy he’d consumed last night. He took up a quill, already trimmed by his secretary to the special angle that Christian’s ungraceful, upside-down hand posture required, and began to work, ignoring what had been written before. It was easy to lose himself in the bright, cool world of functions and hyperbolic distances. The symbols on the page might slide and quiver, but the equations in his head were like unfailing music. He blinked, screwed up his face against the pain that seemed to have settled around his right eye, and kept writing.

By the time he’d calculated the last differential and thought to ring Calvin for a tray of breakfast, it felt as if he were waking from a trance to look up and recognize his own bedroom with its Palladian columns flanking the bed, its plaster frieze and wainscoting, and the blue-patterned wallpaper selected by some lady whose name he did not at the moment recollect. Thinking of ladies, however, brought a pleasant thought of Eydie, and he told Calvin to have a single orchid sent to her before tea.

“As you say, Your Grace.” The butler bowed slightly. “Mr. Durham and Colonel Fane are below. They’ve been waiting to speak to you for some time. Shall I tell them that Your Grace is not at home this afternoon?”

“Do I look as if I’m not at home?” He stretched out his legs and sat back in the chair, crossing his ankles as he glanced at the clock. “By God, it’s already half past one. How long have they been down there? Send ’em up, man. Send ’em up.”

He didn’t bother to make himself presentable for Durham and Fane; two older and easier friends he couldn’t have. Rubbing his head against the persistent sharp pressure, he just lay back in the chair, closing his eyes for a moment.

“Egad, what’ve we got here? Hen-scratching again?” Durham’s lazy voice sounded faintly surprised. “At a time like this. You’re a regular iceberg, ain’t you?”

Christian opened his eyes and closed them again. “Lord save us, it’s the clergy.”

“Just in time. You look as if you’re ready for the last rites, old fellow.”

“Oh, do you actually know them?” Christian lifted one eyelid.

“I could look ’em up. Anything for you, Shev.” Durham still affected Brummell’s style in voice and clothing eleven years after the Beau had fled his creditors to France, but with blond hair and decided movements as a burnished counterpoint to the die-away airs. The morbid dress was his only concession to his reverend calling, and Christian his only sponsor in it—the dukes of Jervaulx holding, among twenty-nine other clerical appointments, the advowson for the living at St. Matthews-upon-Glade, a bounteous ecclesiastical benefice which Christian had seen fit to bestow on his friend. And a particularly obliging favor it had been, too, considering Durham’s diverting lack of the character attributes generally required of a rector.

Fane and the dogs followed him in, Devil squeezing past Fane’s boots as the guardsman entered blazing in gold lace and scarlet regimentals and twirling a top hat on his finger. He tossed the hat in Christian’s direction.

“Sutherland conveys that to you.”

Christian caught it. He pushed Devil’s forepaws off his lap. “The deuce you say. Sutherland?”

“They claimed you left it on his doorstep last night.”

“Who claimed?”

“Well, who do you think?” Fane dropped himself into a chair, scowling. “His bloody seconds, that’s who claimed.”

Christian grinned in spite of his headache. “What-ho, is he back in town? He’s called me out already?”

“Plague take you, Shev, nobody thinks it’s funny,” Durham said. “Sutherland’s the very devil of a shot.”

Fane stroked Cassie’s head and then picked a black dog hair off his red coat. “He wants it tomorrow morning. Up to you, of course. Pistols, we reckoned—but you might consider sabers, in Sutherland’s case.”

Christian closed his eyes and opened them. The headache was drowning him; he couldn’t even think properly.

“Damned unlucky, meeting him in his own hall that way,” Fane added grimly. “I’ll swear he didn’t have a clue about you and la Sutherland. Just plain dumb-dog luck, that’s all it was. You’d think the silly bastard would want to keep it quiet, wouldn’t you? Just what does he suppose is to come of killing you if he can manage it? A long trip to the continent, or a hanging if he’s slow to bolt. By God, Shev—I’ll rat on him myself if he kills you.”

Christian frowned at Fane uneasily. He thought this must be some elaborate jest, which he was in no mood to take. But nobody was smiling, and Fane looked downright ugly, his jaw set hard.


“Sutherland’s seconds called on you this morning?” Christian asked tentatively.

“Cards came at eight.” Durham waved his hand. “Nine o’clock, they were on my stair at Albany. He’s frothing at the bit, Jervaulx. He wants blood.”

“They said—I was in his house?”

“Weren’t you?”

Christian stared at his toes. He could not, when he thought of it, recall much of anything about last night.

“God. I must have been roaring drunk.”

Durham blew a harsh breath. “Egad, Jervaulx—do you say you don’t remember?”

Christian shook his head slightly. He didn’t feel as if he’d been drinking. He didn’t remember starting to drink. He had this headache, and his hand…he just felt strange.

“Hell,” Durham said, and sat down in a chair. “What a bungle.”

“Doesn’t matter.” Christian pressed his fingers against the bridge of his nose. “Tomorrow, he wants it? Tomorrow’s too soon.”

“When?”

“I’m giving a paper tomorrow night. It’ll have to be Wednesday morning.”

“Giving a paper?” Fane echoed.

“A mathematical paper.”

The colonel just gazed at him.

“A paper, Fane,” Christian said patiently. “With words on it, by which a message of importance is conveyed. Do you ever read, in the army?”

“Sometimes,” Fane said.

“Shev’s a regular Isaac Newt’, y’know.” Durham leaned back and crossed his legs. “Though you’d never think it to see him, would you? You look like hell, Jervaulx.”

“I feel like it,” Christian said. He caressed Devil’s throat with his left hand and sighed. “Damn it all. And I just sent her a bloody orchid.”




The white, elegant, new-built town house in Belgrave Square was an affront to Maddy. Everything about the Duke of Jervaulx was an affront to her. As a born and raised member of the Society of Friends, she supposed that she ought to have a Concern for his state of grace, casting his life away upon dancing and gambling and leisure as he was doing, but in honest truth, her Divine Inner Light did not seem to be much interested in his spiritual condition. Rather, she felt an all-too-earthly antagonism toward the man. Under commonplace circumstances, she would not have expended any thought at all upon him; indeed, Maddy had never so much as heard of the Duke of Jervaulx until he had begun, for his own perverse reasons, writing letters to the Journal of the London Analytical Society, and hence come to occupy such a large and invisible place in the Timms’ little house in Chelsea.

She had always read every word of the Journal to her father, and of course it was she who had written out, to dictation, the reply to the duke’s published letter inquiring into Papa’s monograph upon the Solution of Equations of the Fifth Degree. That had been in First Month. It was now almost Sixth Month, with the window-boxes full of sweet peas and late tulips making a scarlet splash against pale walls, and Maddy had long since become a regular caller in Belgrave Square.

Not that she ever saw Jervaulx himself. She had not once laid eyes upon the man. The duke would not, of course, wait upon a Quaker female of plain and modest standing such as herself, nor attend the meetings of the Analytical Society in person; he had much more aristocratic and questionable ways of spending his time than that. No—Archimedea Timms presented herself at the door of his noble house with a copy of her father’s latest work, lettered with painstaking accuracy in Maddy’s hand, upon receipt of which the butler Calvin escorted her into an alcove off the breakfast parlor and offered her chocolate, took away her papa’s careful proposals, and left her sitting there, sometimes for three hours and a half at a time, waiting to see if the butler would return with a note and several sheets covered in casually luxurious slashes of the pen, rows of equations written as if the letters and numbers and arcs were an aesthetic rather than a mathematical effort.

Much more often than not, all that Calvin returned with was the duke’s promise that his contribution would be ready the next day. And when she called the next day, the promise was for the next, and the next, until she lost all patience with the man. On top of that was Papa’s quiet but rising excitement over what he and Jervaulx were working toward. Mathematics was her father’s entire life, the irrefutable proof of a theorem the whole goal of his existence—not for the personal fame of such an accomplishment, but for the love of the science itself. He thought the duke a miracle, an amazing blessing upon his life and geometry and the earth in general, and anticipated the man’s irregular communications with endless patience.

In truth, Maddy feared that she was a little jealous. The way Papa’s face lit up when she finally returned with one of Jervaulx’s new sets of equations and axioms, Papa’s look of shock, and then deep nodding pleasure, when she would read them out to him and he discovered some particular innovation, some calculation that displayed especial finesse…well, it would not do to begrudge him that happiness, just because to her it was all nothing but an endless series of symbols, like a foreign language that one could read and pronounce, but not really understand. Some people were simply born to it, and Maddy, in spite of the felicitous hope that her father had expressed in naming her after Archimedes, was not one of them.

The Duke of Jervaulx, however, was.

He was also dissolute, reckless and extravagant, a gallant, a gambler, a womanizer, a patron of creaturely arts—painters and musicians and novelists—transparently referred to as the D———of J———————in the scandal sheets, where he and his various exploits appeared with frequency.


She had made it her business to find out about him. Not to put too fine a point upon it, he was a rakehell.

It wouldn’t have made any difference to Papa if the man had been a cowherd; the talent was all that mattered. But Jervaulx was a duke, a fact of which Maddy was reminded much more frequently than her papa—to be precise, every time she sat awaiting Jervaulx’s royal convenience in his breakfast alcove. And now, having agreed two months ago to co-author this paper with her father and even condescending to offer to make the preliminary presentation himself at the monthly meeting of the Analytical Society, Jervaulx had apparently forgotten all about it and couldn’t even be bothered to finish the last crucial step in the calculations.

At least, she hoped he had forgotten, for she had a niggling fear that he might be playing some horrid joke upon her papa. Her worst nightmare was that Jervaulx would come to the Analytical Society with some of his shocking friends, perhaps under the influence of drink, bringing along unsavory women, to make her father and all the members of the Society the object of public ridicule.

She had no real reason to suspect that he would do so, but at best her papa was going to be painfully disappointed and embarrassed in front of his mathematical fellows by the duke’s absence, all on account of an aristocrat who was too indolent to live up to his commitments to anything but debauchery. For Jervaulx, this was a mere pastime. For her father, it was lifeblood itself.

She marched up the steps beneath the portico of the white town house, almost of a mind to send in, along with her father’s polite and diffident inquiry, a note to the duke containing her own sentiments. Despite the fact that she had never once discovered in her soul the boldness to stand up and speak out in the silence of her own Meeting, she was quite certain that it would not frighten her in the least that he was a duke. It would not bother her at all to speak to him—an indication in itself, she felt, that what moved her met with God’s full approval. On the grounds of the biblical spiritual equality of man, she felt that anything which might lay the duke’s iniquities before him in a calm and convincing manner must only do him good.

But Calvin was smiling as he ushered her in, and picked up a flat leather case from a table right in the hall. He held it out to her. “To be presented to Mr. Timms, by means of Miss Archimedea Timms, with His Grace’s compliments,” he said. “The duke has instructed me to impart to Mr. Timms that His Grace will be attending the meeting of the Analytical Society tomorrow night in the company of Sir Charles Milner, and looks with anticipation upon the forthcoming introduction.”

Maddy took the satchel into her hand. “Oh,” she said. “He finished.”

Calvin made no sign of noticing her surprise, but stood with his head tilted expectantly toward the breakfast room. “Would you like chocolate, Miss?”

“Chocolate?” Maddy gathered her thoughts. “No. Indeed, I won’t be stopping. I must convey this to my father directly.”

“As you say, Miss.”

Such a sudden and unexpected attention to his promise by the heedless duke left Maddy rather at a stand, and somehow more vexed than pleased. Odious man, to tumble everyone into a topsy-turvy state of suspense and then think that he could put all to rights merely by consorting with President Milner and finishing the differentials at the very last moment.

“Plainly I tell thee, Friend,” she said in the stern accents she’d prepared to use to the duke himself, “I hope that Jervaulx has sufficiently prepared his discourse. I’m afraid there won’t be time now for my father to offer any help.”

Calvin gave her a bland look. “His Grace made no mention of anticipating Mr. Timms’ counsel.” He put an emphasis upon the honorific, as he always did, which Maddy understood perfectly well was meant to convey his disapproval of her Plain Speech calling of Jervaulx by the title of his temporal office. Maddy didn’t give a fig for that. She would have gone further and called him by his surname as an unpretentious Quaker would call anyone else, had she happened to know what it was.

She stood still a moment, tapping her foot silently and quickly beneath her skirt. “May I speak with him?”

“I regret to say that His Grace is not at home.”

Maddy’s foot tapped harder. “I see. How unfortunate. Thou mayst convey my father’s thanks to him, in that case.” She tucked the case under her arm and turned down the steps.



Christian lay on the bed, with a cloth saturated in some evil-smelling camphor across his eyes. He grunted when he heard Calvin’s scratch at the door.

“Miss Archimedea Timms has called, Your Grace. She took the papers with her.”

“Good.”

There was a moment of silence. “It would not require the physician a quarter hour to come,” Calvin said, “if I were to send for him, Your Grace.”

“I don’t need a dashed sawbones. It’ll go off in a minute or two.” Christian swallowed.

His butler made an assenting mumble. The closing door clicked behind him. Christian dragged the musty cloth off his face and tossed it to the floor. He pressed his arm over his eyes and arched his head back, wondering if he was going to die of a damned headache before Sutherland ever got a chance at him.







    

Chapter Two




The Third Day evening meeting of the Analytical Society was a thundering success. For the Timmses, it began early in the afternoon, with the arrival of a powdered and liveried footman at the door of their modest house in Upper Cheyne Row, bearing a note penned in that arresting style of handwriting favored by the Duke of Jervaulx. He would send a vehicle to convey Mr. Timms to the meeting rooms, if that would be agreeable, at the hour of half past eight o’clock. And at the conclusion of the meeting, he would be honored if Mr. Timms and his daughter would join him and Sir Charles Milner for late supper in Belgrave Square, after which he would see that they were delivered safely home in his own carriage.

“Papa!” Maddy said in horror, keeping her voice to a fierce whisper in order that the footman outside the parlor door should not overhear. “We cannot!”

“Can we not?” her papa inquired. “I shouldn’t think it would be possible to attend the meeting at all, in that case, for what excuse can we offer to refuse to sup with Jervaulx afterward?”


She flushed a little. “It will be nothing but vain leisure and idle talk. He is a bad man. I know thou admirest his science, but his moral character is…it is abysmal!”

“I suppose so,” he said reluctantly. “But shall we be the first to cast stones?”

“I rather doubt we would be the first.” With a little flick, she tossed the duke’s note toward the fire. The fine, heavy paper fell short, making a faint chime as it hit the brass fender. “It is not throwing stones, merely to wish not to associate with the man!”

Her father turned toward the sound of the note, and then focused on her voice. “It’s but one evening.”

“Thou mayst go. I shall come home as soon as the meeting is over.”

“Maddy?” Papa had a half-frown upon his face. “Art thou frightened of him?”

“Indeed not! Why should I be?”

“I thought perhaps…he has done nothing to impose upon thee?”

Maddy gave a delicate humph. “Yes, he has! He has kept me waiting for hours at a stretch in his silly breakfast alcove. I can describe the wallpaper to thee in exquisite detail. It is a trellis-pattern of green on white, with a rose mallow pictured at alternating intersections, consisting of sixteen petals and three leaves, with a yellow center.”

Her papa’s brow cleared. “I feared he might have said something untoward to thee.”

“He has never said anything at all to me, for the simple reason that he has never seen me. But thou mayst take my word that he is all that is worst in the aristocracy. Profligate, licentious and godless. We are plain people, who have no business dining with him.”

Her father sat silent for a long moment. Then he lifted his brows and said wistfully, “But I wish for us to dine with him, Maddy.”

His fingers toyed with a wooden Y, twirling it round and round on the red baize. The oil lamp at his elbow was unlit in the dim north light of a cloudy afternoon, the lack of illumination irrelevant to her father.

She pressed her fists together and rested her chin on them. “Oh, Papa!”

“Shouldst thou mind very much, Maddy girl?”

She sighed. Without saying more, she opened the door to inform the lingering footman that they would accept the duke’s invitation to supper.

In order to hide her discontent, she left her father to go upstairs and lay out his Meeting coat and shirt and arrange the items necessary to shave him. Then she went to her own wardrobe. Before Jervaulx’s message, she had planned to wear her gray silk, as befitted a special occasion. She was torn now between the corrupt desire to dress up in a manner that would demonstrate that she and her father dined out regularly with dukes and the urge to dress down and appear as if supping in Belgrave Square held no more appeal to her than did rooting about in a dustbin.

In addition to the depravity involved in dressing as if one commonly consorted with noble rakes, certain material restrictions made themselves apparent as she perused the dark recess of her clothes closet. Her family was not of the gayest orders among Friends: they had always kept to Plain Dress and Plain Speech. The steel-gray silk, with its wide, stark, white cotton collar, comprised the zenith of her wardrobe. Fashioned as the gown was upon strictly pious lines, with the elevated, out-of-date waistline, it held little hope of masquerading as anything more than what it was—a simple Quaker lady’s best morning dress, four years old.

She eyed her black, the one she kept for tasks such as nursing and marketing. It was neat and proper, but visibly shabby at the elbows. It would not do to have Papa’s associates at the Society think that she cared nothing for the importance of the occasion.

In the end, she decided on the silk. And to emphasize her personal opinion of the duke’s licentious behavior, she removed the white collar, leaving only the unadorned V neckline. Although there were no looking glasses in the house, she was satisfied when she held the altered gown up before her that, with its complete lack of ornament, it was of sufficient austerity.

What to do with her hair presented another dilemma. The starched sugar scoop bonnet she always wore seemed too ordinary for the occasion. Her mother, having undergone convincement to the Friends’ faith and forfeited contact with her own family upon marriage, had still passed along to her daughter a few of the ways of society. Maddy thought that some little acknowledgment of the special nature of the mathematical meeting was really a requirement.

She decided to re-braid her hair. Just combing it out was no small task; it had never been cut—her mother’s, and now Maddy’s, only worldly vanity—growing as long as the back of her knees. After she’d braided it and coiled it around the top of her head, on a whim, she searched out a small box from the bottom of her chest and held up her mother’s pearls.

She could not bring herself to be quite so daring as to wear jewelry openly around her neck, but after a little thought and some experimentation, she found that they just circled the base of the crowning braid, an exact fit. She rather thought that the jewelry didn’t show at all, which seemed a comfortable compromise between heathenism and zealotry.

But as she came downstairs at quarter past eight after seeing her father suitably dressed, she had a sudden loss of nerve. She was afraid the pearls must look silly—and there was no one to ask but Papa or Geraldine, neither of whom could reasonably be expected to give any dependable advice. Maddy was holding up the silver teapot, trying without success to see herself in the rounded reflection, when her father’s slow step sounded on the stairs.

A brisk knock came simultaneously at the door, and she had to rush to the top of the kitchen stair to call Geraldine, as the bell was still in disorder in spite of the landlord’s express promise to have it repaired by this afternoon. Then, between seeing that her father descended safely down the stairs and keeping an eye on the footman as he helped Papa into the shining black town chariot—ornamented only by a crest on the door, consisting of a white phoenix surrounded by six golden fleur-de-lis on a blue ground—she found herself suddenly confronted with the footman’s bow and offered hand. She had nothing to do but take it.

The lecture room of the Royal Institution in Albemarle Street, a vast semicircle with rising, cushioned benches able to seat nine hundred, was not often very well filled for the meetings of the Analytical Society. Those interested in and able to comprehend the philosophy of pure mathematics espoused by the Society were passionate but few, tending to cluster in the first four rows in the center, around the podium, leaving the rest of the room to echoing darkness.

As the carriage drew up in Albemarle Street, however, the pavement was quite crowded with gentlemen waiting to enter the Institution. Maddy had a horrible moment of fearing that they had arrived on the wrong night—but no, here was President Milner himself, rotund and cheerful, stepping up to the carriage door, giving her papa his support down to the curb. Maddy followed, and the crowd on the sidewalk and stairs nodded and doffed their hats, stepping aside to allow passage.

“Your servant, Miss Timms! We’ll just pop into the reading room,” Friend Milner said, looking over his shoulder as he guided her papa into the hall. “The duke’s there. He’s very anxious to meet you both.”

Maddy suppressed a snort, doubting very much whether the duke felt any emotion of the kind. She fell behind a moment in the crowded hall, hesitating amid the disorder outside the cloakroom until a polite gentleman, one of the regular Society members, took her wrap for her.

“Who are all these people?” she whispered to him.

“I believe they’ve come to see the mathematical duke.”


Maddy made a quick face. “Is that something like the Learned Pig?”

He chuckled and took her hand. “Convey my best wishes to Mr. Timms. I’m looking forward to this lecture.”

Maddy nodded and turned away. It would be just like Jervaulx, she thought, to turn everything into a circus. She should have expected it. Her poor papa was going to be a laughingstock.

At the closed door of the reading room she paused, thinking for a distracted moment of the pearls in her hair. No one seemed to have taken any particular notice of them. She put her hand to the braid, to make certain they hadn’t fallen loose.

They were still there. She felt as if they must make her look a rather foolish and eccentric old maid, which she supposed that she was, actually—a Quaker, one of the Peculiar People, made even more so by the vain addition of pearls to her tightly braided hair. The thought gave her an odd spurt of amusement at herself: what a picture she must make to this dissolute duke!

Well—so be it, then. She’d give him a shock. He’d probably never had to dine with the likes of Archimedea Timms. With a faint smile at the corners of her lips, she pushed open the door.

At the far end of the dimly lit room, her papa sat in his low-crowned, broad-brimmed hat at one of the tables where the day’s newspapers had been shoved aside to make a large space. President Milner was absent. The other man seated there in the pool of candlelight was bent over a sheaf of papers with an intensity that Maddy had last seen in the students she helped teach at the First Day School. His elbows were spread, straining the tailoring of his midnight blue evening coat across broad shoulders, and as she came closer, he pushed back his dark hair impatiently with one hand—giving an excellent impression of some wild poet laboring in a garret over his art.

Suddenly, before she reached them, he threw down the pen and rose to face her in one swift motion, for all the world as if he wished to hide what he’d been doing.

He looked at her for an instant, and then smiled.

The fervent student, the impassioned poet, both vanished in that seasoned gallantry. “Miss Timms,” he said, in just the way a duke would say it—calmly, with a slight bow. His eyes were dusky blue, his nose straight and strong, his clothing perfectly tailored and his bearing well-bred; and somehow, in spite of this polished veneer, he managed very well to resemble a complete and utter pirate.

Precisely as one had expected—although somewhat less decayed, in a physical sense, by his way of life than might have been supposed. He gave the impression of a firmly controlled energy, with nothing dilatory or degenerated about him—no softness at all to his solid and imposing frame. Next to him, her father looked fatally pale, as if he might dissolve into a wisp and vanish at any moment.

“My daughter Archimedea,” Papa said. “Maddy—this is the Duke of Jervaulx.”

He pronounced it entirely differently from the way they’d been saying it—as if it began with an “sh” and didn’t rhyme with “talks” at all, but instead with a sound like “hoe.” She felt exceedingly provincial, realizing that their habitual “Jervalks” wasn’t even remotely correct and recalling with mortifying clarity the number of times she must have mispronounced it to his butler. She sincerely hoped they had Friend Milner to thank for the information, and not Jervaulx himself.

She offered her hand to shake, abstaining from a salutation or curtsy, or even a nod, as befitted a plain person and a Friend. She’d been brought up to shun such mumbling customs as saying “Good evening,” for to wish someone a good day when he was in an evil day was to offend God and the Truth. Nor could she say that she was happy to make the duke’s acquaintance, as that would have been another untruth, so she settled for the universal address of: “Friend.”

His greeting was not so spare. “It’s my wholehearted pleasure to be at your service, mademoiselle.” He caught her hand and lifted it briefly, lowering his eyes, then released her. “I must apologize to Miss Archimedea for all the hours I find I’ve kept her cooling her heels in my house. I’ve been cursed with a headache these past two days.”

Maddy wondered what his excuse was for all the days before that, but Papa only said, “I hope thou hast recovered,” with every evidence of real concern. Her father always told the truth, so of course he would believe the man, poor naive Papa.

“Quite recovered.” The duke grinned, and winked at Maddy, as if they were some sort of conspirators together. “Miss Archimedea had her doubts, I know.”

Her father smiled. “Yes, she’s in a great quake over whether thou’lt shame me beyond holding my head up on Third Nights ever again.”

“Papa!”

At that moment, President Milner scratched at the door and came in, spreading his arms and whisking his hands like an enthusiastic shooer of chickens. “Miss Timms, Mr. Timms—it’s time. Come and be seated, and then the duke and I shall take our places in front.”

“I’ll need Miss Timms,” the duke said, catching her arm as she started toward her papa. “If you would…” He looked into her eyes.

It was, Maddy knew instantly, the kind of look he must use on those women who fell willingly under his influence and into his arms. Even she, who at twenty-eight had only been courted once, by a very conventional doctor who had accepted her refusal with painful regret and then engaged himself to a Jane Hutton and left the Quaker Meeting within the half-year, even Maddy could identify that intense and faintly questioning glance and sense the kind of power it was meant to wield.

Therefore, when he only held out the sheaf of papers toward her and asked if she would transcribe the equations on the slate for him as he spoke, it was something of an anticlimax. She looked down at the papers. “Thou dost not wish to do it? The slate is just behind the podium. Most of the speakers—”

“I don’t,” he said flatly.

“Come, come.” Mr. Milner had the door open, admitting the low rumble from the lecture room. “Let us all go at once, then. Mr. Timms?”

It was Jervaulx himself who took her father’s arm, guiding him into the hall and down the steps to the first seat. The president waved Maddy on up to the row of stiff-backed chairs on the podium; the duke followed her, their steps loud and hollow on the wooden platform. He made a gentle adjustment of her chair as she sat and flicked back his coattails in an elegant, relaxed way as he took the place beside her.

The hall quieted as President Milner stepped up to the lectern, turning the shade of the little gas lamp and clearing his throat. Maddy gazed out at the wash of faces, each one underlined by a white collar that seemed to float in a background of uniform black. She’d attended many meetings, of the Analytical Society and the Friends both, occupying a seat in the back benches with her papa, but never had she sat in front of any sort of audience before, let alone one so large. She told herself that everyone was attending to the president, who’d called the meeting to order and begun introducing the paper and describing her father as co-author, but it was easy to recall how one’s mind and eyes wandered as a spectator. Several of the gentlemen in the first few rows were most definitely looking past President Milner: at herself or the duke, she couldn’t be certain, but she felt agonizingly exposed in her plain silk and pearls.

She felt acutely aware, too, of how real and solid and inescapably large Jervaulx seemed sitting next to her, in midnight blue, his white-gloved hands clasped in his lap, not a bit of quiver or restlessness in them, which made Maddy force herself to stop the squeezing and unsqueezing of her own fingers. He seemed very certain of himself, quite easy and oblivious of the weight of attention focused on him as President Milner expressed the honor felt by the gathered company in having such a luminary as Christian Richard Nicholas Francis Langland, His Grace the Duke of Jervaulx, Earl of Langland and Viscount Glade, condescend to address the London Analytical Society this night.

The duke rose to applause. He carried no notes, having handed the papers to Maddy. She might have known that he would have a talent for speaking in a pleasant, relaxed voice, which nevertheless carried as he announced gravely that this lecture was dedicated to the memory of his late tutor, Mr. Peeples, an estimable, learned man, a credit to his profession, worthy of his pupil’s everlasting regard and respect; and the duke really was sincerely sorry about the dead smelt in the lesson book.

They all laughed, even her papa.

It pained Jervaulx, the memory of that smelt, and somehow the smelt led to the page of the book it had adorned, and that page led to the parallel postulate of Euclid, and differential geometry, and then amid the lingering chuckles from some obscure jest about his passion for examining into the allure of certain irresistible curved surfaces, he was turning to nod expectantly at her.

Maddy jumped to her feet, took up the chalk and began filling the big slate. She was accustomed to the duke’s handwriting, but it was difficult to decipher at the best of times. She dared not make any mistakes now, bending her entire concentration to transcribing correctly the order of equations and copying the circles and the lines that transected them. Endless hours of work with her papa had given her a knack for following the sequence under consideration; she listened for certain series as Jervaulx spoke of them, judging when to proceed to the next formula and erase the last to gain more room. She only faltered once, lingering too long on a page, until Jervaulx’s pause when he turned toward the slate cued her to her error; she hastily scrubbed off five equations and scribbled out the top half of the duke’s next page.


When she reached the last of his notes, she was ahead of him; he was still describing the progression of the proof several steps back. But as Maddy finished copying the final equation, adding a flourish to the integral between zero and r out of pure relief, and immediately sat down, a rustle began to grow within the audience. Jervaulx kept speaking. Slowly, gentlemen in the audience began to stand up—one, then another, then by twos and threes and fives, all gazing at the slate.

Someone started to clap. Others took it up. A rumble developed into a reverberation as more and more stood. The clapping became applause, and the applause rose to a roar, drowning out words.

The duke stopped speaking. Amid the resounding acclaim, he looked back at Maddy with a grin and made a little motion behind the podium toward her papa—but Mr. Milner was already escorting him up onto the floor.

The vigor and sound of the ovation doubled; the gentlemen began stamping their feet, making the room vibrate with noise. Maddy stood up, taking Papa’s hand to squeeze it in delight. He patted the back of her palm, and the little quivering smile at the corners of his lips, the exhilaration in his face, was something Maddy had not seen since the day her mother had died six years ago.

Pure energy boomed around them, a tangible throb of tribute. Jervaulx reached out and shook her father’s hand, holding onto it when Papa refused to let go. The duke inclined his head a little, with a half-embarrassed smile: a look, if Maddy could have brought herself to believe it, that spoke almost of shyness. For an instant one might nearly imagine him an eager and awkward boy, full of innocent enthusiasm—and then he turned to her and lifted her hand, bending over it with a glance into her eyes that was completely a schooled and experienced man’s: a suggestive intimacy that would mark a rogue at fifty paces.

He leaned close to her ear, using her hand to hold her so near that she could feel the warmth of him and breathe the faint whiff of sandalwood. “What do you think, Miss Archimedea?” he said, just loud enough to be heard above the din.

Maddy took a step back, pulling away. “What have we done?”

“What have you done?” President Milner bellowed. “Proved a geometry outside Euclid, m’girl! Burst the parallel postulate! A whole new universe! By God, if this is as flawless as it looks to be—” He clapped Papa and the duke both upon the back, shouting amid the clamor. “The pair of you are wizards, my men! Wizards!”



“The credit must all go to thee, Friend,” Papa repeated yet again. Maddy had counted six times; this one was the seventh. “Verily it must.”

Jervaulx shook his head and took a sip of wine. “Nonsense, Mr. Timms.” He smiled wickedly. “You’re going to do the hard part. Write the paper.”

The four of them sat at a round table in the bay window of a lovely, cozy room overlooking the darkened square. Maddy had never penetrated this far into the duke’s house before; the blue chintz and comfortable chairs surprised her. She had not thought a bachelor would be able to make such a warm home for himself.

He looked bachelor enough, though, having pushed his chair back from the cleared table for room to stretch his legs, dangling his wineglass by negligent fingers at the rim. Maddy sat primly in her seat, taking only indirect glances round the room to see how it was fitted up.

Papa was flushed and contented, a little abstracted, as if he still could not believe that the peak moment of the evening were true: when the Duke of Jervaulx, over an exotic and delicious creation of fish and asparagus, had casually asked if her father would consider taking the mathematical chair at the new college that he and his political associates were organizing, where there would be no religious tests for entry, but only the express purpose of educating adult students in the whole field of modern knowledge.

It came as something of a jolt to realize that the duke might actually be a supporter of a worthy cause. But indeed, he was so intelligent and persuasive upon the topic, and so committed, that even Friend Milner—who was a High Church Tory if Maddy had ever seen one and who had initially been quite cross when the Timmses had addressed him as “Friend” instead of “Sir Charles,” although he had grown used to it in time—even Friend Milner had his initial doubts turned to enthusiasm and recommended Papa consider the proposition seriously.

Papa, Maddy could see, had gone far beyond consideration and plunged ahead into cheerful daydreams. And indeed, when the duke mentioned the endowment that he had already pledged in support of the mathematical chair, Maddy herself felt a bloom of encouragement. It would be unwelcome to have a gazetted rake as a patron, but there need not be more than restricted intercourse, if any at all. She entertained visions of a house large enough to have a garden, and a parlor bell that was always in order.

In the midst of these pleasant fancies, Friend Milner excused himself to smoke. He left the door ajar; within moments, the brisk clip of dog paws on a polished floor heralded the entrance of a setter, its silky white coat flung about with black spots, as if a can of dark paint had been scattered over it. With no more than a sideways glance at the duke, the animal bounded straight to Maddy and cast itself upon her lap, forelegs spread across her skirt and spotted pink nose stretched to lick her chin.

“Devil!” The stern command caused the dog to look inquiringly round at Jervaulx, wagging its tail without removing its feathered front legs from Maddy’s lap.

She smiled and rubbed its ears. “What a bad dog,” she murmured under her breath, as if it were a secret between them. “What a very bad dog thou art.” Devil returned adoring brown eyes to hers, grinning widely at this accusation. Another growled order from the duke made the spotted head sink. With an apologetic wrinkle of his brow, Devil subsided backward onto the floor. Jervaulx gave the animal a protracted stare. After a moment, Devil’s tail drooped, and he took himself from the room with the most dejected and dragging aspect. His master, heartless, stood up and shut him out.

The eviction of Devil left a lull in the room. Maddy stared ahead of her at the snowy tablecloth as the duke reseated himself with a brief apology. She had a notion that Jervaulx would think the Timmses very unpolished; there were so many silences that he and Friend Milner had been obliged to fill up. Maddy was not accustomed to idle talk; as a child she had labored too hard to school herself in the biblical injunction “Let your words be few” to find it easy to chatter now. She enjoyed dogs, but had never owned one, nor known any but mongrels, so she had no discourse to offer on the topic to someone like Jervaulx, who most probably was a famous breeder or some such thing and would think her sadly uninformed.

She would have liked very much to inquire into the expense of the pretty fabric that covered the chairs, but held her tongue on that. Plain Quaker homes had no such creaturely baubles as printed chintz upholstery or paintings on display on all the walls. The only picture in the Timms house was a rather awkward painting of a slave ship, approved by the elders as a reminder of the sufferings of their fellow man. As she was gazing at an ornately framed still life hung over a music stand, with the surprisingly demure theme of rough-cut lilac stems thrown down beside a clutch of robin’s eggs, Jervaulx spoke.

“How long ago did you lose your sight, Mr. Timms?” he asked.

Maddy stiffened a little in her chair, surprised by such a pointed personal question. But her papa only said mildly, “Many years. Almost…fifteen, would it be, Maddy?”


“Eighteen, Papa,” she said quietly.

“Ah.” He nodded. “And thou hast been my blessing every one of them, Maddy girl.”

Jervaulx sat relaxed, resting his elbow on the chair arm, his jaw propped on his fist. “You haven’t seen your daughter since she was a child, then,” he murmured. “May I describe her to you?”

She was unprepared for such a suggestion, or for the light of interest that dawned in her father’s face. Her objection died forming as Papa said, “Wilt thou? Wilt thou indeed?”

Jervaulx gazed at Maddy. As she felt her face growing hot, his smile turned into that unprincipled grin, and he said, “It would be my pleasure.” He tilted his head, studying her. “We’ve made her blush already, I fear—a very delicate blush, the color of…clouds, I think. The way the mist turns pink at dawn—do you remember what I mean?”

“Yes,” her father said seriously.

“Her face is…dignified, but not quite stern. Softer than that, but she has a certain way of turning up her chin that might give a man pause. She’s taller than you are, but not unbecomingly tall. It’s that chin, I think, and a very upright, quiet way she holds herself. It gives her presence. But she only comes to my nose, so…she must be a good five inches under six foot one,” he said judiciously. “She appears to me to be healthy, not too stout nor thin. In excellent frame.”

“Rather like a good milk cow!” Maddy exclaimed.

“And there goes the chin up,” Jervaulx said. “She’s perhaps a little more the color of a light claret, now that I’ve provoked her. All the way from her throat to her cheeks—even a little lower than her throat, but she’s perfectly pale and soft below that, as far as I can see.”

Maddy clapped her hand over the V neck of her gown, suddenly feeling that it must be entirely too low-cut. “Papa—” She looked to her father, but he had his face turned downward and a peculiar smile on his lips.

“Her hair,” Jervaulx said, “is tarnished gold where the candlelight touches it, and where it doesn’t…richer—more like the light through a dark ale as you pour it. She has it braided and coiled around her head. I believe she thinks that it’s a plain style, but she doesn’t realize the effect. It shows the curve of her neck and her throat, and makes a man think of taking it down and letting it spread out over his hands.”

“Thou art unseemly,” her father chided in a mild tone.

“My apologies, Mr. Timms. I can hardly help myself. Shall we proceed to her nose? That, we shall call a nose of—character. I don’t think we can call it perfect; it’s a little too aquiline for that. A decided nose. A maiden lady’s nose. It goes with the tilt of the chin. But her eyes…I’m afraid her eyes ruin the spinster effect again, most emphatically. And her mouth. She has a pensive, a very pretty mouth, that doesn’t smile overly often.” He took a sip of wine. “But then again—let’s be fair. I’ve definitely seen her smile at you, but she hasn’t favored me at all. This serious mouth might have been insipid, but instead it goes with the wonderful long lashes that haven’t got that silly debutante curl. They’re straight, but they’re so long and angled down that they shadow her eyes and turn the hazel to gold, and she seems as if she’s looking out through them at me. No…” He shook his head sadly. “Miss Timms, I regret to tell you that it isn’t a spinster effect at all. I’ve never had a spinster look out beneath her lashes at me the way you do.”

In his house, at his table, she felt that she could not say precisely what she thought of him and his spinsters. Besides that, her father appeared enraptured. “Maddy,” he whispered. “Thou hast thy mother’s look.”

“Of course, Papa,” she said helplessly. “Has no one ever told thee?”

“No. No one ever did.”

He said it without any particular emotion. But by the candlelight, she could see that his eyes had tears in them. “Papa,” she said, reaching for his hand. He only brushed it, and then lifted his fingers, touching her face. He explored her slowly, intently, over her cheeks and across her eyelashes. She held her hands locked tight, embarrassed and suddenly close to foolish tears herself.

She had never thought of it: she could have sat and let her father envision her with his touch in this way any time. He looked so happy. It was just that life went on, an everyday thing, and one never considered that Papa had not seen her face for eighteen years, or might wish to.

“I thank thee, Friend,” her father said, turning his face toward the duke. “I thank thee. For one of the finest days of my life.”

Jervaulx didn’t answer. He didn’t even seem to have heard, but sat gazing into the shadowed folds of the tablecloth, his dark blue eyes meditative and his pirate mouth turned grim.







    

Chapter Three




No pink tinged the dawn fog in the way he’d described last night. Rather poetic of him, Christian had thought, but in reality everything was only whitish-gray, the grass wet and dark, voices uncanny and sharp in the early silence. He could hear his own even breathing as he took the pistol from the case Durham offered and sighted down the slender barrel.

He didn’t think he was going to die this morning. He wasn’t going to kill anyone, that was certain. Being guilty as the devil in this affair, his only honorable course was to stand fire and then delope. He’d shoot into the air. So—Sutherland might hit him. Likely would. But Christian didn’t think he was going to die.

He found it distantly amusing that he was so sure of that. He was old enough to know better. A decade and a half ago, the first time he’d stood up at the fire-eating age of seventeen, he might have been excused for believing himself invincible. But now…he looked around at the brightening sky and the new leaves—and still his heart said it was impossible that this was the last moment.

Wounding was nothing to look forward to. He chose not to think ahead about it. He could feel his heart’s rhythm rising as he walked out onto the ground without looking at Sutherland beside him.

They stood up and paced off. Christian held the pistol in his right hand, there being no need for accuracy. It gave a better appearance; those who knew him would see that he’d had no intention of firing on Sutherland from the start.

Durham’s languid voice called halt and turn.

Christian turned.

Sutherland had his pistol raised already. Christian realized that there was murder in his opponent’s face. The man intended execution; he had the skill to do it. Christian’s pulse increased suddenly, a fierce thud in his ears.

“Gentlemen,” Durham said, lifting his handkerchief.

Pain burst through Christian’s skull, agony and strangeness. He stared at Sutherland, blinking twice, wondering why he hadn’t heard the shot that hit him.

Durham spoke again. Christian couldn’t understand the words. Sutherland’s face contorted; he was shouting something at Christian, and Christian couldn’t understand that either, but Sutherland was holding his gun at level ready still.

Christian tried to lift his right arm. He squinted at Sutherland, trying to see through the way his vision seemed clear and blurred at once, turning his face to the side to find his opponent. Durham spoke one word. From his fingers, the pale cloth dropped to the ground.

Christian heard the shot and whistle, saw the drift of white from Sutherland’s pistol and knew the man had missed, but Christian was falling while he was still standing up. His pistol dropped out of his hand. It went off with a blast as it struck the ground.

Christian stood swaying, staring down, trying to see it.

He’d been hit. Had he been hit?

Durham and Fane came striding toward him. He felt that he was falling, over and over, but he never reached the ground. Their words babbled around him, meaningless. He tried to put out his right hand to lean on Fane’s shoulder, but he couldn’t lift it. When he looked down, it didn’t even seem part of him. He could barely see. He tried to find the blood, couldn’t find it, and gazed in bewilderment at his friends.

“What’s wrong?” he said.

It came out, no.

No, no, no, no.

Fane shook his head and grinned, thumping Christian on the back with a look of triumph. Durham was smiling.

Christian grabbed the colonel’s arm with his left hand. “Fane,” he said. “What happened?”

No, no, no, no, no.

He heard himself. He closed his mouth in horror, tried to form the right words, breathing hard through his teeth.

“Fane!” he yelled.

And they stared at him, because he still hadn’t said it right. He gripped Fane’s arm. Half of the other man’s face seemed hazy to Christian, blurring off into the gray fog. His heart was a huge drum pounding in his ears. He wanted to let go of Fane, to press his hands over his eyes, but he couldn’t command the move. He couldn’t say anything at all. He could only pull himself close enough to
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