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Chapter One

 

London, January 1812

 

The candles burned brightly in the sconces set about the smoke-filled gaming room of Regan’s, the latest and most fashionable gaming hell to open its doors to the cream of London society. The clock in the main entrance hall had struck the hour of four some while since and still a small crowd stood transfixed about the table occupied by the two gamesters. All other play had been suspended and an air of hushed expectancy filled the room.

“
Is it Lear’s intention to break the boy?” whispered a small dandy to his companion. “I swear I’ve never seen him play so deep. It’s a devilishly one-sided game, and still his luck holds.”

A fellow spectator, who craned his neck the better to view the game in progress, turned sharply and admonished him to
“Hush!”

Placing his cards on the table, Robert Blake, Duke of Lear, drew the pile of notes and gold coins toward him, adding them to the already considerable amount that lay on the green baize. His countenance remained impassive, his mood unreadable.

Lord Julian Harwood, the young man who sat opposite him, ran his finger nervously around his neck cloth, his handsome young visage appearing flushed in the bright candlelight. Taking a handkerchief from his pocket, he mopped his perspiring brow, eyeing his opponent with a great deal of resentment.

“Enough?” queried the duke indifferently. “Do you find yourself out of funds?”

“You need not concern yourself, I have funds enough,” replied Harwood, straightening in his chair and feigning nonchalance.

   
His grace collected the cards and shuffled them with an experienced hand. “You appear surprisingly eager to squander your inheritance my young friend.”

The scowl on the young lord
’s brow deepened perceptively. “Damn you, Lear, just deal the cards and save your concerns for those who would value them. I do not!”

There was an almost tangible tension in the room and a murmur ran amongst the spectators. Sir Richard Austin, a tall, fair-haired man of fashion with pleasing features, placed his hand on the duke
’s shoulder and bent to whisper into his friend’s ear. “Have done, Robert. It does no good to fleece the boy.”

The duke gave him no answer, but returned to the game in hand. A waiter shouldered his way to the duke’s side and prepared to replace the bottle of brandy at his elbow, but his grace, wishing for no diversion from the cards, waved him aside with an impatient hand.

Lord Harwood finally won a hand and an appreciative murmur ran through the spectators. Throwing his cards onto the table, he turned triumphantly toward the duke. “As you see, Lear, I come about. My luck has finally changed. Look to yourself now, sir.”

His grace bowed slightly in return and replied in his cool way, “May I suggest that we call a halt to the play for this evening? It will give you the chance to recoup your resources. However, should you desire a
rematch; I will place myself at your disposal at any given time or place.”

“
I desire no rematch, sir,” his lordship responded hotly, his face turning an unhealthy shade of puce. “We will have this matter over with now. You must and will give me the opportunity to come about. You owe me that at least.” In a show of bravado, he leaned back in his chair, straightening his shoulders. “I suggest that we stake all on one final hand. Or is it that now you see that the luck runs in my direction, you have no nerve for the game?”

Murmured comments were heard amongst the spectators, exclaiming at the scarcely veiled insult, but his grace appeared without interest.
“Whatever you wish. It matters not to me. Either way I am willing to oblige.”

Sir Richard, standing behind his friend, uttered an admonitory comment and the duke turned sharply in his chair to face him.
“Have done, Rick. I know what I’m at. If my play is not to your liking, then you are not compelled to stay to witness it.”

   
“Well I don’t like it, I don’t like it above half,” replied Sir Richard in reproving undertones.

The duke’s attention was recalled to the table as Harwood dealt the cards and a hush once more fell over the hardy few onlookers who remained. The cards were played and when the duke finally placed his hand face-upwards upon the table, Harwood sat back, his once flushed countenance now deathly pale.

An excited hum of comments erupted amongst the spectators as the young lord reached for a scrap of paper and wrote out his final note of hand.

Pushing away his chair, he rose unsteadily to his feet and, thrusting out his arm, let the note drop to the table. “I wish you good night
, sir,” he said, bowing stiffly and, turning on his heel, he made his departure. Those spectators who witnessed his leaving did so with mixed emotions, not least of all Sir Richard.

***

 

The cold grey light of dawn was breaking over the skyline when the two friends left Regan’s portals. Sir Richard shivered and drew his satin-lined cloak closer about his slim figure as he entered the waiting coach, but the Duke of Lear seemed impervious to the sharp frost in the air. The indifferent street lighting revealed him to be a tall, athletic man in his early thirties, with dark hair cut fashionably short, almost aquiline nose and a wide, well-shaped mouth. However, it was the eyes, set beneath slightly winged brows, which took the face out of the ordinary. They were of a particular shade of green that often mirrored his emotions and when lit by a rare smile, completely transformed his austere visage. Few however, ever having had the privilege of viewing this transformation.

Entering the carriage, he cast aside his cloak and cane and lounged back against the velvet squabs, rocking only slightly as his coachman sprung the horses in the deserted streets.

The duke made himself more comfortable, easing his position slightly so that his powerful shoulders rested against the corner of the coach. He stretched his long legs before him, his hands thrust deep into his pockets.

Although the interior was deep in shadow, in the fitful light of a passing lantern he became aware of his friend
’s frowning scrutiny, sensing rather than seeing that Sir Richard’s eyes never left his face.

The Duke of Lear
’s dark countenance remained impassive. “It would seem that once more I incur your displeasure, Rick,” he drawled. “Of late I can do naught else. Tell me, what despicable deed have I performed now?”

“
Damn you, Robert, you’re a cold fish, make no mistake,” Sir Richard expostulated. “I suppose you will tell me you didn’t realize that you have taken young Harwood for every farthing he possesses?”

“
As much as that?” the duke responded, raising his brow. “I hadn’t thought to keep a strict tally. I’m obliged that you did. I take it then that my winnings are considerable, as the Harwood estates are extensive.”

“
Nom de Dieu
!  Surely you realized when you were taking his notes of hand how matters stood. How could you have allowed the play to become so deep?”

“My dear Rick, you talk as if it was I who forced the odds, but I can assure you, you wrong me. It was Harwood’s suggestion that the bank should play so high.”

“A young pup fresh on the town. You could give him ten years, Robert. Ten years of experience…”

“Experience that cost me dearly,” purred the duke. He took a snuffbox from his pocket and traced the design with a long slender finger devoid of rings. “However, it is here that I must disillusion you, my dear friend. My motives are not as worthy of contempt as you believe them to be. Now I will explain...”

Sir Richard would have spoken, but Robert raised a hand to silence him. “Hear me out and then you will understand my actions,” he ordered shortly. He paused slightly before recommencing in a more even tone. “When I was just such a callow youth of four and twenty, but recently come into my fortune and fresh on the town, I found myself in exactly the same straits. However, the hand that fleeced me belonged to a hardened gamester, a hawk, whose sole purpose was to relieve me of my inheritance. In Harwood, I saw history preparing to repeat itself and I determined that if he were of a mind to dispose so readily of his fortune it would be preferable that he relinquish it to me than to some less principled gamester. In fact, the type of hawk whom I fell prey to, whose main aim is to target the young and inexperienced. It is not my intention to keep my winnings. Indeed, once he has had time to reflect on his stupidity all will be returned to its rightful owner and he will be that much the wiser for the experience. I managed to come about, believe me, so read me no lectures on that head, my friend.” He paused before adding in his deepest tones, “I would have hoped that you had more faith in me than to believe me capable of such infamous dealings. Obviously I was wrong.”

“I cannot say that I approve of your methods, for fact is I don’t,” Sir Richard said with some force, appearing unrepentant of misreading his friend’s actions. “You’ve changed, Robert.
God how you’ve changed!” He watched the duke as he flicked open the lid of his snuffbox and, with an elegant turn of the wrist, partook of its contents, then he continued, “I wish I could say you were still the man I knew six months ago, but fact is I can’t.”

“You amaze me,” replied the duke coldly, replacing the box and taking a handkerchief from his pocket to lightly dust his fingers. “I’m totally unaware of this great change of which I am accused. Behold, am I not the same man you have known these eight years or more?”

“Not the man I had grown to respect,” Sir Richard replied, averting his gaze.

“
And what pray have I done of a sudden to destroy this respect, my friend?”

“It is not of a sudden, Robert, it’s ever since…”

The duke’s faced hardened and he raised an enquiring brow. “Ever since...?” he prompted.

Sir Richard sat slightly forward in his seat the better to view his companion. “I must speak the truth and I will. You have not been the same man since news came of Stefan’s death. I realize it was a terrible shock. You were so close, but...” seeing the stricken look upon the duke’s face, he fell silent. Despite the fact that they were at odds, he had no wish to wound his friend by evoking memories of his brother’s tragic death. “Forgive me, Robert,” he stammered. “My outburst was unforgivable. I should n
ot have spoken. Not at all the thing. Private grief. Quite understandable.”

The duke sat as if turned to stone and an uneasy silence fell between them. The only sound being the horses’ hooves as they echoed through the empty streets. Suddenly, sitting forward in his seat, Robert called to his coachman to halt, flinging wide the door before the horses were brought to a clattering halt. “My man will take you to your lodgings,” he snapped over his shoulder as he sprang lightly into the deserted roadway and set out on foot.

His black evening coat was no proof against the sharp wind that whipped about him but he paid it no heed, his mind being otherwise engaged with thoughts of his brother. He strode on in the general direction of Blake House not caring that he should prove a strange sight in this less opulent part of the city as the tradesmen awoke and set about their duties.
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