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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            A MASKED BALL

          

        

      

    

    
      Lord Weatherstone’s mansion, Mayfair, 1819

      Doing his best not to gawk at those who made up the crush of Lord Weatherstone’s masked ball, Blake Russell stood near the refreshment table and drank a glass of champagne. Not used to the fizzy drink, he was pondering how he might surreptitiously replace it with brandy when the orchestra launched into the second dance set of the night.

      He glanced around, wondering if he should ask one of the young women to dance. There were a half-dozen of them lined up along one wall, all dressed in gowns of white and wearing masks that barely covered their faces.

      All except for one young lady.

      She wore a gilded mask that covered all but her bright red lips and square chin. Brown hair, piled high atop her head in a riot of curls, seemed dusted with glitter, for it shined bright under the ballroom’s candlelight. Her gown, a pink frock topped with a white pinafore, suggested she had raided her lady’s maid’s grandmother’s trunk in an effort to look like Little Bo Peep.

      Although the gown was doing its best to contain her generous bosom and excelled at highlighting her slim waist, Blake thought her feminine charms would topple out should she lean forward too much. As for her hips, there was really no way to know if they were wide or not since the sides of her gown were supported by small panniers.

      Or perhaps those were her hips, and she really did have a figure best likened to that of an hourglass.

      Blake felt a stirring in his groin at the thought of bedding such a creature, and he groaned in despair. He had been far too long without a woman, and with his ship due to sail on the morrow, this ball would be his last entertainment for at least a month.

      And his last land-based assignment for the Foreign Office before he resumed his regular posting.

      Locate Lord Dorchester and watch his every move. Report in the morning before the Molly sets sail.

      When Blake had agreed to take over the captaincy of the Molly, he had done so knowing he would have to pretend to be a pirate on occasion. He didn’t know he might have to take on other guises when he was on dry land.

      If this hadn’t been a masked ball, Blake knew someone else would have had this assignment. He couldn’t pass for a member of the peerage—or even a gentleman, for that matter—if he wasn’t wearing a mask and the clothes he wore when he was playing a pirate.

      He had almost argued with Lord Chamberlain when he was given the assignment. The head of the Foreign Office, the viscount seemed to think it a lark that Blake was still in London and could see to this quick assignment.

      Attend for the experience, Lord Chamberlain had said. If you don’t know anyone, just watch from the sidelines and take note on how everyone else behaves. If you spot Dorchester, stay close. He’s spread some vowels about town, his barony is broke, and there’s talk he may attempt a robbery and fence the goods or perhaps leave the country with them. If he does the latter, you will have to go after him.

      At first, Blake had thought it unlikely anyone would attempt to knick something of value during a ball. Now that he’d had a chance to study the layout of Lord Weatherstone’s mansion, he understood how it could be done.

      Weatherstone’s library was filled with small treasures from his travels. The desk in the study featured a solid gold quill pen. Lady Weatherstone’s jewel box was in plain sight atop her dressing table. The parlor was decorated with all manner of expensive trinkets.

      There were larger artifacts, of course, but it was unlikely the baron would attempt to lift a caryatid or the jewel-encrusted globe from the library.

      Figuring out which gentleman was Dorchester was easy—the butler had announced him upon his arrival in the ballroom. Although the man had come in with a mask in hand, he hadn’t put it on until the first dance was well underway.

      Blake guessed the baron would have a dance partner for the second set, but Dorchester instead seemed to confer with a number of gentlemen before wandering off toward the supper room.

      Following at a safe distance, Blake made sure to head straight for the tray of lobster patties once he was in the opulent room. If the baron was truly in dire straights as to his purse, it was likely he would opt for the more expensive foods at the other end of the table. He’d probably been living on the same fare as his servants, which meant crustaceans for most meals.

      Downing part of his lobster patty, Blake dared a glance in the baron’s direction, noting how the man was filling a plate with ham, roast beef and lamb.

      Supposition confirmed.

      Now he just had to keep an eye on the baron until the end of the ball. Which turned out to be easy.

      Until it wasn’t.

      Dorchester finished his meal and returned to the ballroom, which had grown far more crowded. Blake lost sight of the baron several times, but when he confirmed the man was dancing with one of the white-gowned young ladies, he made his way to the buxom Little Bo Peep he had noticed earlier.

      “We seem to be the only ones in costumes from the prior century,” he remarked.

      Behind the mask, the girl’s eyes widened. “We are?” she asked as she looked to her left and right, as if she thought he might have directed his query to someone else.

      “Aye, milady,” he replied, using his best pirate voice. “Blake’s my name, and pirating is my game. And who might you be?” He knew it was entirely inappropriate to introduce himself to a young lady, but there was no one around to do the honors. Apparently, her chaperone was dancing.

      A giggle escaped the young woman before she said, “Barbara. Miss Barbara Wycliff,” she said, emphasizing the ‘Miss’. “But for tonight, I am Bo Beep.”

      Blake blinked. He had guessed correctly as to her costume. He glanced around. “You seem to have lost your sheep,” he replied.

      “Indeed. And my lady’s maid. She’s already been asked to dance.”

      “Then may I have this dance?”

      The bright red lips split into a huge smile. “Yes, yes of course,” she gushed. She placed her hand on his proffered arm and allowed him to lead her to where couples were lining up for an English country dance. They had barely taken their places when the orchestra played the opening strains, and they were off and performing the spirited dance.

      From his perspective in the line, Blake was able to keep an eye on Dorchester, who was just a few men down the line from him.

      When his partner was within hearing range, he asked, “Which one is your lady’s maid?” The comment about her lady’s maid hadn’t seemed odd when she first mentioned it—the maid was no doubt acting as her chaperone—but now that he had noticed all those on the dance floor were young, he had his doubts.

      “Third one down on the right,” Barbara replied. “Dancing with the tall gentleman,” she added, obviously admiring the man Blake knew to be Lord Dorchester. “I wouldn’t have invited her to attend with me, but it is a masked ball, and who would know she’s a maid?” she commented.

      Blake was about to admit he wasn’t a member of the peerage, but thought better of it. The name ‘Wycliff’ had just made its way to his addled brain. “I should think the daughter of Sir Peter Wycliff would be allowed any companion she wished for this ball,” he replied, hoping he had guessed correctly.

      Barbara’s eyes widened behind the mask. “So you won’t tell anyone? About my lady’s maid, I mean?”

      Blake blinked behind his own mask. “I’m a pirate. I shan’t tell a soul.”

      She grinned and was on to the next partner before she could respond. When they were once again paired, she asked, “Where do you live, Mr. Blake?”

      He was tempted to mention Picadilly—he kept an apartment there for the periods of leave he was in London—but instead he said, “On my ship. The Molly.”

      She giggled again, the musical sound causing an unusual reaction in his nether region.

      What was it about Miss Barbara Wycliff that had his body behaving as if she were some doxy he had hired for the night? She was a lady! A miss, really, since her father wasn’t a member of Parliament. He was only a commoner, as was she.

      But he was wealthy.

      “You think I’m jesting?” he teased. “Where do you live?”

      Barbara had to delay her response when she was sent whirling from his hold to the man next to him. When they finally rejoined in the dance, she said, “Mayfair. Here in Park Lane.”

      Blake nodded his understanding. She was the daughter of a baronet. Entirely out of his league. Which he would have been glad to accept, except...

      He wasn’t.

      When the dance came to an end, and she was once again facing him, he leaned down. His lips covered hers in a quick kiss before they moved lower and kissed the back of her silk-gloved hand.

      Entirely inappropriate. Very scandalous. Unforgivable.

      Except no one seemed to notice but her.

      She was staring up at him with the oddest expression before she was whisked away by another gentleman for the next dance.

      Blake stood staring at where she’d been standing for several seconds, his attempt to get his body under control failing miserably.

      What the hell had just happened?

      He glanced around, sure Sir Peter was about to pummel him into the dance floor. He’d just kissed the baronet’s daughter in front of everyone at a ton ball.

      But no one seemed to have noticed.

      Couples were lining up for the next dance, though, acting as if he wasn’t even there.

      Blake wandered in a daze until he was in the area where the wallflowers were gathered. A few dared glances in his direction, as if they hoped he might honor them with a dance.

      He was just about to oblige one of them when he remembered the reason he was there.

      Dorchester.

      He cursed under his breath, and his gaze scanned the dance floor. When he didn’t spot Dorchester among those performing the spirited Scottish reel, he headed out the nearest ballroom door and hurried through the wide halls, glancing left and right in the event the baron might have ducked into a nearby room.

      When Blake didn’t find him in the library or the study—he had to apologize profusely for having interrupted a liaison between the Marquess and Marchioness of Morganfield—he returned to the ballroom.

      Thinking perhaps Dorchester might be in the gardens, he made his way to the back of the ballroom and out the French doors. From the flags leading to the famous Weatherstone gardens, Blake searched for the baron. Given the number of couples engaged in all manner of naughty behavior—and the number of alcoves in the hedges in which they could engage in naughty behavior—it took him some time to determine that Lord Dorchester was not among them.

      He felt relief when he realized Little Bo Peep wasn’t, either.

      Back in the ballroom, he heaved a sigh of relief at finding Little Bo Beep dancing.

      He groaned when he saw it was with Lord Dorchester.

      How had he lost track of them?

      Watching from the sidelines, he wondered at his reaction. What was it about Miss Barbara Wycliff that had him feeling so possessive? As if he had been the first one to find her, so he thought only he should be entitled to dance with her? To covet her? To expect that he would be the only one allowed to kiss her?

      “Thank the gods a waltz is next,” a gentleman to his right said, although not necessarily to Blake.

      “Followed by a trip to the supper room,” a man wearing a jester’s hat and mask said to his left. “Lord Weatherstone’s spreads are always the best.”

      “Agreed. In fact, I may skip the waltz and go eat,” the first man said.

      Blake blinked as both men left his company and headed for the supper room.

      When the dance set ended and Bo Beep bowed to Lord Dorchester, Blake moved in and lifted her hand to his arm.

      “Blake!” she said with a huge smile.

      The baron’s brows furrowed, but he made no complaint and instead stepped back. “I will come for you at two o’clock in the afternoon, my lady,” he said before bowing and then giving Blake a dagger-filled look.

      Blake ignored the baron’s expression and turned his attention on Barbara. “Will you waltz with me?”

      Her eyes widened behind the mask. “I’ve never danced a waltz,” she said with a shake of her head.

      Determined to have her company for the next half-hour, Blake allowed a shrug. “It’s an easy dance to learn. I will teach you,” he said, just as the opening strains of the dance began. “Follow my lead.”

      Barbara gave him an uncertain glance but did as she was told, placing a white-gloved hand on his shoulder and allowing him to support her other with his upraised hand. A few steps into the dance, and she was soon performing the simple routine.

      “You’re doing wonderfully,” he said as he led them into the circle of other dancers.

      “Only because you’re such a strong lead,” she argued.

      “Your costume is perfection. Even without the sheep.”

      “I almost brought my sheepdog, but I didn’t think he would do well in such a crush,” she replied. “Lord Weatherstone might have banished him to the gardens.”

      Blake grinned. “He would have us all herded onto the dance floor.” He glanced around, realizing nearly everyone was dancing. “Much like this waltz seems to have done.” Upon his next turn, though, he noticed Dorchester glaring at him from where he stood against a wall. “How well do you know Lord Dorchester?”

      Barbara seemed to have difficulty with her next few steps before she recovered. “I do not. At least, I had not met him before this evening,” she amended.

      Frowning, Blake dared another glance in the baron’s direction. “And yet he is coming for you at two o’clock?” he countered.

      “For a ride in the park, yes,” Barbara acknowledged. “I receive so few offers, I feel as if I really must accept every one that comes my way.”

      Blake nearly lost his place in the dance. “Surely you jest,” he countered. “And if you do not—”

      “I do not.”

      “—Then please reconsider his invitation. He is under investigation by the very highest of authorities here in England,” Blake said in a hoarse whisper. “Your virtue could be at risk.”

      He watched as her eyes widened behind the mask, almost as if she wanted her virtue to be at risk.

      Damnation!

      “Surely he cannot be all bad,” she replied, her manner suggesting she thought Blake was teasing her.

      Blake dared another glance in Lord Dorchester’s direction. “Perhaps not all,” he agreed, noting how the wallflowers had begun fluttering their fans in the baron’s direction. Dorchester looked miserable.

      Finding he couldn’t feel the least bit sorry for Dorchester, though, Blake turned his attention back on his dance partner. “Are you enjoying the evening?”

      She nodded. “I am, thanks to you,” she replied as her gaze settled on her lady’s maid. The young woman was engaged in a rather spirited conversation with Lord Dorchester, almost as if she were scolding the baron. “And you?”

      Blake allowed a huge smile. “Likewise. Perhaps you’ll allow me to escort you to the supper when this dance has ended?”

      Barbara’s face seemed to fall. “I have already told Lord Dorchester he may have that honor,” she said in a most apologetic tone. “Perhaps at the next ball?”

      Trying hard to hide his disappointment, Blake finally gave a shake of his head. “I must depart for the Channel in the morning,” he replied. “A matter of national security.”

      Her eyes once again widening behind the mask, Barbara was about to ask for more information when the music ended and Lord Dorchester appeared at her elbow.

      “My lady?” he said before he whisked her off in the direction of the supper room, not giving Blake a chance to even bow to Little Bo Peep.

      Blake bristled at losing his grip on the baronet’s daughter. She had been so easy to speak with. So easy to dance with. He had already decided she probably wasn’t easy on the eyes—otherwise, why would she have worn a mask that nearly covered her entire face?—but her delectable body and engaging company more than made up for any deficiencies she might have in appearance.

      Watching as Lord Dorchester led the lust of his life into the supper room, Blake took up a position just outside the arched doorway, determined to intercept Bo Peep when she moved to leave. Perhaps he could secure permission to send a letter whilst on his next mission.

      Permission to pay a call on her when he returned to London.

      Whenever the Molly returned to Wapping, which wouldn’t be until his crew had located and arrested the French privateer who was apparently flooding Suffolk with illegal brandy wine.

      Blake hung around the refreshment table for a time, his gaze trained on the entrance to the supper room. He spotted a number of familiar aristocrats helping themselves to the aspic and Yorkshire pudding, to the strawberries and sliced beef. Although his stomach grumbled, he resisted the urge to join them lest he miss Barbara taking her leave of the supper room.

      When the orchestra played the opening strains of the next dance, several couples emerged from the supper room followed by a tidal wave of aristocrats.

      At no point did he see Barbara. Nor did he see Lord Dorchester or even Barbara’s lady’s maid leave the supper room.

      Sure the room was nearly empty, Blake made his way in and searched in vain. No Barbara. No Dorchester. No lady’s maid.

      He frowned, noting there were two other exits out of the supper room, although both led to the same hallway. He glanced up and down the hall, a hint of panic gripping him when he didn’t spy his prey strolling the Aubusson carpet lining the hall.

      Thinking Little Bo Peep might have gone to the gardens for air, he went back out and discovered a similar situation to what he had seen earlier—but no Barbara. No Dorchester.

      Back in the ballroom, his gaze scanned the crowd.

      His search for Barbara Wycliff proved futile.

      Even her lady’s maid was no longer in the ballroom.

      The retiring room, perhaps?

      Daring a glance in and hearing only gasps of protest, he quickly closed the door and heaved a sigh of frustration.

      Even Dorchester seemed to have gone missing.

      Disgusted by his failure to keep tabs on his Bo Peep and Lord Dorchester, Blake took his leave of Lord Weatherstone’s mansion.

      Just in time to see Lord Dorchester’s coach pull away from the curb and head out at a rather unsafe speed. A second later, and Sir Peter Wycliff’s town coach followed.

      What the hell?

      Hailing a hackney proved easier than he expected, but given the other coaches’ head starts, Blake’s driver was unable to determine the direction they might have taken once they had reached Oxford Street.

      Angry at himself for having lost his prey—and Little Bo Peep—Blake had the driver take him to Wapping and the wharf closest to where his ship was docked.

      He had a letter to write to Lord Chamberlain.
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