

[image: Cover]




If you purchase this book without a cover you should be aware that this book may have been stolen property and reported as “unsold and destroyed” to the publisher. In such case neither the author nor the publisher has received any payment for this “stripped book.”

WARNER BOOKS EDITION

Copyright © 1999 by Stella Cameron

All rights reserved.

Cover Design by Rachel McClain

Cover illustration by Vince McIndoe

Hand lettering by David Gatti

Text illustrations by Laurie Standish Abel

Warner Books, Inc.

Hachette Book Group

237 Park Avenue

New York, NY 10017

Visit our Web site at www.HachetteBookGroup.com.

A Time Warner Company

First eBook Edition: April, 1999

The Hachette Book Group Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.

ISBN: 978-0-759-52113-1


“I SHALL BE DEEPLY WOUNDED IF YOU IGNORE MY OBVIOUS CHARM.”

With great concentration Lord Kilrood then took the loosened lock of her hair and tucked it beneath a braid that circled her crown.

“When you look up at me like that—especially when you are curious rather than angry—you are utterly alluring. Any man you were to look upon just so would be bound to feel a, well, a quickening.”

When he dropped his hand Finch patted her hair and felt flustered. No man had ever spoken to her in such a manner. “I am a plain woman, and I know it. I should be grateful if you state your business plainly. Flattery has never been inspiring to me. If there is something you need, if I can help you in some manner, I will, simply because my brother thinks highly of you.”

“Good,” he said. “Very good.” Kilrood bent closer until she could feel his breath on her mouth. “I have need of you, Finch.”
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Prologue

7 Mayfair Square, London. 1820

“You cannot trust the young.

“I thought I had made myself very clear: I am too old and too busy and too important to waste time on tasks that should not require my superior talents. To this end I expected to be free of my more youthful relatives’ muddles by now.

“They are impossible.

“They have squandered the opportunities I provided them.

“Ah, well. And so it goes. Once more I must be the one to step in and save the day. Without me foolish Hester and that boy Hunter will undoubtedly lose this beautiful house entirely. I must rescue the family—yet again—and do so without revealing my fine hand in the matter for even an instant.As I have today, I must find disgracefully devious, but necessary ways to gain information on the lay of the land.

“When I left Mayfair Square—that was some years ago, but considerably later than should have been necessary—when I left I said I'd done everything I intended to do, that they had benefited greatly from my endeavors and did not deserve further assistance. I told them that in future they must manage without me. To allow them to know I have weakened would only make them more demanding, more dependent.

“I will warn you at once that my patience and my restrained sensibilities will doubtless be tried almost beyond endurance. There will be moments when I shall simply have to absent myself from events that I cannot condone or control. Please understand that if I could, I would shield you from the more flamboyant escapades I expect from those who have not learned to suppress the impulses of the heart (and body) and listen to intellect alone. Unfortunately I know matters will get out of hand and there won't be a thing I can do about this.

“There are lodgers at 7 Mayfair Square. Lodgers!

“In a house mat was once a center of culture, of musicales and soirees, to say nothing of intimate gatherings where only the most elite could hope to share the delicious honor of being invited—in this house there are, even as I write to you, three floors occupied by paying strangers.

“The shame of it nearly overwhelms me, but I do not have time for such self-indulgence. I must act, and act quickly. And I ask you to forgive me if my methods become—from necessity—less than, shall we say, conventional?

“You will? Of course, you will, I knew you were too sensible not to support me.

“So, it is time to begin. I am persuaded that my best chance of speedy success lies in dealing with these interlopers one by one, or should I say, floor by floor. First we will convince the brother and sister on the ground floor (offspring of a Cornish merchant—I shudder at the thought—amerchant involved in China Clay) to leave. Latimer and Finch More. Common names, but what can one expect of a tradesman's family? Latimer has a small import business. Oddities and rarities, so I'm told. And Finch catalogs offerings and deals with clients. More & More they call themselves. No doubt they consider that quite clever, but I have little patience with these new and flippant ideas embraced by those with little understanding of the value of well-bred reserve.

“Fortnum and Mason, Limited. Of Piccadilly, of course. Now there's a solid, no-nonsense name for a company. The original Mason owned a small shop on his own at first. Then his friend Fortnum—that was William who was a footman in the royal household—Fortnum retired and they became partners. Traded through the East India Company. They imported really exotic stuff. Hartshorn, Gable Worm Seed, Dirty White Candy. Those are items you will remember because they are worth remembering. Fortnum and Mason's cocoa powder even went on the expedition to find the Northwest Passage last year.

“I only remind you of these things to make a point. Fortnum and Mason always knew their places. Straightforward tradesmen. You wouldn't find them getting above their station by insinuatin’ themselves into the households of the ton.

“I must collect myself.

“The challenge will be to bring about events that will encourage the upstart Mores to move along. At present they are much too happy at Number 7, but I do have a plan.

“Young Ross, viscount Kilrood, lives next door at 8 May-fair Square. He's a Scotsman who bought the property from Lord and Lady St. Germaine, not that we are concerned with such details here. But Ross will definitely play a large part in what will happen during the weeks to come.

“He is a glowering fellow. Angry, I rather think. I have heard a rumor that he was engaged, but his intended married his brother instead, and Kilrood has never recovered, or some such poppycock. But he has visited with the Moreson occasion. Something to do with a commission he has for them. Anyway, I am given to believe that he has looked a little longer than might be expected—at Miss More. Can't imagine why myself. Plain stick of a thing from my observance. But no matter. The man has obviously deprived himself of female company for too long and consequently is no longer a fair judge of feminine attributes. I shall take advantage of his growing need.

“Ahem. Forgive me if I am less than subtle. However, as I've told you, these young blades will stoop to less-than-admirable behavior anyway. I am simply forced to take advantage of human nature—for a higher cause, of course. But I shall, you may rest assured, choose to avoid actually watching.

“I grow tired. As I have said, I am old and deserve to rest upon my laurels. I shall do so, at least for tonight.

“Tomorrow the work truly begins. And it may be a great deal of work to ensure that Viscount Kilrood is forced to take More & More into his home—and away from Number 7.

“Hah. It is time to embark on Kilrood's seduction of Miss Finch More.”


Chapter 1

If there was one thing Finch More couldn't abide, it was being wrong and having to admit as much.

She was wrong.

She should not have returned to Whitechapel alone, and on foot, and when it was growing dark, and colder.

She should not have placed herself in the way of being frightened out of her wits by her own imagination—which could be overactive. Why, a moment ago she'd even mistaken a slight sound for someone speaking her name.

“Finch.”

There it was again. She looked in every direction. The streets were all but empty, and the few muffler-swathed people still abroad walked with the certainty of folk who knew where they were going and were in a hurry to get there. Not one of them spared her as much as a glance.

“Silly female,” she said aloud, and glared at a grinning boy with a big, sticky bun in one hand, who poked out his crumb-covered tongue as he passed. What did she care if a mannerless boy thought she was light-brained for talking to herself?

“They puts people the likes of you in asylums, they does,” the boy said. He held the bun in his teeth, crossed his eyes, and rushed away with his arms flailing.

Why did Latimer insist upon keeping the business down here in Whitechapel, where all manner of sordid events occurred? “Cheap,” she said, and glanced furtively behind her to make sure the boy was well enough away not to hear. Latimer watched every penny and insisted she do likewise. That was why she'd decided to walk rather than get a cab after she'd made the delivery of a small package. She should have continued home as Latimer had expected, but he was likely to stay at the warehouse all night, very possibly without eating, if she left him alone there.

“Fi-inch.”

A great bound of her heart made her feel quite odd. There, she thought, that was her name. Very softly spoken, to be sure, but definitely her name. Someone she couldn't see said, no, sang her name in a foolish manner to try to make her afraid. The back of her neck prickled.

Who? She didn't know anyone in London apart from the rest of the people who lived at Number 7. And the people Latimer did business with. Hardly likely candidates for playing tricks on her in the street.

Very soon she would be there, at the warehouse, and safe. Not that she wasn't safe now. After all, what could happen to her with buildings on either side of the street and people … There had been people only a moment ago, and there would be more any second. She pulled the looped ribbons of her reticule into me crook of an elbow. Only a country girl, a girl from a Cornish village or some such backward place, would start dreaming voices just because she was in London.

“Fi-inch.”

She whirled about. This time it had sounded closer.

A hand, clamped over her mouth, caught her next breath in her throat. Her bonnet tipped forward, and she couldn't see past the brim. She choked, and kicked at whoever stood behind her, but her slippered heels undoubtedly fared worse than what felt like a pair of solid boots.

The bonnet slipped sideways until it hung beneath her chin.

“This won't take no great time, miss,” a voice said against her ear. Seams on his heavy glove bit into her face. “Better to keep your feet for walking, if you please.” With mat she was bundled through a gap in a high wooden fence and into a yard between two buildings. A squalid yard strewn with rubbish from what she could make out. And the buildings were of blackened brick with no windows and had roofs that blurred into a darkening sky where smoke scarred a faint purple haze.

Why would anyone bother to murder her? That's what he would do, wasn't it? This man was going to kill her.

Finch tried to scream.

“’Ere, ’ere,” her captor said, and shook her. “You'd do well enough to ’eed my warnings and do what I tell you.”

She had no opportunity to do otherwise before a shape materialized from the shadowed wall to her right, a tall figure with head bowed. His billowing cloak and top hat cast a fuzzy silhouette behind him.

Like a great bat.

Squeezing her eyes shut, Finch struggled, kicked, and squirmed, and bit hard at the gloved hand over her mouth. A muffled curse was her only reward. For the rest, she was lifted from the ground and flung down.

Flung down, but caught by the cloaked creature the moment before she would have hit muddy ground. When she tried to look at him, he spun her around, relieving her of her reticule as he did so, and finished what the other had started by depositing her facedown in a heap on the ground.

“Remain as you are if you please, and you will be unharmed,” she was told in a voice so low of tone it echoed from its owner's depths. The man did not sound English, did he?

A shower of objects hit her back, and she cried out.

“Silence.”

Shaking, placing her hands over her mouth, Finch did her best to do as she was told. She would die here in this filthy, smelly place with smoke burning her eyes and stinging her nose. Die in the chill of a young winter's night.

“Remember my words, Miss Finch More,” said the voice from the earth. “The time is coming soon. The old tiger will give way to the new. Then the young tiger will eat its predecessor. So it reads. Each of us has a purpose whether it be great or small. Your small purpose will be served, and you will no longer be required—but you might be overlooked if you cause no irritation.”

The speaker fell silent, but his speech echoed on. A meaningless dissertation. Part of their evil design to terrify their victims into complete submission.

Finch bowed even lower. What made them think she could do anything but be submissive?

Another hard article, and another, then several more bounced from her shoulders and neck to land among the stones and debris.

These creatures were tossing down the contents of her reticule. She opened her mouth to say she had nothing of value, but thought better of the notion. They would discover what a poor prize they had chosen soon enough, then there would be no need to wait longer to dispose of her.

“Keep your eyes closed, Miss Finch More. And you will put your hands on your ears. There will be loud noise. Like the roar of the tiger. It will be easier if you do not see or hear.” She didn't know winch of the men spoke, but she quickly clapped her hands over her ears. Her eyes were already tightly shut.

A loud noise? An explosion, perhaps? A pistol shot?

Finch moaned, and curled into as small a ball as she could make of herself.

Poor Latimer. He was so absentminded about anything but his treasures from the Indies and China—and the pieces he'd recently obtained from Egypt. What would he do without her? How would he remember to eat, or put on a neck-cloth, or make sure the accounts for the business were kept in order, to say nothing of paying the rent to Lady Hester Bingham?

Latimer would never go to Papa for help because their father had disinherited his son when Latimer insisted on studying antiquities rather than going into Papa's business.

Poor Papa. He was a hard man but not without feelings, and he did love her. Finch just knew Papa loved her, and Latimer, of course. And since Papa was a widower of many years, he didn't have a wife to turn to in times of grief.

Finch's mind spun and spun—and spun. Everyone she loved would be distraught at her death. When her pale, lifeless body …

She held her breath and parted her hands from her ears a scant distance.

Not a sound.

No one spoke harshly to her, or tried to stop her from moving.

She opened her eyes, and when she could see a little made out a shiny coin nearby. When she dared to raise her head a fraction she saw several more coins, and the silver cross that had been her mother's and which Finch always kept with her. Also there were a number of, large buttons she'd bought for her collection—and the Hydrobia ulvae she'd been fortunate to find for her shell collection.

Finch sniffed. Tears spattered the backs of her hands.

Crying, for goodness sake.

She knelt more upright and checked around. Her attackers had definitely left.

They had left.

She was still alive.

They had not shot her.

“Of course I'm crying. I am not made of stone. I almost di-di-died here.” She wiped her face with the back of a sleeve and kept on sobbing. Such a terrible shock was bound to make a woman cry and shake and feel unwell.

“I have been too strong for too long,” she said into her sleeve. It was true. Always the strong one. Always the one to deal with the more unpleasant aspects of trying to make a life with only her own small allowance, Latimer's meager inheritance from their mother (portioned out in minuscule amounts), and what little profit could be squeezed from the fledgling business.

Still weeping, she clumsily retrieved her spilled treasures. Why hadn't those beasts taken her money? Little enough, it was true—just the coins she carried for emergencies—but thieves weren't supposed to leave money behind.

Her hands hurt, and her knees, and her face, and other parts of her.

Oh how horrified Latimer would be when he saw her, and how angry that she had returned to him rather than go home.

When she stood up every bit of her ached. Now she must collect herself as best she could and try to ensure Latimer had no idea of exactly what had occurred. She must devise a suitable story. True, she abhorred lies, but on this occasion she would invent a small untruth for the purpose of saving her dear brother's temper.

A large untruth.

She did what she could to pin up escaped locks of hair and replaced her bonnet. Fortunately her pelisse and gown were of sensible brown chintz. The darkness made it impossible to see well, but she thought mud might be scarcely noticeable.

At last she could do nothing more to improve her appearance, and she set off to go the short distance left to the warehouse. The building was in a mean alley and flanked by two similar hulks at present unoccupied. On the opposite side of the alley hovels slunk together in a dismal line. Those who lived there were seldom seen.

The night was all but black now. A sullen moon barely bothered to stroke the edges of a single cloud break. Finch's soft half boots scuffed the cobbles. Cold struck through the thin leather to her feet.

She reached the door where a small (Latimer called it “discreet”) sign announced, More & More, Importers, in white letters on a piece of polished wood.

Pushing her way inside the echoing cavern, Finch finally decided what she would tell Latimer and felt hugely relieved.

“Latimer,” she called, hurrying between crates containing items Latimer had obtained from abroad. The space reeked of dust and mildew. “Latimer, it's Finch.” A light shone through the open door to the large office they called their showroom. In truth they could only show certain items in the office. Anything too big, or too heavy, required that a customer make the best of viewing it in the warehouse itself, not an ideal arrangement but the best that could be offered at present.

“My what a day,” Finch said, affecting a cheerfully exasperated tone. She walked quickly into the office.

With his back to her, Latimer bent over an open crate.

Lord Kilrood faced her from behind the desk.

Drat, Finch thought, and felt her false cheer sink beneath gloom. Of all the rotten luck. How could she have the misfortune to find him here tonight of all nights?

A number of weeks earlier they had met Lord Kilrood through Hunter Lloyd, the nephew of Lady Hester Bingham who owned 7 Mayfair Square. Kilrood had started doing some business with them. He seemed a decent enough sort, despite the superior manner one could expect from someone of his station, but he had an uncanny way of staring at her as if he found her a puzzle. Or perhaps she shocked him … Perhaps he could not believe that in his privileged life where he could surround himself with nothing but pretty women, he occasionally found himself in the company of a plain one.

She bobbed an abbreviated curtsy, not that it was worth the effort since he showed no sign of noticing.

He really stared.

Finch attempted to stare back, but he had the kind of disquietingly brilliant blue eyes that didn't blink. In fact they didn't even flicker. His eyelashes were very black and cast a shadow in that blue stare.

How rude. He should have been taught from childhood that open curiosity was incredibly rude.

She cleared her throat and made a great deal of cinching the ribbons on her reticule. When she glanced downward she noted with disgust that there were jagged rips in her skirt. And mud did show when it began to dry—even on brown chintz.

“Latimer—”

He interrupted her, “A moment. Finch. I'm looking for something.”

Just as well. She prayed her hastily fabricated tale would be convincing.

Lord Kilrood came from behind the desk. He lowered his head slightly and peered at her more closely.

Finch nodded politely—although restraint cost her considerably—and she even smiled a little. But men she felt what she had felt on more than one occasion when in the company of this imposing man: wobbly inside.

Oh fie, of all the treacherous tricks of silly female vulnerability to the male. The man appealed—well, he caused some strangely exciting sensations, and she actually felt drawn to him. It was as if she wished, no, she did wish she were other man plain. And she did wish that he might look at her as a man interested in a woman—as a woman—looked at that woman.

This was most muddling. After all, she was nine-and-twenty and had known love once. These feelings had not been associated with that pure and tragically lost love, not at all. Naturally there could be no question of loving a stranger anyway, but tonight's events, the manner in which she felt bemused in his company, suggested that her reaction to Lord Kilrood was motivated by something quite other man a pure spirit. Why it felt … carnal.

“Are you all right, Miss More?”

“Don't mind Finnie, Your Lordship,” Latimer said from the depths of his crate. “You know how quiet she is. She has lived a very simple life in the country and is unaccustomed to making polite conversation.”

Sometimes Latimer could be intensely irritating.

Lord Kilrood paid no attention to Latimer's comment. He did come a little closer to Finch.

She felt warm, which was ridiculous since she was obviously cold. Oh, her fearful experiences this night had been too much. They had made her—she hoped temporarily—feebleminded.

“Miss More,” he said, very quietly, “what has happened to you?”

Finch looked to Latimer's back and was grateful to see that he hadn't heard. She placed a finger on her lips and shook her head.

Lord Kilrood narrowed his eyes.

The wobbly sensation returned. He was a well-made man. A very well made man. Taller than she had thought she cared for because she didn't like feeling overpowered by another's size, but she felt differently about this man's person. He was tall, and broad of shoulder, and he had a solid presence that suggested his fine figure would be just as fine without his well-cut clothes.

A wild heat overtook Finch, and she couldn't stop her mouth from falling open. What had come over her? She closed her eyes tightly, then opened them again. Had she hit her head when mat creature threw her down? She didn't remember doing so, but then, perhaps she wouldn't if it were bad enough.

Amnesia.

A change of personality.

Without clothes? Of all the terrible, absolutely unsuitable, completely unforgivable thoughts.

“You should sit down,” he said, blessedly keeping his voice low. “You do not look well.”

She looked awful. Greville had liked the way she looked, God rest his soul, but that was because of their long familiarity. Everyone else said she was a fright.

“Miss More?”

Finch shook her head again, more violently this time. Lord Kilrood had a pleasing face. His cheekbones were high, his mouth … he had a most pleasing mouth. A finely cut face, that's how she would describe it. Finely cut but very much the face of a strong man. A strong, handsome man. Pleasing was a pathetic word that did little to convey a person's true feelings if those feelings were about something she thought marvelous.

He had a slow manner of speech, slow and considered, with the faintest hint of that most intriguing Scottish accent. There was a touch of red in his dark hair.

“Miss More,” he said, sounding less concerned than determined this time, “I insist that you take a seat. You are not yourself.”

Latimer stood up and turned around.

Finch braced herself. She must not cause him more worry. Providing for their livelihood was already enough strain on him. “Latimer, I don't want you to worry about me.”

“Hm?” His thick, brown hair fell over his brow. He was examining a white figurine of a naked woman.

She would not allow him to blame himself for the outcome of her own careless actions. “I had a little accident. Nothing serious.”

At that Latimer looked up sharply. “Did it break?”

“Break?”

“That perfect Grecian amulet. Not particularly old, but without a flaw. Did you break it, Finnie?”

“Er, no.” She felt foolish. “I delivered it safely. Then I decided to come back here after all.”

“Good, good,” he said, smiling at her. “I say, Finnie, that dress is getting a bit tatty, isn't it? Even for you? Never mind. You wouldn't be good old Finnie if you gave a fig for such things. See if you can make some tea for His Lordship, would you?”


Chapter 2

Ross laced his hands together behind his back and studied Finch More. Continued to study her. He found Latimer More's careless attention to his sister's welfare deplorable. True the man was an academic and removed from most of the rest of the world, but that did not excuse callous neglect.

Latimer said, “I shall have to go out to the warehouse.” He handed the figurine he held to Ross. “Very nice piece. Also Greek. I haven't dated it precisely yet. If you'll excuse me.” He left the office and could be heard humming, or rather, “pom-pomming” to himself in the spaces beyond.

“They knew my name,” Finch said. Her expression became stricken.

“I beg your pardon?” They had become acquainted, at least in a casual sense, some weeks prior, but the lady had remained respectfully withdrawn. “Who knew your name?”

With a flurry, she went about the business of untying her bonnet strings as if she were preparing to go to work. Then, with the bonnet in one hand, and her amazingly bright red hair rapidly sliding to fall in tangles at her shoulders, she paused. “Oh, dear,” she said and proceeded to cram the headpiece back on hard enough to smash its crown. She said, “Oh, dear” again.

There were times when convention must be put aside. “I insist that you sit down, Miss More,” he said, pulling forward an armchair covered in faded puce velvet. “Down.”

She sat—or rather plopped—and put her hands together in her lap.

“I asked what has happened to you,” he said. “And what did you mean when you said someone knew your name?”

“Nothing.” Slim almost in the extreme, the lady had the pale skin of the red-haired and a considerable endowment of freckles over her pointed nose. Her eyelashes were also red. At the moment they were downcast.

He would not be so easily diverted. “Your hair is awry.” Carefully, he removed her hat and was surprised when she made no attempt to stop him. “And your hat was askew, and is sadly damaged. You have torn your gown in numerous places, and there is mud in evidence.”

“As I tried to tell my brother, I had an accident. It was nothing serious.”

Ross was unsure why, but he found her an unexpectedly interesting creature. “What kind of accident?”

“I fell.”

He wished she would look at him. He thought her light brown eyes … interesting. “How did you fall?”

“I fell,” she said, her face snapping up. “How many ways are there to fall? I fell down.”

He waited until she looked at him fully. “I don't think you misunderstood the question,” he said. “You are upset. No—do not deny it. I have had the opportunity to observe you since I've known you and your brother, and by nature you are a calm woman, or at least you are a woman who does not display great emotion. You were upset when you arrived here, and are upset now. A fall, even though disconcerting, should not cause either so much damage to your toilette, or render you so disquieted. Neither should there be anything about the event to make you want to hide the details from your brother. And you did indicate a wish to do so.”

After far too long a pause, she said, “It was a bad fall,” but when she closed her mouth, her lips trembled. Ross had taken note of her lips before—not at all the lips of a woman intended for the spinsterhood her brother insisted she desired.

Now he noted what he hadn't noted before, several thin, red marks on her face. He put the bonnet on the desk and bent over to see more clearly.

Miss More shrank back in her chair.

“How was your face injured?” he asked, and touched one of the marks with a gentle forefinger.

She sat absolutely still while he touched her. “Does this hurt?” He looked into her eyes and stilled his fingers. Her intelligence was something he'd divined the first time they met. He'd also felt an unusual kinship with her, as if they shared some connection as yet to be revealed. Today he felt that connection again, and its nature became at least somewhat clearer. They could come to understand each other—a state he had never before attained with a lady. “I asked if this hurts,” he said.

“No.” She cleared her throat, and said more clearly. “No.”

“I am no expert at such matters, but I wonder what manner of fall would produce such widely diverse injuries.”

Finch More stared up into his face, and he experienced a catch in his breathing. A unique creature. True, all people were unique, but they almost always had similarities to others of their kind. Not so Finch More, as far as Ross could discern. And then he realized his fingers had come to rest on her cheek.

She remained quite still.

“These were not the result of a fall, were they?” he said. “Someone did this to you.” He had an unpleasant conviction that he was correct. “Struck you, perhaps?”

“Please don't persist with this.”

So, he had deduced accurately. “Since I see that you are determined to hide the truth from Latimer, I must insist that you reveal it to me. I would be remiss if I left you alone with what is obviously a matter of great trial to you.”

“It is a matter of great puzzle and annoyance,” she announced, so abruptly and with such force, that she flinched at her own vehemence. “Oh, please, leave the matter alone.”

Ross wavered. After all, it was really none of his affair. Or was it? Surely what had happened to her wasn't connected with his own business, with the commission he had undertaken. He considered. Could this be the start of what he had hoped to avoid? If those with a reason to stop him from succeeding had discovered his dealings with the Mores … Dash it all, the last thing he'd considered possible was that he might lead them into danger, but he could not go back now. Too many lives depended upon what he intended to complete in London before the year was out.

“Shouldn't you like to set the figurine down?” she said, regarding his left hand.

Ross glanced, too, and was mildly amused to see that he gripped the well-endowed figurine by a very personal part of her anatomy. “I had forgotten her,” he said, and stroked the small, perfect face, a shoulder, a breast. “Beautiful, don't you think?”

“Quite.”

Unsure why he was resorting to subtly baiting her, he continued examining the piece. Each breast received his scrutiny, and his touch. He massaged the cool creature's body with a thumb while he returned his attention to Finch. “Men have always been enchanted with the female form. I wonder how many centuries have passed since the artist made this with such care. I'm sure he enjoyed his work.”

“The artist could have been a woman,” she pointed out.

“I think not.” He turned the figure in his hand. “Only look at the angle of the head, the thrust … well, there is an eroticism in the artist's rendition. As if his subject aroused him. Ah, yes, I'm sure it was a man.” There was no excuse for his making such an unsuitable comment to an unmarried lady. She would be correct in demanding an apology.

Miss More regarded him direct. “You may be right. Perhaps he was in love with his model.” Brave words, but there were spots of color in the lady's cheeks and the slightest tremble in her voice. He did admire her, though. She was indomitable. Oddly, that indomitability had the effect—possibly an unforgivable effect—of making him want to shock her.

“You are a great help to your brother,” he said. “He has told me so. You assist in cataloging acquisitions for him, which must mean you have a degree of knowledge yourself.”

“Some,” she said, “but my own area of interest is glass. A cold medium, but mysterious, subtle—and rarely as obvious as the piece that so intrigues you.”

He put the figurine on the desk. “Very well, Miss More, we have feinted long enough. Who knew your name?”

Using the arms of the chair, Finch got up—and let out a sharp cry.

“What is it?” He caught her by the shoulders. “What have they done to you?”

She turned her face away, but a movement caused him to look to her hands. With the palms against her body and her wrists crossed, she nursed them awkwardly.

“Your hands,” Ross said, and held each of her forearms carefully but firmly while he turned them over. “Your gloves are in ribbons. My dear woman, your hands are in ribbons.”

“Yes,” she told him quietly. “They hurt.”

Horrified, Ross began to peel off a glove, but she drew bream so sharply he felt her pain himself and paused. “You were attacked? You attempted to fight back, perhaps. Tell me, please. I shall know the truth, miss. I shall not be diverted.”

“I don't know who it was,” she said finally. She helped him take off a glove with a ruined, blood-spattered palm. “But I did not fight. Nothing nearly so romantic and heroic. These wounds were made by debris on the ground.”

“Latimer must know about this at once.”

“No!” She would have pulled away had he not restrained her. “No, I tell you. Latimer has more than enough to concern him. If he learns about this, he may try to make me remain in Mayfair Square when he needs me here.”

“I should certainly agree with him if he ordered you not to be about on your own—particularly after dark on a bitter winter afternoon.”

She could not have intended her sidelong glance to be inflaming, yet it was so. When she looked up at him like that her eyes sloped and her fine red brows gleamed in the light and he was … engaged?

“Please don't interfere,” she said. “I shall be careful in future.”

“Was this a common robbery?”

She bowed her head. “I don't know.”

“These were street ruffians who stole your possessions?”

“No.”

“What then—or who?’

“Two men. I don't think they were poor. They were well dressed, or the one I saw was well dressed. The other, the one who captured me, was always behind and I did not see him. They didn't steal anything. There was something about the way one of them spoke. A foreign suggestion. I don't know.”

He frowned at her. The ugly possibility that her experience was linked to his own concerns loomed larger. “Are you sure they took nothing from you?”

“Quite sure.” Holding her lower lip in her teeth, she took off her other glove, rolled the pair together, and tucked them inside her reticule.

“Your hands need to be cleaned.”

“They will be cleaned soon enough.”

“I insist you tell me all—exactly what occurred, if you please.”

“Latimer will return soon. There is not time.”

“Begin if you please,” he told her. He could take no risks with the task he had been charged to perform.

From a distance, but growing closer, came the rather tuneful sound of Latimer “pom-pomming” his way back.

“Listen to him,” Finch said with a smile that was clearly forced. “He is cheerful. I don't expect you to understand such things, but there has been too little cheer in my brother's life of late. He has suffered great strain. I beg you to allow me to deal with this in my own way.”

To agree might be the easy way—for himself—but such a course wasn't open to him. “These men spoke to you?”

She glanced to the door and back, and said, “Yes,” with urgency. “I have said as much. Please do as I ask.”

“What did they say?” He knew he was merciless and disliked having to press her, but he was no stranger to force in many guises. “I have to know.”

The patches of color in her pale face grew more vivid. “Will you not heed my wishes, my lord?”

He found he did not care for her formality. How strange, he had lived with such formality all his life. “At least begin. Tell me something.”

For an instant she gritted her strong teeth and glared.

A smile came to Ross. “You have a temper, I see. How very charming. I do not care for milksop females.”

“Perhaps you prefer tigers, my lord.”

He grew still and watched her closely, watched and waited.

“Old tigers? Or new ones? There, does that nonsense mean anything to you?” she asked.

His very skin turned cold, but he must remain calm and show no sign of particular concern. “I'm quite fond of tigers—of any age. What connection have they with your attackers?” It was as he had feared. It had to be. Her misfortune was somehow tied to his own affairs.

Without warning her eyes filled with tears. But when he made to go to her, she held out a poor, injured hand in warning for him to stay away. “I have had too much excitement. I'm a country person and unused to such things. I shall recover soon enough though. One of them spoke of tigers, that's all. Nonsense with no meaning at all. Now be silent, please.”

“I should like to talk with you further. Do you have an engagement this evening? Perhaps at ten. Yes, ten.”

“I have an engagement with my bed,” she said, all snap, and blushed even more fiercely.

Where was his mind? Of course she must not come so late at night—alone. He thought quickly. “Quite so. That would be much too late. But I still ask you to come to me. And please be certain you are not missed. At eight. Doubtless that will be time enough for you to arrange to get away—and for me to do what I must do.” Eight o'clock was also unsuitable, yet there seemed no alternative. He must make an opportunity to question her in private. “Since you live on the first floor, you should have no difficulty. My own front door shall be unlocked so you will not be embarrassed by a confrontation with one of my servants. I'll make certain of that. I'll await you in the red salon. You know the way.”

He saw that his meaning came to her slowly. She took a step backward. “You jest, my lord.”

“I rarely jest, and never when I issue an invitation to a lady.”

“A pity. You surely cannot expect me to take such an unsuitable suggestion seriously.”

“Forgive me if I am forceful, but I can and I do.” He must.

“Perhaps we shall speak on another occasion. Latimer is here.”

The door was indeed opening, and the annoying “pompom” became loud.

“Eight this evening, or as soon as possible thereafter. Unless you wish to pursue the subject here and now,” Ross said, not liking himself overmuch. Expediency forced his hand. “Fear not, your reputation would never be jeopardized by me.”

There was the slightest pause in which he longed to take back the careless words, then she said, “No, I'm sure it wouldn't. How else could such an accomplished flatterer have remained a bachelor?”


Chapter 3

“I ache in every joint. This really is too much, entirely too much. There is something afoot here and I cannot be certain what it is, but I shall find out.

“I took a short rest. Well, quite a long rest, but I did not anticipate that there would be any developments that might prove an impediment to my design.

“If I had no scruples, no integrity, I might stoop to devious means to obtain my ends—and with my peerless intelligence I could devise methods only guessed at by lesser intellects—but integrity dictates that I adhere to the codes of any honorable mortal.

“Ahh, but an aching back does let a person down at certain stages. Now to assess what has occurred. Such a lot of fuss and bother. Number 7 is in uproar. Comings. Goings. Squealings. Sighings. Petulant demands for smelling salts and the like.

“Lady Hester is beside herself and enjoying a great deal of attention. The cause for this domestic unrest will emergesoon enough, but I have more pressing concerns. The Mores. It is in their apparent intrigues that I must first immerse myself.

“I spoke with one of the servants at Number 8 this evening, and I understand Lord Kilrood is in a foul humor. According to the silly woman who talked so freely of her master's affairs, he went to the Mores’ place of business in Whitechapel and returned an angry man.

“I might have celebrated at the thought of his being with my pigeons, but not if there has been some disagreement. Why, one wonders, did he go to Whitechapel anyway? I had thought all his business dealings with them were accomplished beneath his own roof, or at the very least, at Number 7. There is something I don't know, and that will not do. The servant, Alice, a flighty one who imagines herself a coquette, she informed me that her master had ordered all to retire early in the evening and warned that he would not be pleased if one of them showed so much as a nose. I asked why she had made so bold as to venture forth. She was in the back garden, you see. On her way to a meeting, she said, an important meeting. And there was the wink of the eye, and the sway of the hip. One can imagine the nature of that meeting.

“Now why would young Kilrood return from Whitechapel in such sour temper?

“Hmm. And what, one might ask, is the reason for Miss Finch More's tragical face and the manner in which she and her brother returned to Number 7? Her nose was all wrin-kled as if she were in pain. Really, young women are a puzzle. No matter. My concern is to bring the tragical-faced Miss More together with the sour-humoured Lord Kilrood—and to have them caught so, alone.

“Ooh, saving the fortunes of a family can be a heavy burden, especially when the ungrateful wretches will do nothing to help themselves, and when one has to expect them to squander their advantages yet again.

“And so it goes. I have work to do. It is time to bring my unwilling lovebirds together.

“I have designed the first step. I have a visit to make.”


Chapter 4

Lady Hester Bingham was beloved by all her “guests.” A generous, if garrulous lady, she beamed down from the third floor of Number 7 upon her little brood of resident souls, and took rather too much interest in their affairs.

Actually she had to beam up at Adam Chillworth because he rented the attic for a price that was hinted to be ridiculously low. Adam's abode was referred to as 7C, while Her Ladyship and her nephew, Hunter Lloyd, resided at 7. After all, it was only appropriate that theirs should be the prime address, wasn't it? Lady Hester's choice of the third floor over the first had yet to be explained, but there had been hints of a sentimental reason.

Lady Hester and Hunter occupied two suites of rooms fronted by balconies, that faced each other across Sir Septimus Spivey's grand staircase. Sir Septimus, the architect who designed the house, had allowed his artistic powers full flight at Number 7. The splendid, carved-mahogany staircase stood open through the three main floors of the house. From each flight there unfolded a fresh vista to elaborate plaster-worked ceilings, soaring pillars, the odd chinoiserie screen, and bronze bases supporting fanciful wooden urns in the shapes of Sir Septimus's favorite animals. Here a huge gold-painted cat-thing with a tail for a handle. There a swan ewer, its neck and beak apparently intended to represent an elongated spout. In another spot, a shiny green armadillo with too many feet. Extravagant velvet drapings, massive wall hangings, and silk coverings embellished the walls. Carpets were of silk in what Finch privately called “amazing combinations of colors.”

Unfortunately Number 7 had suffered somewhat from seventy years of continuous and heavy use without renovation. When Finch spoke of the subject to Meg Smiles at 7B they were fondly kind, but the fact was that the splendor of the house was tarnished.

“I wonder what has Lady Hester so upset,” Finch whispered to Meg when they met in their host's boudoir in the early evening, after Finch had taken a private moment to clean her wounds and change her clothes. “Old Coot was all dark hints about things gorn missing. But everything is old and not particularly valuable.” Coot was Lady Hester's aged butler.

“Except for its curiosity,” Meg said, her impish smile making her somewhat ordinary face quite pretty.

Finch smiled back and patted the seat beside her on a black-and-gold-striped chaise. “Sibyl isn't coming?” Finch said of Meg's older and more quiet sister.

“She's too tired,” Meg said. “This is the day Lady Chattam brings her son. Poor Sibyl says he will never make a pianist at all and that it's probably sinful to take money for trying to teach him, but his mother is convinced he has talent. In fact Sibyl says that Lady Chattam never stops marveling at her dear Teddy's talent, in loud tones, throughout every lesson.”

“Poor Sibyl,” Finch said of Meg's beautiful but retiring sibling. “I would much rather sew lovely things as you do.”

“Thank you,” Meg said, but studied her hands in her lap.

On the death of their minister father, the Smiles sisters’ male cousin had inherited the house in which they had grown up and almost everything that went with it. Rather than remain as little better than servants in the home that had been their own, Meg and Sibyl took their meager funds and set about making a life for themselves. Sibyl gave piano lessons while Meg, who sewed wonderfully, made gowns for a select group of customers. Unfortunately, Meg was ashamed of her unaccustomed station in life.

“Do you suppose this will take long, Finnie?” Latimer asked, taking out his watch and looking anxious. “Old Coot had a message for me when I got in. I've got an appointment to keep.”

Finch didn't recall Latimer getting a message but made no comment. It was quite possible that she'd been too preoccupied with her own great dilemma to notice anyway.

“They're trying to get Mr. Chillworth to come down,” Finch said. “I understand Lady Hester felt we should all be present.”

“Adam won't come,” Meg said. She was the only member of the household who used Adam Chillworth's first name. “If he gets wind of any fuss, he won't even answer his door.” She smiled fondly. A kindhearted girl, she alone had broken through Chillworth's reserve. Finch had even seen them quietly chatting from time to time, and Meg had viewed some of his paintings although she would never discuss them.

The door from Lady Hester's bedroom into the boudoir opened, and that lady entered in a flurry of flounced black silk. A tall, striking woman who could not be more than fifty, she created an atmosphere of agitation wherever she went—which wasn't far since she almost never left Number 7. Apparently in extended mourning, one assumed for her husband, she managed to look gloriously noble in her somber but stylish garb.

“Come along, Barstow,” she said to her housekeeper, who ran the house, acted as Lady Hester's personal maid, and generally ruled over all. “Get me seated, if you please. We must decide on a plan at once. This is all most serious and distressing. We are under siege, darlings, under siege. I am anxious to ensure your well-being.” She paused, drawing up her considerable and jet-draped bosom. “And your safety.”

Finch and Meg looked at each other.

Latimer looked at his watch, yet again.

“Where is everybody?” Lady Hester asked. She raised her tortoiseshell lorgnette and surveyed the room as if Adam Chillworth and Sibyl might be hiding behind the gold-fringed, black-velvet draperies at the narrow windows. “Hunter is not here, either? I told you to be certain he was aware of this meeting, Barstow.”

A substantial, gray-haired lady in matching gray uniform, Mrs. Barstow rarely showed emotion. “Mr. Hunter is aware,” she said without inflection. “He had to go out.”

”Out?” Lady Hester said in her full, rounded voice. “He went out after I asked that he be here?”

A large collection of keys rattled on a chain at Mrs. Barstow's waist. At the moment, while she plumped pillows on her mistress's ornate black-lacquer daybed, the metallic noise was like the sound of an agitated prisoner's leg irons. “There, Your Ladyship. You get comfy. Mr. Hunter said he'd be back as soon as he could. We can probably expect him at any moment.”

“Sibyl is tired, my lady,” Meg said. “Today was Teddy Chattam's day, and you know what that does to her.” She smiled, and deep dimples appeared at each corner of her mouth. Her hair was brown, a very shiny brown, and coiled in a loose chignon that gave her a soft appearance.

“Frightful child,” Lady Hester said with relish. She did enjoy any gossip her flock brought to her. “What can you expect when he has such a frightful mother? Marjorie Chattam was a silly girl, and she's a silly woman, and that's that.”

“You asked to see us,” Latimer announced, silencing all. “Coot mentioned some trouble.”

The interruption earned him his own, personal stare through the tortoiseshell lorgnette.

Sometimes Latimer missed obvious warning signals. “I have an appointment.” He looked at his watch. “So I hope this won't take long.”

Oblivious to Lady Hester's astonished stare, Latimer bounced the handsome gold watch in his palm. The time-piece had been Father's gift for his son's twenty-first birthday.

Finch regarded her brother with fond resignation. He would always plow through life only partly aware of those with whom he journeyed. Sometimes she wished for him to meet a strong, capable woman who would love and care for him. On other occasions she was sure no such paragon existed. Her brother did have a sweet side to his nature and could even be playful when diverted from his true passion: things old. And he was certainly an attractive man. With his dark, curly hair and eyes that were almost black, he resembled their mother's side of the family. The ugly red hair, freckles, and pale brown eyes were Finch's legacy from the Mores.

Latimer could charm if he so chose. He had a ready enough smile that gave him a devilish air, and he was tall and strong.

Why didn't Latimer seem to notice that women found him noteworthy? Finch sighed and glanced at Meg, who looked at Latimer, but with more speculation than thwarted adoration.

“It's almost seven-thirty,” Latimer said, pulling his dark brows together in a formidable frown. “Look, Finnie, I simply have to get along. You fly the family flag, old thing. I'll be all ears to know what this is about. You can tell me later. Got to go out now. ‘Evening, all.”

With that he strode from the room, and Finch dared not meet Lady Hester's blue eyes.

“Very well,” the lady said. “I might have anticipated that only the most sensible of us would take a serious matter seriously. Although I had expected Hunter to be sure to join us. Is Coot doing as I asked, Barstow?”

“I'm sure he's doing his best, my lady.”

Finch attempted to concentrate. Other matters made her efforts useless. The autocratic Lord Kilrood would expect her to creep, like a thief, into his house in half an hour. Alone. He would make certain no member of his household saw her. Then she would go to his red salon so that he might press her for information he had no right to request and which could not possibly be of interest to him.

The man was certainly memorable.

He was stunning, yes, that was the word, stunning.

Of course there was no need for concern about her virtue. Ross, Viscount Kilrood would no more look at Finch More as anything more than a minion to do as he asked, than she would look at him as more than … Yes, well, he wouldn't look at her as more than an almost-invisible nothing.

That didn't mean she couldn't wish he would.

Finch smiled a little. She might have lost the man she was to have married to some horrible foreign war, but evidently her own interest in the opposite sex had not died with him. Some might say she should be ashamed. She wasn't. She was realistic enough to know that if she ever had the unlikely good fortune to meet another man who would want to marry her, and whom she would want to marry, she would be delighted. However, she was not foolish enough to think she'd ever have a chance with someone like Lord Kilrood.

Not that she would want him.

Would she?

“You cannot rely on the help these days.” Lady Hester reclined on her ornate Chinese daybed, but only for an instant before leaping to her feet once more. She smoothed her skirts and tucked away stray wisps of blond hair.

Startled by the outburst, Finch made a courageous effort to shut out thoughts of their neighbor.

Lady Hester said, “We are under siege, ladies. We have suffered an attack of a most odious kind.”

Finch caught Meg's eye, and they exchanged bewildered looks.

“Oh, where is Coot?” Lady Hester marched to the bellpull and yanked three times.

“Are you sure you want him to bring it here?” Barstow inquired mildly. “It is a bit heavy, m'lady.”

“Apparently heaviness isn't an impediment to some,” Lady Hester declared darkly. “I'm a believer in making sure everyone understands exactly what one is talking about. That's why I want the item in question here. Or what's left of it.”

The door to the balcony opened without warning, but it was Hunter Lloyd who entered. He carried, or rather staggered in with, one of the bronze bases, and set it down before his aunt.

“I asked Coot to do that,” Lady Hester said.

Immaculate in a dark blue coat and black trousers—although a trifle red in the face—Hunter produced a handkerchief and mopped his brow. “Coot is ninety if he's a day, Aunt. Did you wish to kill the poor man?”

Lady Hester appeared mildly chastened but didn't apologize. “You're late for a very important meeting, Hunter.”

“But I'm here now,” he said, smiling at Meg and Finch. “Are we waiting for anyone else?”

“Latimer was here but already left,” Lady Hester said, scowling. “Adam Chillworth has not deigned to put in an appearance. And Sibyl is too tired.”

“Is Sibyl ill?” Hunter asked. “She does too much.”

Finch thought Sibyl spent entirely too much time alone and doing nothing more energetic than reading, but would never say as much.

“Sibyl had a taxing day with the lessons,” Meg said.

Hunter nodded. “Not a suitable occupation for one with such gentle sensibilities.”

“We are here for a very important meeting, Hunter,” Lady Hester said. “We have been attacked and must prepare ourselves for further insults upon our persons.”

Hunter rested an elbow on the base. “Did you intend to use this to bar your door?” In a slim, utterly serious face, only one corner of his mouth twitched the slightest bit.

“Do not be insolent,” Lady Hester said. “On occasion you are far too much like your father, my boy. He was given to most unsuitable and ill-timed outbursts of so-called wit. How my poor departed sister tolerated that irresponsible man I shall never know.”

The spark in Hunter's green eyes suggested he only contained a retort with difficulty—and in deference to the two strangers present. He said nothing. He did smile engagingly at Finch and Meg.

“You may leave us, Barstow,” Lady Hester said. “Kindly go to Coot and make sure he isn't wasting his time in that too comfortable apartment of his.”

Barstow “humphed” and left for the basement with a rustle and a jangle.

So now they were four, Finch thought, and could see by Her Ladyship's irritated mouÉ that she had hoped for a larger audience to witness her announcements at this “very important meeting.”

“First I must ask who has been in the house all day,” Lady Hester said, swinging her silk skirts behind her as she turned to pace toward the fireplace.

“I say, Aunt—”

“You will say nothing at all, Hunter. Nothing at all until I instruct you to do so, or until you have something useful to contribute.”

If his aunt's curt, overbearing manner concerned Hunter, he showed no sign. He merely bowed slightly, giving a view of thick brown hair that waved back from a broad brow.

“Who?” Lady Hester demanded.

Finch gathered a breath, and said, “I'm afraid Latimer and I have been in Whitechapel all day.”

“Whitechapel.” Her ladyship's eyes opened wide and she shook her head. “I cannot imagine what Latimer is thinking of, taking a young woman to such a squalid place.”

“I was here,” Meg said, rushing her words. Meg disliked seeing another placed in an uncomfortable spot. “Sibyl and I were here.”

“Hmm,” Lady Hester said, pushing her lips well out and pacing. “Hmm. Well, there was that abominable Teddy Chattam. How old is be now?”

“Eight,” Meg said.

“Hmm. Perhaps Mr. Chillworth was also here all day. Go up and insist he come down, Hunter.”

“Adam returned late,” Meg said. “He has a commission to paint a large portrait, and it will be done at the subject's home.”

“What subject?” Lady Hester asked at once, and rudely, Finch thought.

Meg drew a shaky breath. “I don't know. He says he is not permitted to discuss this particular subject, or the painting.”

“Fishy, if you ask me,” Lady Hester said. “Hunter, dear, regardless of what Meg says, would you please go up and ask Mr. Chillworth to join us?”

With a good-natured nod, Hunter ventured forth on his mission.

Lady Hester seated herself again and produced a black fan, which she fluttered rapidly before her face.

A small Swiss bracket clock chimed the half hour and Finch was reminded of the instruction Lord Kilrood had issued. At eight in the evening, he expected her to go to him.

A thrill—an absolutely inappropriate thrill assaulted her. In her stomach. Below her stomach. She felt herself redden, something she did far too readily. This sensation low inside and in her thighs was new, and she didn't know—no, she thought she knew what it meant but perhaps she should not admit as much even to herself.

She enjoyed what she felt.

This must be carnal. But of course, women didn't have carnal reactions. She had read that wisdom in a book given her to explain the more sensitive aspects of a female's place in the world, particularly when it came to marriage.

Well, so much for fee wisdom of experts. She, Finch More, obviously did have carnal reactions, and very nice they were, too.

She hadn't felt them for Greville.

Greville. No, she would not think of that dear man tonight. He had been too good to die so young, and she missed his delighted smile whenever he as much as saw her.

Hunter returned—alone. “Retired for the evening. Sends his regrets. Says he'll await bulletins tomorrow. Now, can we get on with this? The hour grows later and these young ladies need to be about their own business.”

“Very well,” Lady Hester said, drawing herself up to sit very straight. She snapped her fan shut and pointed it at the bronze base. “What do you see?” she asked.

Finch looked at the base. So did Hunter and Meg.

“Well?” her ladyship asked. “Answer me. What do you see?”

“A bronze base? Or I suppose one might call it a plinth,” Hunter said, one well-shaped brow raised.

“A plinth,” Meg echoed.

Finch said, “Yes.”

“And what else?”

After exchanging glances with Meg and Finch, Hunter said, “I don't think we get your drift, aunt.”

“You do know your dearly departed great-grandfather”— she looked at Meg and Finch—”my grandfather, Sir Septimus Spivey. You do know that he did not design any two of his bronze bases in an identical manner, don't you?”

“Actually not,” Hunter said, giving the base in question a closer look. “They're all ugly.”

“Hunter.”

“Sorry, Aunt. Just a personal opinion, of course.”

“These pieces are a triumph of daring. Each one is scribed with symbols that tell stories, some of them quite, well, quite … quite …”

“Daring?” Hunter suggested.

“Quite,” Lady Hester said.

Hunter peered closely at what Finch had noted as intertwined figures engraved on the pieces. She had not examined them since she had little interest, either in bronze or in more modern objects generally.

“I see.” Hunter did not sound impressed.

“I hope you do. This one bears the story of a beautiful, wealthy, and pious young woman who visits India and becomes lost in the mountains.”

“How?” Finch asked.

“How would I know?” Her ladyship's ire raised her voice. “She just does. And she falls in love with a great, strong beast who takes her to its lair. Of course this is a myth.”

“Really?” Hunter said.

“I'm sure the beast is a symbol for a man.”

“You were always blessed with acute insight, Aunt.”

“Yes, I know. Anyway, he isn't nice and after he's taken advantage of her, he eats her, but not before she's produced a little beast.”

Finch didn't trust herself to as much as peek in Hunter's direction. She bowed her head to hide a wide smile.

“No matter if you do not appreciate Indian myth. The whole point is that the stories are about the beasts on top of the bases, and the beast—in this case, beasts, are missing. That's the answer I'm looking for from one of you. The beasts are missing when they were there this very morning. Standing on top of that base, or plinth, or whatever. We have been violated, I tell you. We have been the victims of common criminals bent on appropriating the treasures left by my sainted grandfather.”

“Great-grandfather was a puffed-up little dictator—or so my father said. Made his wife and daughters’ lives hell—”

“That will be quite enough, Hunter. You are a man of the law. A barrister, no less. Have you only concern for crimes against strangers and none for outrage upon the person of your own aunt? And if you do not care for me, what about others—innocents—who live beneath our roof and whom I am sworn to protect? What of them? Should they be expected to Live in fear while they wait to be attacked in their beds and very possibly murdered?”

Meg squealed.

“Hush,” Finch said, and put an arm around her shoulders. “You will be quite safe.”

“So you say,” Lady Hester told her. “But I am not nearly as convinced.”

“Very well, Aunt,” Hunter said, all signs of humor gone. “Let us be calm and sensible. Would you kindly explain exactly what has occurred?”

“Very well. That's exactly what I've been trying to do. We have been robbed.”

“When? Of what?”

“At sometime since this morning.” Lady Hester stood up. “I thought I had made that very clear. And I have demonstrated that the beasts are missing. They were also of bronze, by the way.”

“You could have demonstrated that without asking poor old Coot to haul a heavy lump of metal from the library. We could have gone there.”

The library was on this floor and, much as she longed to, Finch had never found an excuse to enter.

“Nephew. At some time today while the Misses Smiles, Mrs. Barstow, Coot, and the rest of the household staff—and perhaps some daily help—were alone and helpless in this house, someone entered and stole from us.”

“How do you know this happened today?”

“This is the day the library is dusted. One of the daily women worked there this morning. Mrs. Barstow checked her work after she left and everything was in place. Later, when Coot went to fetch my evening brandy—for my nerves—he noticed something was amiss and came directly to me.”

“No beasts?” Hunter said.

“No beasts,” her ladyship agreed.

“Who would want the things?”

“That is not the point.” Lady Hester's annoyance turned her nose red. “The point is that the tigers are gone.”

Finch held her breath.

“And they have value,” her ladyship continued. “Quite apart from their remarkable realism, their teeth are of ivory, and their eyes of jade.”

“Small eyes and small teeth,” Hunter pointed out.

Tigers, tigers.

“The old tiger has quite large eyes and teeth. And the young tiger has a ruby in its paw. The ruby had belonged to its dear departed mother. The legend on the base says that's why the young tiger will eat the old tiger. To take possession of what is rightfully his.”


Chapter 5

Ross had bought Number 8 Mayfair Square ten years earlier when he'd decided his future rested in accepting commissions overseas, dangerous commissions few men would undertake but which sated his thirst for adventure. Or they had for some years until he'd started to grow bored with battling the evil men did in pursuit of riches. He had not taken long to discover that greed and jealousy were always at the root of the most heinous crimes committed by men, against men.
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