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Slowly, reluctantly, he stopped kissing
her and stepped away . . .


“I daresay you’d like to backhand me for that,” he said, his voice low and thick.


“Sh-should I?” she managed to ask as he drew her just a little nearer.


“Slap me?” His mouth quirked into an uncertain smile. “Yes, soundly.”


Strangely, she had no wish to strike out at him. Instead, she forced a smile. “Did you enjoy it enough to make it worth a good wallop, then?” she asked, tilting her head to one side to study him. “I’ve a rather strong right arm, you know.”


“Oh, I enjoyed it,” he admitted, his voice rueful. “Enough to be drawn and quartered, instead of merely knocked senseless.”


Catherine started to laugh, but it faltered. Good heavens. This wasn’t funny. It was . . . she didn’t know what it was. But she knew his hand beneath her elbow was warm and strong.


“Tell me your name,” she softly commanded, stepping slightly away from him. “You’ve taken some rather blatant liberties with me. So perhaps we should be introduced?”
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Give me virtuous actions
and I will not quibble about the motives.


—LORD CHESTERFIELD, 1776,
The Fine Gentleman’s Etiquette


April 1826


She was an old woman now. Many believed she had been born so—that she had sprung from the womb that was Tuscany, swathed in bombazine and old black lace, weighed down by her obstinacy and her rosary and her temper, which could, admittedly, be very bad. Sofia Josephina DiBiase Castelli had buried three husbands, her precious daughter, and, sometimes it seemed, even her grandson.


She had seen the world; fallen in love in Paris, married in Florence, and grown old, wise, and weary in London. But once, long ago, she had been as young and as romantic as the starry-eyed lovers who strolled through the square beneath her windows on a Sunday afternoon. And she was not now so old that she could not recognize the gnawing hunger of loneliness when she saw it in others.


No afternoon sunlight permeated the heavy velvet draperies of Signora Castelli’s vast dining room. The fire in the hearth fairly roared despite the spring day beyond the stout brick walls of her town house. Regally stiff in her black, high-backed chair, the old woman sat at the table, her hands cold—a circumstance she was resigned to—and her heart churning with thwarted intent. That she had never tolerated with any measure of grace. And so, with gnarled fingers, she lifted the covers from the four small, delicately adorned urns before her.


“Earth, water, wind, and fire,” the old woman muttered as she took one pinch from the contents of each and tossed it into the ornate brass bowl before her.


In the shadows of the dining room, another woman lingered uncertainly.


“Maria!” Signora Castelli commanded, snapping her fingers. “I Tarocchi! Fetch it here!”


The woman in the shadows bobbed. “Subito, Signora Castelli.” But she opened the small double doors of the sideboard with obvious reluctance. Her hand shook as she withdrew a box carved of ebony wood and banded with tarnished copper.


With an awkward clunk, she set the box down on the table but did not remove her hands. “Signora Castelli,” she hesitantly whispered. “You think it wise?”


The old woman’s eyes were keen and narrow. “I am old, Maria,” she proclaimed in the voice of doom. “My grandson leaves me no choice. He will be wed! And his wife will bear me my grandchildren beneath this roof ere I die!” With each syllable, she jabbed a crooked index finger toward the portrait which hung over the hearth.


Maria’s skeptical glance spoke volumes. “Your pardon, signora, but Maximilian is no longer so young and innocent.”


“Scusa, Maria, but you have seen how the women look at him.”


Maria’s gaze dropped to the black box. “Si, but Father O’Flynn—”


“—has a new barouche!” the signora snapped. “One which my money paid for. He will have no quarrel with this. Besides, Maria, Our Mother speaks in many ways. You do not listen.”


Lips pursed, Maria thrust forward the box as if it had just burst into flame.


Lovingly, Signora Castelli took it in hand and withdrew a bundle wrapped in black silk. With a deft snap, she jerked away the fabric to reveal a thick pack of cards which—unlike their owner—had been worn soft around the edges with the passage of time. Holding the pack aloft in one hand, the signora lifted one candle from the table with the other and dipped it into the brass bowl, setting the herbs afire. Writhing snakes of white smoke spiraled up. With her right hand, she passed the cards back and forth through the haze.


“Earth, water, wind, fire,” she solemnly repeated. “All must be purified.”


The smoke receded. Carefully, the old woman cut the cards three times to the right, then dealt them into the formation of a cross with quick, efficient snaps. Her hand darted to the center card, hesitated briefly, then turned it. “Oh, Dio mio,” she whispered.


Maria leaned eagerly forward. “Il Re di Spade,” she whispered reverently. “The King of Swords. It is Maximilian, no?”


Sourly, the old woman eyed her servant. “Si, my cousin. Now you wish to observe?”


Sheepishly, Maria pulled out a chair and sat. Signora Castelli returned her attention to the spread, quickly turning up the next three cards. Maria gave a little shriek and drew back. “Nerone!” she hissed. “Oh, my God! Who is to die?”


“No one, you foolish creature,” chided the old woman, flicking up three more cards. At the third, she lifted her brows sharply. “Well . . . not yet.” Her fingers touched each card in turn. “But there is great evil. A fair-haired man with an impure heart. Deceit. Treachery. But it is elsewhere. Not in this house.” The last was said with a touch of hauteur.


Another card was turned. Muttering under her breath, the old woman crossed herself. “Ah, Maria, here is the answer. A woman in grave danger. The Queen of Chalices.” With a dry fingertip, she pecked on the card. “A vase full of serpents. A heart filled with avarice. I do not know her, thank God.” Under her breath, she made a tch-tch sound and studied the adjacent cards. “A pity, a pity!”


“What?”


The old woman shook her head sadly. “She is doomed, Maria, for greed will lead her to a bad end,” she said, flipping the Five of Wands with a flourish. “There! You see?”


“But what of Maximilian?” Maria pleaded, leaning insistently forward. “What has this to do with him?”


The old woman lifted her shoulders beneath the stiff black silk of her gown. “The evil is drawing near to my grandson. This woman represents . . . some sort of danger.” Slowly, her fingertip traced back across the series of cards. “More than this, I cannot see.”


Maria sighed, and Signora Castelli turned over the next card. “Ah-ha!” she shouted, her mood shifting mercurially to one of joy. “Look, Maria! Do you see? La Regina di Dischi. She is coming at last! All which we have prayed for is within our grasp. Si, I felt it! I felt that it was time!”


“The Queen of Pentacles?” mused Maria. “But you never turn that card . . .”


Signora Castelli cut her off with an impatient hiss. “Because she has never before come!”


Maria lifted her gaze to Signora Castelli. “Who is she?”


The old woman gave a faint, inward smile. “She is the one, Maria. The Earth Mother. She is all things—benevolence and sensuality, goodness and truth. You see here—” Signora Castelli paused to tap upon the face of the card. “She holds the mysteries of nature in her hand. But the balance is delicate. There is much cosmic disharmony in her heart. I feel it strongly.”


She paused to draw her heavy black brows into a frown. The last cards were turned, a series of pentacles. At once, her head snapped up, her bright, jetty gaze snaring Maria’s. “Che la fortuna ci assista! Quickly, quickly, where is my rosary?”


Maria leaned forward and pulled it from the pocket of the old woman’s gown. “What else did you see, signora? What do you mean to do?”


“Now I must pray.” The old woman clasped the beads between her palms and lifted her trembling hands toward Maria’s face. “She is close. Very close. But the evil is closer still. We must pray that the evil does not touch Maximilian. And we must pray that this woman, la Regina di Dischi, will be delivered safely into our hands, so that we can do what must be done.”





Chapter One
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A true gentleman must take care never
to seem dark and mysterious.


—LORD CHESTERFIELD, 1776,
The Fine Gentleman’s Etiquette


Terrible accidents can befall anyone who plunges into the unknown. Catherine knew that all too well. And yet the fog which lay before her, slate gray and cloying, did not give her pause as it should have done. Instead, she pressed heedlessly forward, allowing the damp to envelop her like cold, wet wool. Orion’s rapid hoof beats were muted by the soft earth as she mindlessly urged him into the thatch of rhododendron ahead.


Much of her behavior had been just so of late, impelled not by logic but by an inexplicable need to flee something which lay behind, with little thought to what risk might lie ahead. She had let grief and confusion drive her from Gloucestershire. Then into London. But perhaps she should not have permitted it to drive her into this fog alone. Perhaps she should have waited until full daylight, instead of rushing into the distant reaches of Hyde Park before dawn had scarce broken. But as usual, the silence inside the house—inside her heart—had been suffocating.


With an impatient signal, she urged Orion on, vaguely considering how her brother Cam would scold if he learned of her recklessness. Suddenly, a noise sounded in the fog ahead. Sharp yet muffled, like the snapping of a twig beneath a layer of wet leaves. And then she saw him—at the precise instant Orion did. Like a pagan warlock summoning up a dragon’s breath, the big man loomed up before them, his long black cloak swirling in the mist, his height eclipsing the path beyond.


With a shrill cry, her horse reared and spun right, pawing wildly at the mist. Floating from the fog, the man snared the gelding’s bridle, dragging down his head as if the beast were little more than a willful pony. Orion’s eyes flashed with white, his hindquarters wheeled nervously, kicking up divots of turf. But with relentless calm, the tall man held his head. At last, the horse gave a final snort of censure and yielded.


For a long, uncomfortable moment, silence held sway in the gloom.


“Your pardon, ma’am,” the man finally said, his voice like gravel. “I fear the dampness muffled your approach.”


Catherine stared down at him, then let her gaze slide to his impervious grip on her bridle. “I can hold my mount, sir,” she snapped. But, inexplicably, blood was pounding in her ears.


At once, his spine stiffened, and she watched, intrigued, as his long, elegant fingers slid away from the leather. “I thought perhaps you could not,” he said coolly, his gaze burning through her. “Apparently, I was mistaken.”


“Quite,” she managed.


Suspicion was etched on his face, and as he glanced up and down the path, Catherine had an uneasy sense that the man could see things which she could not. “Madam, you ride unaccompanied?” he asked, his tone deceptively casual.


Catherine realized her folly at once. She was completely alone in a pea-soup fog with an intense, intimidating stranger. Straightening herself in the saddle, she looked down her nose and feigned her elder brother’s haughty glare. “My business is my own, sir,” she retorted. “But if we’re to remark upon the obvious, one might mention that you were strolling rather carelessly on the bridle path.”


A flash of what might have been acquiescence lit his eyes, and he cast her an odd, sideways look. “Regardless, this is no place for a lady alone.”


To her chagrin, Catherine realized he was right. Quickly, she took his measure. Lean and dark, the man was younger than he’d first appeared, though his face was edged with the weariness of age. His eyes were more shrewd than kind. And with his high, hard cheekbones, one would not call him handsome. But he certainly was . . . arresting. Oh, yes. Oddly, he spoke with just a hint of an accent. German? Italian? But it mattered little. Despite the heavy, silver-knobbed stick he carried and the grace with which he wore his somber clothing, the man was no English gentleman. He looked far too dangerous for such a civilized term.


The man must have heard her soft intake of breath. His cold, black gaze returned, capturing hers. “Take yourself home at once, madam,” he said tightly. “Hyde Park is not safe at this hour.”


Catherine wasn’t sure why she lingered. “I must confess, you gave me quite a start,” she said, deliberately arching her brows. “Do you always lurk about in the fog like that?”


Orion tossed his head uneasily. With a quiet oath in some foreign tongue, the man seized his bridle once more. “Trust me, madam, my lurking should be the least of your concerns,” he snapped. “The worst of London’s rabble has yet to see their beds.”


He was, she saw, entirely serious. Reining her mount back a step, Catherine inclined her head in agreement. “Perhaps you are right, Mr. . . . ?”


His expression inscrutable, the man swept off his top hat and bowed in a gesture which was both graceful and insolent. It was also oddly . . . un-English. Then, as suddenly as he had appeared, he walked past her and vanished, his greatcoat swirling into the mist, absorbed by it.


Only then did Catherine notice the huge black beast which followed at his heels. Catherine cut a sidelong glance down, but even on horseback, she had not far to look. A dog—? God in heaven. She hoped it was a dog.


A little shaken, Catherine found that her wish to escape the confines of town had suddenly flown with her nerve. And so she did precisely as the stranger had ordered. And an order it had surely been. He had snapped out the command as if he were a man to whom authority came easily.


After winding back along the path for a few minutes, Catherine cut Orion sharply left and uphill, bursting from the trees into the open green space. Here, the muted light of a late April morning had finally leached through the cloud cover, and she could see her way clear for some distance. It was then that she caught sight of him again, standing high on the ridge to the northwest, leaning his weight gracefully onto his walking stick. His stern eyes followed as her horse picked its way along the path up to Oxford Street. Such scrutiny should have made her uncomfortable, but it did not. It felt oddly reassuring. As if he had waited to ensure her safety, or perhaps even hoped to speak with her again.


But she was mistaken. As soon as she emerged, the man stepped onto the footpath and set a determined pace in the opposite direction. At the last possible moment, however, he paused, glancing back at her over his shoulder. In acknowledgment, Catherine inclined her head, lifting one gloved hand in thanks.


The man did not bother to return her gesture.
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Scarcely a mile away, daylight had not yet made its way over the high, easterly roofs of Princes Street. In the hearth of Lord Sands’s drawing room, a newly lit fire struggled against the damp, the silence broken by nothing but the hiss of coal and the somber rhythm of the longcase clock which stood between the heavily draped windows. In a chair near the hearth, Harry Markham-Sands—or the Earl of Sands, as he was properly known—sprawled gracelessly, looking every inch a country gentleman, complete with the requisite ruddy face, receding hairline, and slight paunch.


The mood inside the room was not a happy one. Lord Sands was a miserable man, and had been so for more years than anyone—especially his sister, Cecilia—cared to count. A less charitable woman would have simply shrugged and said that Harry had brought his misery upon himself. And Cecilia was generally a very charitable sort. Today, however, her feet hurt, her back ached, and her breasts were leaking. Eight years of restraint finally snapped under the weight of it all.


“Well, Harry!” she declared, pacing about the room. “You brought this misery on yourself!”


Harry simply tugged a silver flask from his dressing gown. “Daresay I deserved that,” said her brother equably. But he tipped the brandy toward his coffee cup with a trembling hand.


Like a falcon on a field mouse, Cecilia leaned over his chair, snatching away the flask. “And blister it, Harry, this doesn’t help one whit. You’ll not drown this latest scandal in French oblivion.”


Harry’s face grew even redder. “It ain’t a scandal, Cely.” The word yet hung unspoken.


“Your wife is nothing but a scandal, Harry!” Cecilia insisted. “And when you threatened to hurl her out of your theater box last night, you added fuel to a bonfire!”


Tentatively, Harry brushed his knuckles over the raw scratches down his face. “I didn’t really mean I’d do it.”


Cecilia gave no quarter. “How much had you had to drink, Harry?” she pressed, waving the flask between two fingers. “And did Julia claw your hide off then and there? Or did she wait until you could thrash it out in the middle of the lobby?”


Harry threw his arms over his chest and slumped lower in his chair. “No one overheard, Cely,” he mumbled. “Well, only those in the adjoining boxes.”


Abjectly, Cecilia sank down into a giltwood armchair opposite her elder brother. “Oh, Harry,” she whispered, letting her head fall forward into her empty hand. “This is the ton, my dear. It only takes one. Already I have heard—and it’s scarcely dawn!”


“I’m an embarrassment to you,” he murmured miserably. “To you and Delacourt.”


At that, Cecilia lifted her head and stared at him. “Oh, Harry! David and I are fine. It’s not us for whom I worry,” she said plaintively. “It’s you.”


Morosely, Harry shook his head. “Too late, Cely. I married her, more’s the pity. I’ve been a cuckold for years, and all of London suspects. Only thing to do now, what with Julia getting so blatant about it, is sue for divorce. Been threatening her for months, you know.”


Thoughtfully, Cecilia chewed at her thumbnail. “Well, I daresay it might be done, Harry,” she finally said. “But it won’t be easy. You’ve little influence in the House, and there are too many so-called gentlemen in Parliament who mightn’t want any names bandied about. I think you know what I mean.”


“Oh,” said Harry softly. “Never thought of that.” He ran one hand through his already disordered curls.


Poor Harry. He wasn’t the most brilliant jewel in the family crown. Urgently, she scooted forward and set the flask to one side. “Listen, Harry, give up the lease on this house and drag her back to Holly Hill. Or . . . or cut off her allowance! Blister it, she hasn’t even given you an heir.”


At that, Harry sneered. “No, and she shan’t get the opportunity to do so,” he vowed. “I can’t trust her an inch, and I’ll bloody well let the title go to Uncle Reggie ere I’ll see another man’s brat take it. As to managing her, a fellow might as well draw water with a sieve. Julia’s pin money very nearly exceeds my income. Her marriage settlements saw to that.”


Cecilia muttered a most unladylike oath, then surrendered the flask of brandy to her brother.


With a miserable grin, he took it, tipped a generous measure into his cup, then crooked one brow in invitation. For a moment, Cecilia was tempted. Then she shook her head and lifted the unadulterated coffee to her lips. She sipped but once, however, before slowly setting it back down again. “Listen, Harry—who was she with this time? Lord Bodley? Mr. Vost? Or one of the others?”


Morosely, Harry shook his head. “Didn’t get a good look. Unmarked carriage.”


“Rot. What luck.” In silence, brother and sister finished their coffee, and then Cecilia rose to take her leave. “Well, Harry,” she said, holding his gaze earnestly. “David and I will stand by you, no matter what. You know that, do you not?”


Mutely, Harry nodded.


Cecilia lifted her hand to cup his bristled cheek. “In a few days, my husband will return from Derbyshire,” she said with a reassuring pat. “I shall ask him what’s best done about Julia. I daresay David shall know just how to manage her.”


At the mention of his rather ruthless brother-in-law, Harry brightened just a bit. Impulsively, Cecilia stood on her tiptoes and kissed her brother. To her surprise, Harry’s hands clasped her shoulders, his fingers digging into her flesh with a desperation his voice had not revealed.


“Everything will be fine, Harry,” Cecilia whispered against his ear. “It will. I promise.” But as her lips drew away from the warmth of her brother’s cheek, a bone-chilling scream tore through the house. Suddenly, Cecilia knew that she was wrong. Very wrong.


Everything would not be fine.
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Just a short distance south of Princes Street, a far more pleasant morning interlude was being slowly staged in a tall brick mansion on Berkeley Square. By half past ten, the efficient Isabel, Lady Kirton, had already kissed her lover good-bye, ordered her hearths swept and her drapes drawn, directed that breakfast be laid in the small dining room, and then commanded that her niece be fetched down from Mortimer Street to eat it.


Filled with a sense of well-being, and fortified by a wealth of maternal intent, this most worthy woman now gazed across her dining table at Lady Catherine Wodeway, who was stabbing just a bit too violently at a piece of bacon. Discreetly, Lady Kirton gave her footmen the signal to withdraw.


“I am so pleased,” she tentatively began, “that you’ve surrendered to the pleas of a tiresome old woman and come to town at last, Catherine.”


In exasperation, Catherine gave up on the bacon. “Is that why I’m here?” she responded, lifting both her fork and her brows. “To amuse my dotty old auntie?”


Lady Kirton laughed, a light, girlish sound which contrasted with her matronly figure and silvery hair. “I want you here for the season, my dear,” she insisted. “What with my daughter gone off to India, I am left all alone.”


Catherine tossed her aunt a dubious glance. “You have Colonel Lauderwood.”


Lady Kirton dropped her gaze to her teacup. “Oh, Jack enjoys only his charities and his military club. He cares nothing for polite society.”


“Oh? And you do?”


“Yes, indeed!” Lady Kirton smiled impishly. “I’ve done nothing but look forward to the season’s balls, soirees, and picnics. It is simply not to be missed!”


Catherine laughed. “What nonsense,” she proclaimed, setting down her fork and staring straight into her aunt’s wide blue eyes. “You’ve never cared a jot for society.”


After a long moment of silence, Lady Kirton leaned forward. “My dear Catherine,” she said quietly. “Will was my sister’s son, and I loved him, too. But you cannot remain a widow forever. Nor, I collect, would you wish to?”


Catherine felt a rare blush heat her cheeks. “No,” she admitted. “No, I don’t. But neither do I wish to be placed upon the marriage mart. Or to go about in society.”


Lady Kirton turned up her palms in a gesture of exasperation. “My dear girl, can you think of another way?”


“Isabel, I know scarcely anyone in town,” she protested weakly.


Lady Kirton smiled benevolently. “I fancy you’re making my point, Cat, not yours.”


“Good heavens, Isabel! I’m a country mouse. I never even came out! I married Will when I was just seventeen, and I have always known a quiet life. And I prefer it. But it’s just that . . . that I . . .”


“That you wish for a husband and a family,” finished Isabel softly.


“Well, I don’t wish to be lonely,” Catherine slowly admitted. “But I’m not at all sure I could find it in my heart to remarry.”


For a long moment, Isabel toyed with a crust of dry toast. “Then take a lover, as I have done,” she finally said, obviously struggling with the words.


“Yes,” confessed Catherine. “I’d considered it.”


Isabel set her shoulders back a notch and lifted her chin. “Well, as long as one is discreet,” she began airily. Then, unexpectedly, she gave her head a sharp, impatient shake. “But oh, my dear! You are so very young! Why ever would you wish to do such a thing?”


Catherine was silent for a very long moment. “Will and I were married for eight years, Isabel,” she said, her voice very small. “I think . . . well, I think I must be barren.”


For a moment, Isabel studied her, as if judging Catherine’s strength. “Yes, I do fear that might be the case, my dear,” she gently admitted. “So perhaps a widower? One with children. There are a dozen such fellows in town this year—fine men, some of them. And all of them hoping to escape the fate of marriage to some simpering idiot. They could do no better than you, Cat. You are capable and beautiful, and you have a wonderful wit.”


“A wonderful wit! Oh, that quality must be at the top of every gentleman’s list of wifely virtues!”


“It is if he wishes to grow old with her in some measure of happiness, yes,” answered Isabel sagely. “Now! On to other matters. Your elder brother has written at last. I’d hoped he might be persuaded to come to town and take his seat in the House this year. But I’m afraid Treyhern is not as amenable as you, my dear.”


“I told you he would not come,” warned Catherine. “Besides, Helene is again enceinte. Cam would never stir far from Gloucestershire under such a circumstance.”


With a sigh, Isabel shrugged and set down her cup with a clatter. “Then why do you not close up his big house in Mortimer Street, my dear?” she begged. “God only knows where your younger brother Bentley may be bedding down, so you will surely wait for him in vain. Come stay with me. Nothing would give me more pleasure.”


Gently, Catherine thrust out one hand. “I would merely be in the way of your romance with Jack,” she protested laughingly. “Besides, there is that matter of the lover I mean to take. Perhaps I, too, shall want my privacy?”


“Oh, dear me.” Isabel looked fleetingly ill at ease. “Treyhern may have my head for this.”


Again, Catherine laughed and picked up a pot of jam. “Oh, my sainted brother shall know nothing of my clandestine lover, Isabel. I can keep a secret, depend upon it.”


Bemused, Isabel shook her head. “Sometimes, Cat, I cannot make out which of your brothers you most resemble. I begin to fear it’s that scamp Bentley after all.”


“Enough about my brothers, Isabel,” Cat demurred. “Tell me, how does Jack go on? Will I see him at all this season?”


Isabel looked a little wistful. “Oh, he says he’s too old for society,” she answered. “But I am counting on you to keep me young, Cat, so hand me that stack of invitations. You’ve brought them as I asked, thank goodness. And I know you’ve several, for I’ve seen to it.”


Obediently, Catherine produced them, and soon Isabel had sorted them into three little stacks. “Good, good,” she mused, taking up one large ivory card for closer scrutiny. “Lady Merton’s musicale tonight . . . then Lord Walrafen’s charity ball on Thursday.”


“A ball?” asked Catherine archly. “With dancing?”


“It is customary to dance at a ball, yes,” said Isabel, fanning the card madly back and forth. “And this one is a must! Indeed, we must go straightaway to have the dark blue taffeta fitted. Walrafen is a particular friend of mine—and an exceedingly eligible bachelor!”





Chapter Two
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Let your manner, your air, your
terms and your tone of voice be soft and gentle.


—LORD CHESTERFIELD, 1776,
The Fine Gentleman’s Etiquette


At half past ten, Maximilian de Rohan shoved his pen into his inkpot with a vitriolic curse and left it precariously dangling. His office felt stifling. He could not seem to write a legible or logical sentence these days. Nothing he learned made sense. Up was down, west felt like east, and the pieces of his most recent puzzle did not fall together as they ought to have done.


And now, Dio mio! That woman had come to Hyde Park again. Just as she had done for the last six mornings. He wished she would stay the hell away. There was work to be done—and it was dangerous. Still, from a distance, he could not help but quietly watch her, unsure of just why the woman had captivated his attention so thoroughly. At first, he had told himself it was simply the boredom of his vigil in the park. Peel’s latest crusade had obliged de Rohan to skulk about there every morning for a fortnight. And given such a bloody frustrating task, why not let his eyes feast on something pleasant whilst he waited?


But watching her had proven seductive. She was tall and lithe, perhaps twenty-five years old, and possessed of a fresh, earthy sort of beauty. Graceful and uninhibited, the woman cantered along the empty paths of the park, seeming as one with her big chestnut gelding. Sometimes she dismounted for a stroll, the horse following at her heels like a faithful spaniel. But always she moved like poetry, almost skimming across the grass. And as he watched, he had found himself foolishly wondering what she smelled like.


He drummed one finger lightly upon the edge of his desk and permitted his rare flight of fantasy to continue. She would smell like the outdoors. Like home, perhaps. Yes, pure and sweet, like new-mown fields and sun-warmed earth. Things a man could rarely smell in London, for if they existed at all, the oppressive smoke and soot choked out their scent.


Still, she was an English lady born and bred. The set of her spine, the utter confidence with which she moved, made that much plain. No, they would never be well acquainted, despite her rather clumsy effort at forcing an introduction this morning. So he had snubbed her. Quite deliberately. This despite the fact that for six days, he’d been unable to tear his eyes from her. Each time she rode beyond his sight, he would will her to return. And he would wait with uncharacteristic patience until she did so.


It really was embarrassingly foolish. Once he had watched while, in defiance of all propriety, she had veered off the path and taken the big horse sailing over a series of boxwoods, leaping one after another as if nothing could intimidate her. In Hyde Park, of all places! And as she had hurtled over the last and ridden away, he had been left with the strangest notion that she found the park and its urban polish far too confining for her tastes. He began to imagine that she yearned to burst free of some worldly constraint.


What might it be? The constrictions of her family? She was just a little too old for that. A domineering husband, perhaps? He rather thought not. She did not look like the sort a man might easily dominate. Moreover, no man would permit his wife to go haring off alone through any part of London at such an hour. And today, she had come earlier still, long before the fog which rolled off the water had been burnt away by the morning sun. And so today he had not watched her from a distance as had become his habit. No, today she had taken him unaware as he lay in wait amongst the rhododendron. And left him feeling angry and vulnerable. Maledizione! A man in his position could not afford to be taken unaware by anyone. Certainly not by a beautiful, well-bred Englishwoman.


Almost of its own volition, his hand went to his desk drawer and extracted a book which he’d shoved inside months ago. It was a fine old copy, probably rare and valuable now. Balancing its weight in his hand, de Rohan stared down at the title stamped in gold upon the spine. The Fine Gentleman’s Etiquette. Touching it filled him with a strange sense of mortification and regret. Mortification that he’d kept it. Regret that his life had turned out so differently. The latter emotion enraged him.


But still, he had the bloody book out now, didn’t he? Bound in red leather and edged with gilt, the volume had been given to him by a man with an appreciation for the finer things in life, a gift in honor of de Rohan’s surprising appointment to the Home Office. Of course, he’d glanced at it out of politeness and tucked it away with an expression of gratitude. But he’d had little use for the tome, which had been written by Lord Chesterfield, a pompous, puffed-up old English lord long since dead—of asphyxiation from too much arse-kissing, de Rohan did not doubt. The book was filled with egregiously snooty advice which was at best fawning and at worst Machiavellian. De Rohan looked again at the inscription:


Dear boy,


Eventually, a diamond in the rough needs polish.


Yr. most Humble servant,


George Jacob Kemble


But how bloody ridiculous that he should own such a thing! De Rohan snorted and threw the book back into the drawer just as a sharp, impatient rap sounded at his office door. At first, he felt relieved to be jerked so ruthlessly back into his ordinary world. But it was a relief short-lived when Mr. Hobhouse’s plaguing, meticulous clerk popped in. As usual, Feathershaw held a fistful of files and wore a sharp pencil tucked atop his ear. He looked like a keen, overanxious squirrel.


In resignation, de Rohan waved the clerk toward a chair. At once, Feathershaw pulled out the pencil, settled his spectacles a little higher up his nose, and began his relentless tapping upon the chair arm. “You’ve reviewed the files I sent on the criminal law consolidation proposals?” he began, in a voice which dared de Rohan to disagree.


De Rohan did not disagree. Instead, he merely stared across his desk, his dark brows lifted in a deliberately arrogant gesture. “Pray go on, Mr. Feathershaw.”


For a moment, the clerk seemed determined to hold his own, but he could not quite bear up under the scrutiny. “No, you have not, have you?” he challenged waspishly, breaking off his gaze. “The committee meeting convenes in a quarter-hour, and, as usual, you’ve not so much as looked at—”


“I’m a policeman, Mr. Feathershaw,” de Rohan interjected. “Not a bloody politician. And I took this position merely to help—”


“Correction, de Rohan,” interjected the clerk. “You were a policeman—”


A sharp knock cut him short. Feathershaw swiveled about to glare at the door. He resumed his impatient pencil tapping when the front-office clerk stepped inside de Rohan’s modest room.


“I beg your pardon, Mr. de Rohan,” began the young man, his brows in a fretful knot. “But a footman just brought this down from Mayfair. He says it’s most urgent.” Carefully, he passed the note across the polished surface of the desk. De Rohan studied the small, untidy direction scrawled boldly across the vellum. Quickly, his policeman’s eyes took in the details. Expensive paper. Good ink. But no seal. Someone in a rush, then. He flipped it open to find a crest he did not recognize.


Dear Max—


I must see you most urgently. Please come to me at once in Princes Street at the home of my brother, Lord Sands. Be assured I would not trouble a dear friend were our situation not desperate.


Yr. servant,


Cecilia, Lady Delacourt


Urgent! Desperate! Good God, Cecilia made it sound as if someone had been murdered. With a snort of exasperation, de Rohan tossed the note to one side of his desk. He’d not heard from Lord and Lady Delacourt in the months since their departure for Derbyshire. And peaceful months they had been. But now, Cecilia, at least, was back. All had gone well with her confinement, it would seem.


He was relieved, of course. If he were honest, he would admit that a small part of him was pleased to see her untidy handwriting scribbled across the strange missive. And was he a dear friend? Certainly, de Rohan liked her a little better than he would wish to—which was to say, more than was prudent for a man in his position. And he rather thought she knew it. Or possibly not. Cecilia seemed uniquely oblivious to her own charms.


Still, her charms notwithstanding, de Rohan had neither the time nor the inclination to go charging about in the East End in search of some angel of the night gone missing. Or some unhinged whoremonger with more use for his fists than his cock. But that’s precisely what Cecilia would ask of him. Her husband, Delacourt, was barely able to manage her, and Cecilia’s chaotic, nearfutile charity efforts—saving prostitutes, reforming thieves—were forever churning up all manner of trouble. Still, she would ask. And he would go. And he would do what he could, as he’d done a half-dozen times this past year. Because, for some reason which escaped him, he was unable to refuse her.


Ha! Another lie. He knew the reason perfectly well. It was because she was so charming. God, how he hated that. Not her charm, but his susceptibility to charming women in general. But Cecilia was not, he reluctantly admitted, like most women of her class. She truly cared for others. She had an unselfish heart. She was not afraid of hard work, no matter how hopeless. Perhaps that was why he could never resist her pleas?


“Mr. de Rohan?” The voice of the front-office clerk cut into his consciousness.


De Rohan lifted his gaze to find that the earnest young man was still staring at him. “Yes, Mr. Howard?”


“The footman downstairs?” Howard said uncertainly. “He says he’s to await your answer. I believe, sir . . . that is to say . . . I think the carriage is waiting. For you.”


At that, Mr. Feathershaw abruptly ceased his tapping. “Hobhouse is also waiting, de Rohan!” he said warningly. “The Criminal Law Consolidation bill! He expects your input. You’ll not escape this time.”


Good Lord. Another bloody meeting. Cecilia’s letter, de Rohan decided abruptly, was a godsend. Before he could reconsider, he jerked to his feet, shoving back his chair and snatching up his portfolio in one motion. “The committee meeting must go forward without me, Mr. Feathershaw. Lord Delacourt has summoned me on a matter of some urgency. You know his temper—not to mention his influence. We dare not keep him waiting.”


It was not, de Rohan decided, such a very great lie. With his empty hand, he snared his coat from its hook, took up his ebony walking stick, and strolled through the door, leaving Howard and Feathershaw to stare at him as he disappeared into the shadows.


“Arrogant, jumped-up foreigner,” hissed Feathershaw. “He’s no sort of gentleman at all!”


“You’ll not say that to his face, I daresay,” snorted Howard. Then he grinned and leaned a little toward his companion’s ear. “Besides, his file downstairs says he was born in Middlesex and baptized at Allhallows by the Tower.”


Feathershaw’s lips twisted. “Was he indeed?” he asked sarcastically. “Such a fine part of town! Now I’m truly impressed!”
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Through the wide bow window of Madame Germaine’s exclusive establishment, the clatter of midday traffic turning in and out of Bond Street could easily be heard. But Catherine could no longer see the fine spring day which had arrived too late to do her any good. Now she was stuck in the fitting room—probably until teatime—to be poked and prodded and stuffed into fancy garments whose names she could scarce pronounce, let alone fathom any need for.


And why? Because she had been so foolish as to flee the rustic beauty of Aldhampton! On a day like today, the spring lambs would be frolicking. Her orchard would be raining blossoms in a sweet-scented hailstorm of pink and white. Fields would want plowing, and there would be a thousand things to discuss with her steward. But despite the fond memories, or perhaps because of them, Catherine did not think she could survive another spring at Aldhampton. It was too empty.


Certainly, she could not deny the delight her visit was giving Aunt Isabel. And what better thing might one do with one’s life, if one could not find personal happiness in it? She might as well give Isabel her companionship for a few weeks instead. And perhaps—just perhaps—she might meet someone interesting. Indeed, perhaps she already had. Oddly, her mind turned back to her strange morning ride in Hyde Park.


A pinprick brought her back to reality. “Oww!”


Madame Germaine’s seamstress leapt away from the low dais. “Mille pardons, madame!”


Lips pursed, Lady Kirton hastened through the heavy draperies and into the fitting room, a bolt of ivory silk in one hand. “It’s hardly your fault, Michelle.” Isabel scowled up at Catherine. “Your client fair twitches with impatience.”


“I’m trying to be still,” Catherine insisted.


Critically, her ladyship swept her gaze down Catherine’s length and murmured her approval. “My, that does become your long legs, my dear.”


Atop the dais, Catherine laughed. “So that I look like a colt instead of a horse?” she asked as the seamstress cautiously resumed her pinning.


Isabel smiled and settled herself into a nearby chair. “You’re beautiful, Cat.”


Catherine dropped her eyes to the seamstress’s nimble fingers. “I’m neither blond nor dainty. And I’m certainly not fragile.”


“No, indeed,” agreed Isabel. “You’re all woman. And you look sensible and elegant.” She waved her gloved hand at the shop girl. “Leave that deep ruching off the neckline, Michelle. She’s old enough to show off her assets.”


“Ha!” Catherine jiggled herself more firmly into the bodice. “From what I’ve seen, I’ll need every asset I’ve got. Now, go on, Isabel! Whilst we pin up this hem, I suppose you may as well lecture me about this Lord Walrafen. Has he at least some of his teeth? Any of his real hair?”
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Having left Whitehall out of impulse rather than any real concern, de Rohan found his mood swiftly altered when he arrived in Princes Street. A knot of pale-faced servants stood whispering on Lord Sands’s doorstep, and across the street sat a vehicle which he recognized with a sinking certainty. It was a mortuary van, the spindly black horse in the traces hanging his head as if he understood too well his task.


At once, de Rohan realized he’d taken Cecilia’s summons far too cavalierly. He pushed his way past the small crowd, through the open door, and into chaos. Inside, more servants rushed to and fro, while others milled about the back of the hall, whispering feverishly. Beside the drawing-room door, a buxom, golden-haired servant hunched against the wainscoting, sobbing into a wad of her starched white pinafore.


A stately woman in housekeeper’s garb strode past. “Genevieve!” she said, frowning down at her. “Do go upstairs and collect yourself!”


“Oui, madame,” whispered the girl, and the other servants sheepishly followed her out.


The man who appeared to be the butler stood quietly talking to two men in uniform, both of whom de Rohan recognized as constables from the Westminster Police Court in Queen Square. Seeing de Rohan, the butler hastened forward. “Oh, you must be the gentleman from the Home Office?” He wrung his hands as if in emphasis. “I daresay you wish to view the corp—er, to go straight up?”


“Go up where?” de Rohan demanded. “What has happened?” But his mind was already conjuring up dreadful possibilities.


The butler opened and closed his mouth soundlessly, as if an explanation escaped him. The man de Rohan recognized as Police Constable Sisk stepped forward, his coworker on his heels. “Bring the van on around, Eversole,” Sisk quietly instructed, pulling de Rohan to one side.


De Rohan seized the police constable with a barely suppressed violence. “Where is Lady Delacourt?” he hissed. “Good God, man, what has happened to her?”


With a quizzical smile, Sisk let his eyes slide down de Rohan’s dark clothing. “Ooh, very pretty company you do keep these days,” he mused. “Not like old times, eh, mate?”


“Rot you, Sisk,” growled de Rohan. “Where is she?”


“Don’t get your ballocks in a twitch, de Rohan,” whispered the constable. “She’s shut ’erself up in the drawing room with the brother. Wailing like a banshee, that ’un. Seems ’is wife got ’erself done for last night.”


De Rohan stared blankly at Sisk. “Lady Sands? Dead?”


“Aye, and a very nasty bit of work it was. Bound ter be all manner of trouble, too, wot wiv ’er being married to a lord an’ all. Glad you’re here ter take over.”


To take over? Belatedly, de Rohan realized he’d not removed his hat. He jerked it off now and ran his left hand through his hair. Cecilia’s sister-in-law was dead?


But if so, it was a parish matter. A matter for the Queen Square magistrates. He’d not been involved in a murder since the tragedy at the Nazareth Society, Cecilia’s charity mission. That was when he’d first met Cecilia. And Lord Delacourt and Lady Kirton, too. But since then, his job duties had vastly altered. These days, he was more apt to be seen pushing paper in Whitehall than spying on smugglers in Wapping. He felt confused. He had come as Cecilia’s friend. He barely knew the Countess of Sands. But he certainly knew her name and reputation. Julia Markham-Sands was a beauty. A notorious beauty, to be precise. And a god-awful thorn in her husband’s side, if rumor could be believed.


“How is Lord Sands taking it?”


The constable gave a grisly smile. “Like a guilty man, de Rohan,” he cheerfully responded, patting him on one shoulder in mock sympathy. “And being as you’re the Home Office’s man, you’d best come up and ’ave a look around afore his lordship thinks ter stop you.”


The sarcasm bit at de Rohan. “I was sent for,” he snapped. “By the man’s sister.”


But Sisk was already trundling up the stairs. Still clutching his hat and his portfolio, de Rohan followed the constable’s heavy boots up to the second floor. They reached the bedchamber door just as the litter bearing the draped body of Cecilia’s sister-in-law was being carried out. Eversole and the ambulance attendant paused, looking at de Rohan in respectful inquiry.


Well. Whether he wished it or not, he had apparently been identified as a source of some authority. He shot a quick glance at Sisk, then flipped back just the corner of the linen. Julia Markham-Sands was no longer a great beauty.


“Strangulation?” asked de Rohan emotionlessly.


Constable Eversole made a grim face and gently drew down the sheet with one finger. De Rohan felt a moment of surprise. It seemed that Lady Sands slept in the nude. Dark bruises mottled her throat, fanning almost obscenely toward her breasts.


Sisk eyed the injuries. “Gagged then strangled, I’d say,” he answered. “Quick, clever work it was, too. Poor lady never made a sound.”


“Oh?” De Rohan crooked a brow sharply. “Who says so?”


“Her lady’s maid. And Lord Sands, o’ course.” The police constable gave a macabre laugh and motioned the attendants out. “Everyone else slept above or below, and no one ’eard a thing.”


De Rohan grunted and crossed the luxurious Persian carpet to pick up a pair of silver spectacles which lay on the night table next to an empty wine bottle. But they were nothing more than dainty lady’s reading glasses. He peered through them. Lady Sands had been a tad nearsighted. He looked at the bottle. Champagne—but an expensive yet inferior vintage. He shrugged. The English were such philistines. “Where is the goblet?” he snapped. “How many were there?”


Sisk was sharp. “One, empty. The maid dropped it in shock. But you saw ’er neck. This wasn’t poison.”


Sisk was right. Pray God he wasn’t right about Sands. “Perhaps it was someone outside the household,” de Rohan wondered aloud. “But someone she knew.”


The police constable shrugged. “Robbery then, more like,” he responded. “In fairness to Lord Sands, the window does look to ’ave been forced with some sort ’er pry or chisel.”


Mildly bemused, de Rohan put down the spectacles. “I take it no one heard that, either?”


Sisk scratched his chin and jerked his head toward the nearest window. “See your point. The way that latch was forced, daresay t’would make one ’ell of a racket, even if it was meant ter flummox us.”


“This room has been thoroughly searched?” snapped de Rohan.


“I gave it a quick once-over.”


“The servants’ statements have been taken?”


“Eversole’ll finish up the few wot’s left, soon as the body’s gone orf ter the morgue.” Sisk shifted his weight uncomfortably. “You taking over or not?”


Without answering, de Rohan moved to the window, gingerly opened it, and leaned out. The room gave onto the rear of the house, and under cover of darkness, an experienced cracksman could have scaled the wall using nothing more than window ledges and drain pipes. But experienced cracksmen were rarely foolish enough to break into occupied rooms. And if caught in the act, they were more apt to flee with what they could get than to hang about and murder someone. Not unless it was unavoidable.


But in this case, it had clearly been avoidable. Lady Sands had neither surprised nor accosted her killer. Instead, she had been slain in her own bed, and by the look of it, she’d not even awakened until it was much too late. Not until the killer had the gag halfway down her throat, at any rate. And somehow, Max rather doubted that she’d drifted off to sleep alone.


De Rohan’s eyes skimmed over the opulent but otherwise ordinary bedchamber. Other than the window, nothing looked disturbed. It seemed unfair, somehow. Good God, a woman had been strangled, and the bedcovers were barely tousled! For a long moment, de Rohan paused, his eyes shut tight against the scene. But the sight of Lady Sands’s swollen visage was burned into his memory. Could Cecilia’s brother be guilty of such a heinous crime? If he were, Sands must be brought to justice by someone, no matter how long his family lineage. And after a year in his strange new post at the Home Office—a post de Rohan held through the patronage of Cecilia’s former stepson—he still thought of himself first and foremost as a policeman, a job he both loathed and loved.


Still, the hunt was in his blood. No matter how hopeless or grim the work—and it was usually both—he could not resist the challenge. He could never give up the chase. His last position had been as a chief inspector for the River Police. Before that, he’d spent two years in Queen Square and another two as a captain in the elite Bow Street Runners, the youngest man ever to attain such a post. But in those rough jurisdictions, murder was swift and impersonal, the work of one felon against another. He’d seen it so often he was almost inured to the carnage. But this—the killing of a wealthy woman who slept in what should have been the safe haven of her own home—this was something else altogether. And in Mayfair, no less. Despite Sisk’s eager deference, de Rohan had been given no jurisdiction here. He was here as a dear friend. Worse, he worked for the Home Office, and they would have questions, too. They would wish this handled with the utmost delicacy.


Unfortunately, delicacy was not his forte.


Bloody, bloody hell.


De Rohan stared into the depths of the room, searching for a way out of his coil. Just then, the first clear shaft of morning sun speared through the window, reflecting brightly on something which lay upon the patterned carpet. Swiftly, de Rohan crossed the room and knelt beside the dressing table. Over his shoulder, he motioned for Sisk. “You’d best have a look at this,” he said quietly.


“Gor!” The constable squatted beside him. “Looks ter be a bleedin’ fortune!”


It was true. In addition to the huge topaz pendant which had initially caught his eye, the floor along the brocade table covering was scattered with ear bobs and brooches. In the dull light, the brightly patterned carpet had made them difficult to see. With one fingertip, de Rohan lifted the table skirt. In an upturned heap underneath lay an elegantly carved jewel chest spilling brilliant colors across the floor.


“Christ Jesus!” whispered Sisk. “What manner o’ thief pikes orf leaving a pile the likes o’ that?”


A very good question indeed. With grave reluctance, de Rohan stood up. “Well,” he said quietly. “I suppose there’s no help for it now. You’d best tell me everything.”





Chapter Three
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Be easy, even forward,
in making new acquaintances.


—LORD CHESTERFIELD, 1776,
The Fine Gentleman’s Etiquette


That night, de Rohan dreamt of home. Home as it had been before. No haze of smoke, no blackened rubble. And no sated, soot-stained soldiers lying languidly amidst the ruins, swilling his father’s finest gewürztraminer like sotted pigs whilst they laughed and belched and awaited a turn with his mother’s kitchen maids. Instead, this dream was sweet. The sun was warm on his shoulders, the earth fragrant beneath his bare feet, and the sunlit slopes surrounding his little world were striped with row upon row of rich, ripe green. Beneath his palms, fat grapes exploded in scent and color as he squeezed and smashed. Sweet juice flew, splattering up his arms, flecking his face and shirt.


“Maximilian! Che cosa fai—?”


He looked up from the shallow wooden tub to see his mother hurtling out of the house in a streak of bleached linen and wild black curls, shrieking in a stream of Italian as she flew through the garden gate.


“Max! Ooh, Max, you imp!” she cried, falling to her knees in the warm grass. She dragged him against her, simultaneously dunking one corner of her smock in the adjacent pail of water. “What a mess you’ve made!” she chided, sluicing the spatters of fruit down his arms and hands. “These grapes are for the kitchen, wicked boy! Not for Papa’s cellars!”


But Max knew she wasn’t really angry. So he giggled and turned his face into her bosom, comforted by the feel of her lips atop his head, drawing in her scent of soap, lilies, and fresh-baked bread. But the wiping of his fingers was relentless. Noisier now, the rough, wet linen scrubbed his palm and fingers with an urgency. Dio mio, did she mean to scrape his skin off this time?


De Rohan awoke with a start.


Lucifer. Just Lucifer. Not his mother at all.


He drew a deep breath, blindly thrusting out his hand to stroke the dog’s head. No hint of light shined through the window of his small bedchamber, yet the big black mastiff and his unremitting bladder were heralding dawn. He forced himself to roll over, only to find that Lucifer was slinking onto the bed now, the mattress creaking ominously beneath his eleven-odd stone.


De Rohan forced away the last vestiges of what had been—for once—a soothing dream, wiped his hand on the counterpane, and ruffled the dog between the ears. “Off the bed, you brute.” Eyes downcast, the dog edged closer, until his tongue was hanging over de Rohan’s face, his breath warm and moist in the chill morning air. “Ugh,” he grunted, sliding naked from the covers. “Time again, old boy?”


Lucifer gave a woof! of gratitude and bounded off the bed, landing on the bare floor with an awesome thump. De Rohan padded through the parlor to pull open the french window which gave onto his landlady’s walled garden. His neck chain jingling merrily, Lucifer darted over the threshold to begin his patrol.


De Rohan began to shave and dress in his usual haphazard fashion—plain black worsted trimmed with accoutrements of gray and white, clothing which required little forethought. Then, after building up the fire and settling the kettle on the hob, he lit the lamp at his desk beneath the window. His eyes strayed at once to the red leather book. He’d brought it home, he’d told himself, to avoid the embarrassment of having someone at the office see it. He prayed to God that was the truth. Again, as if his hand were not his own, he picked up the book and flipped through it. It fell open at a particular passage. De Rohan snorted. Kemble’s favorite, he did not doubt.


Dress is an article not to be neglected. The difference between a man of sense and a fop, is that a fop values himself upon his dress; and a man of sense laughs at it, but at the same time knows he must never neglect it.


With a hearty Italian curse, de Rohan threw it down again and turned his mind instead to a meticulous review of the statements Sisk had delivered. Mindlessly, he downed two cups of black coffee while hastily scratching out notes until they covered a dozen pages of foolscap. Then, from memory, he roughly sketched out the floor plan of Lord Sands’s town house, hovering over it with yet a third cup of coffee.


So engrossed was he in his study, time escaped him. Suddenly, something—a robin, perhaps—fluttered past his window, causing Lucifer to bark sharply. De Rohan lifted his eyes to see that dawn had broken over London, bringing with it a clear, spring morning. Through the window, he could see the stirrings of life; the creaking and clopping of carriages coming up the side lane, the rumble of coal carts and costermongers as they began their day’s journey toward the Chelsea Road. Nearer to hand, an enterprising spider had spun a fine white web in the boxwood just beyond the glass. Glistening with dew, it caught upon the branch tips like a casually tossed handkerchief. But in truth, it was no more casually tossed than was his own web in the park. The web he’d best attend to before the sun peeped over the roofs of west London.


Abruptly, he laid down his pen, shoved the handful of freshly made notes into his portfolio, and looked about for Lucifer’s leash. After calling the dog, he took up his walking stick and strode out to begin his circuitous journey to Whitehall. But on his doorstep, he very nearly tripped over Nate Corcoran, an erstwhile street urchin whom he’d befriended and now marginally employed as his family’s errand boy.


The lad leapt to attention, swiping a quick hand under his nose and setting his cap on a little straighter. “Bon gorno, guv,” he chirped. “Eight sharp, as you said.”


De Rohan spared a smile for the boy. “Buongiorno, Nate,” he corrected, brushing a smear of dust from the lad’s coat sleeve. He’d forgotten having sent for the boy. “Come stai?”


Nate screwed up his face as Lucifer began to wag and sniff. “Nonna Sofia ain’t taught me that ’un yet,” he said on a resigned sigh. “I don’t reckon I’ll ever learn enough ter be a river policeman.”


“How are you?” de Rohan translated, fishing in his pocket for a coin. “And you’ll make a fine constable if you can keep from getting snabbled by one first. Now, take Lucifer to Wellclose Square and tell my grandmother to let him run in the garden this week, for I’ve a busy schedule.”


“Yes, sir!”


Impulsively, de Rohan knelt on the pavement to ruffle the dog’s fur. “Now, no digging, old boy!” he commanded, but Lucifer just gave him his usual cockeyed grin.


De Rohan stood to lay a cautioning hand on the lad’s narrow shoulder. “Mind the traffic, Nate. And let no one touch him, lest he snap a finger off. And you’re to tell Nonna Sofia niente ricotta!” He pressed a crown into the boy’s grubby palm. “But don’t mention this extra money.”


“Ah!” Nate’s face broke into a grin. “Una bustarella?”


Now, how the devil had the boy learned that word? De Rohan scowled. “No, it is not a bribe. Just keep an eye on what she feeds him, and tell me if there’s trouble.” He cocked his head down at the dog. “You see how fat he’s grown?”


The boy flashed a sideways grin. “No ricotta!” he translated cheerfully. “But I dessay she’ll feed him wot she pleases, sir.”


“She always does,” de Rohan grumbled, passing Lucifer’s leash with one hand as he clasped the lad’s narrow shoulder with the other. “I’ll come for him on Saturday, yes? Sabato. You tell Nonna Sofia that. And I shan’t see her until then, unless she needs me, all right?”


“Righty-ho, guv!” said the lad, setting off with a cheerful wave. “Sabato! Niente ricotta! And arriverderchy!”


“Arrivederci,” corrected de Rohan softly. “You’re a good boy, Nate. Grazie.” But the lad had set a steady pace east and did not hear him. He watched them go, the boy and the dog, and felt a fleeting moment of emptiness. His rooms would be empty tonight, and he did not welcome it. But better the dog should be spoilt than left all but ignored while his master worked late into the night.


De Rohan approached Hyde Park via Constitution Hill, then took the footpath which ran west above the Serpentine. At this hour, the park was all but empty. A few moments of brisk walking took him well beyond the most public areas of the park, toward the paths more often frequented by those who wished to put their horses through their paces and by those who desired privacy. It was the latter who most interested de Rohan, and for the first time in a fortnight, it seemed he might be in luck. As he quietly approached the place where the path ran through a clump of rhododendron—the very one in which he’d seen the woman the previous day—he heard the low murmur of voices. Male voices—one almost imperceptibly edged with Cockney, the other a low, hard growl, followed by a cynical, familiar laugh.


At last! They had been working on this police corruption case for months. With a calm sense of certainty, de Rohan circled around so that he might approach at a point rather less obvious. By God, he’d nearly sell his soul to the devil if he could just get a good look at the both of them. Better still would be an opportunity to watch money change hands. It would be proof of his suspicions. And he would make a most credible witness.


The exhilaration thrummed through his blood. But halfway through the knot of high shrubs, he realized he was not alone. Farther along the path was a bench, tucked neatly into a roughly sculpted niche. On it sat a woman—damn it, the woman. She was reading a bloody book! De Rohan felt a moment of alarm. It worsened when the voices suddenly rose. Through a thinning veil of greenery, he saw the woman jerk to her feet. Had she heard him? Or the bribery which was occurring not a stone’s throw past her shoulder?


His greater fear was confirmed when he rounded the corner. She was not looking at him. Instead, her head was cocked to one side, and she was staring in the direction of the murmurs. Murmurs which now seemed to be moving nearer . . .


Disconcerted, de Rohan set a foot wrong, and the gravel shifted noisily beneath his shoe.


With a soft, startled cry, the woman dropped her book and spun toward him, her dark red skirts whirling about her ankles. A broad-brimmed hat with a long red plume helped obscure her identity—but not from him.


“Wot the ’ell?” came the Cockney voice from the other side of the bushes.


Her hand flew to her lips, and she opened her mouth as if to speak. But heavy footsteps were striding toward them. So de Rohan did the quickest—and the stupidest—thing he could think of. What he’d burned to do for the last seven days. In one swift motion, he dragged the woman hard against his chest, spun toward the shadows, and covered her mouth with his.


[image: logo]


Catherine had meant to scream. She really had. Right up until the instant that the square yard of rock-solid chest thudded against hers, sending her bonnet askew and melting her knees to jelly. But instead, she hesitated. This despite the fact that the dark stranger had jerked her into his arms and was forcing her deeper into the shrubbery. In that moment’s hesitation, his mouth came down hard over hers, hot and demanding, urging her lips apart. With one arm banded tight about her waist and his fingers curled into her hair, the man drew her to him in a crush of red merino and cascading brown hair.


“For God’s sake, kiss me,” he hissed, barely lifting his mouth from hers.


Catherine gave a small, indignant gasp, but her good intentions exploded into flame when he seized the moment, sliding his insistent tongue inside her mouth. Desperate, it seemed. Quite inexplicably, she answered. He kissed her more deeply, with the expertise of a man who knew women well. Though his touch was gentle, he held her with a violent intensity. As if he were truly afraid to let her go. His male heat and extraordinary scent filled her nostrils. Her heart pounded in her ears. The men arguing in the bushes were but a vague memory. Dizzy with confusion, Catherine barely heard their footsteps on the graveled path behind her.


“Christ!” murmured a disgusted male voice. “A friggin’ lovers’ tryst!”


Catherine should have screamed for help, struggled harder in his arms, exploded with rage. Oh, yes—should have. But the man jerked his head up like a startled animal. His dark gaze held hers, commanding her silence. Over his shoulder, he spoke, his words harsh, angry barks. “Go. Away. Now.”


The warning was meant, Catherine knew, for the men on the path. Clearly, he’d not realized that their footsteps were already retreating. For a long moment, the stranger’s hard mouth lingered over hers, his eyes still black but no longer cold. He dipped his head again, an awkward, uncertain motion, and Catherine didn’t make a sound. But slowly—quite reluctantly, it seemed—he stopped and stepped away, his gaze falling to a spot somewhere near her boots.


Absent the strength of his arms, Catherine’s knees began to buckle. Unsteadily, she thrust out her hand to touch the edge of the bench, and his gaze flicked up in mild alarm. At once, a strong, steadying hand slid beneath her elbow.


“I daresay you’d like to backhand me for that,” he said, his voice low and thick, his unusual accent more pronounced.


“Sh-should I?” she managed to ask as he drew her just a little nearer.
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