







This was utter madness, to be

allowing a devilish rogue like Lord

Branford to stir up such fires in her!



He tumbled women like they were dice, he soused himself in the demons of drink, he chased countesses naked through exotic villas. And here she was, allowing his flaming fingers to rove at will over her own exposed flesh. What was she thinking? Only that Lucifer’s touch was making her feel sinfully alive.

She knew that an open flame was extremely dangerous, and yet, like a moth mesmerized by a candle, she felt inexorably drawn to the tantalizing heat. It had ignited a conflagration of emotions inside her that she had never experienced before. And while she couldn’t begin to explain the urgent need that drew her closer and closer to the source of the fire, there was no way she could pull back now….
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Chapter One



Snick.

The thin shaft of metal caught on the tumbler but the lock did not open. Shifting slightly, the cloaked figure crouched beside the desk flexed a gloved hand and tried again.

Snick. Snick. Still no luck.

“Oh, bloody hell.” The oath was no louder than the faint whisper of the damask draperies framing the open window.

“Well, what did you expect?”

The fingers froze and the figure whipped around, revealing a masked face.

“You are going about it all wrong.”

Black silk stretched from the intruder’s hood to below the nose, with two holes cut out for the eyes. The pale wash of moonlight did not allow the Earl of Branford to remark on their color—or perhaps, he thought with a wry grimace, the reason had something to do with the fact that he had just polished off his second bottle of brandy in less than an hour. The surfeit of spirits, however, could not drown the sight of the softly curved lips beneath the slash of midnight. No matter how foxed, he was absolutely sure they were not those of an ordinary thief.

“I would suggest you hold the wire between your thumb and your forefinger.” He rose from the leather armchair where he had been dozing and moved across the Oriental carpet with surprising quickness. “Like this.”

Taking the implement from the young lady’s hand, the earl thrust it into the small opening of the drawer and gave a jiggle. “No wonder you’re making a hash of it,” he muttered after a moment. “A hairpin!” A low snort emphasized his opinion of the implement. “Not only are you harebrained enough to attempt to rob the marquess while he is at home, but you don’t even have the sense to bring along the proper tools.”

The eyes behind the slitted openings narrowed in indignation. They were green, Branford realized, now that he was much closer. A green the color of molten jade, with sparks of amber shooting up from their depths.

“I don’t need some jug-bitten gentleman to tell me that a hairpin is not the ideal choice,” she retorted, the sarcasm in her voice every bit as sharp as his had been. “I’ll have you know that I started out with a set of excellent picks, only…only they somehow slipped from my pocket on the way up.”

“I’m sober enough to come up with a better excuse than that.” He was also sober enough to note that the heat of her voice was immediately reflected in her cheeks—at least, what little of them was visible below the mask. They turned a deep, glowing pink that put him in mind of the exotic roses that his last mistressused to decorate her boudoir. An apt metaphor, he decided, for, despite being a trifle in his cups, it was clear that the female crouching next to him was a highly unusual specimen of her sex.

Her next words were just as prickly as a cuisse de nymphe. “Have you ever tried to scale a two-story wall while wearing skirts?”

Branford allowed a devilish grin to spread over his lean features. “I have been accused of a great many ungentlemanly acts in my life, but donning petticoats is not one of them.”

The sparks from her gaze would have singed Lucifer. “Well, then, don’t smirk. It’s deucedly hard with all that fabric getting in the way of your boots, not to speak of snagging on the vines.”

“Professionals don’t make excuses.” His gaze swept from the defiantly tilted chin down to where the bunching of skirts was revealing a nicely turned ankle. “Next time, try wearing breeches. I think you will find the snug fit a welcome change; I know I would.”

Her lips parted in outrage.

“But then, I rather doubt you can call yourself a professional at this sort of thing,” he went on, his wits still sharp enough to note several telling details. Her speech indicated she was a lady of gentle breeding. As did her cloak and gown. They were of good quality, even though the styles were out of date and the wool slightly frayed around the edges. And a faint tang of lavender, mixed with an undercurrent of verbena, perfumed the lock of hair that had strayed from the confines of her hood—hardly the signature scent of Southwark or Seven Dials. So, that made the question of why she was there an intriguing one.

His musings were cut short as she snatched back the hairpin from his grasp. “I don’t intend to call myself anything. I’ve wasted quite enough time in idle conversation.” Her chin came up a fraction higher. “Now kindly take yourself off, sir. You are blocking what little light there is.”

Branford leaned back a bit but made no move to rise. “Aren’t you worried that I might raise the alarm if I do? After all, I am a guest in this house.”

“Call the magistrate and be damned,” she muttered while renewing her attack on the small brass lock. “It is the Marquess of Dunster who is the real criminal, and I vow I shall prove it, even if I have to swim all the way back to London from a penal colony in the antipodes.”

Criminal? The marquess a criminal? If she was looking to arouse his curiosity, she had certainly done it in spades.

Up until the discovery of the masked intruder, the evening had been a crashing bore, like so many others since his return to London. He had agreed to accompany a casual acquaintance to the marquess’s private party for no other reason than that the company of strangers seemed preferable to a night alone with his own depressing thoughts. It was, however, a decision he soon regretted. Dunster had struck him as a crude, unsavory character, and the coarse treats being passed around after the port and cigars were not at all to his taste, despite the rumors being bandied about Town.

Oh, some of the whispers were true enough. His skills at coaxing favors from a deck of cards or another gentleman’s wife were only slightly exaggerated. And no doubt he did possess a hair-trigger temper and cold-blooded nerve, seeing as two men lay nursing bullet wounds from recent encounters on the dueling field.

But the prospect of writhing about on the carpet in the midst of a debauched orgy held no allure. If a female’s thighs were to be wrapped around his hips, he preferred to choose his partner—and achieve his pleasure through seduction rather than brute force. So he had drunk more than was good for him and then wandered upstairs, thinking to pass the time with yet another glass of spirits rather than a hired trollop until the others were all too deep in their cups or otherwise occupied to notice his departure.

Branford certainly had no intention of leaving now. “Try a little more pressure with your index finger,” he said. His hand closed over hers and guided it slightly to the left. There was a touch of resistance, then a distinct click. Reaching up, he slid the drawer open. “Voilà.”

He smiled, rather expecting some acknowledgment of his expert assistance, but such a notion was rudely shoved aside as the young lady scrabbled to get at it. Without so much as a word of thanks, she reached in and began rummaging through its contents.

“Just what are you after?” inquired the earl, massaging the spot on his ribs where her elbow had caught him a solid blow. “Has Dunster reneged on the promise of a diamond bracelet? Or failed to pay the agreed upon fee?”

A scathing look was the only answer. She then turned her attention back to the sheaf of papers she had snatched up and continued to examine each page.

“Look here,” he growled. “Perhaps if you explained—”

A sudden clattering in the hallway interrupted his demand. There was a brief silence, then a trilling squeal, followed by several drunken guffaws. After another moment the steps suddenly turned in their direction.

“Damnation!” The young lady’s head jerked up as several elongated shadows fell across the half-open doorway. With the documents still clutched in her hands, she made a quick survey of the room before turning for the voluminous drapes.

“Too late,” murmured Branford. It was clear she would never make it to cover in time. Why he should feel any obligation to give further aid to the sharp-tongued chit was as big a mystery as her presence here, but for some odd reason he did.

A spin to his left blocked her path of retreat.

“Out of my—” The rest of her words were swallowed in a squawk of outrage as his lips came down hard upon hers. Ignoring her muffled protests, he twirled her around and lifted her onto the edge of the desk. One hand held her hard against his chest while the other rucked up her skirts high enough so that he could step between her flailing legs. They were quite long and shapely, he couldn’t help but note as his fingers grazed the inside of her thigh.

The intimate touch brought an even more furious response. Her mouth parted, trying to manage a louder cry. To cut off any outburst, he deepened the kiss with a thrust of his tongue, filling her with the lingering heat of the brandy.

For an instant she went absolutely still.

Branford took full advantage of the lull. He pressed closer, so that their bodies were locked together, then leaned forward, forcing her head nearly down to the blotter. Tightening his grip around her waist, he then yanked free the knot of his cravat and fell to fondling her breast.

“Well, lookee here. Should ha’ known a stallion of Branford’s reputation wouldn’t take long in mounting one of the fillies.”

Out of the corner of his eye, the earl saw the Marquess of Dunster and one of his cronies leaning rather heavily on the half-naked female who stood between them. Both of them looked every inch the proper gentlemen in their tailored evening coats, embroidered waistcoats, and polished Hessians. However, as their breeches were missing, not all of those inches were of the sort that titled lords should be showing in public.

“Seems she’s giving you a spirited gallop,” said the leering Dunster, for indeed, the young lady had resumed her struggle to break free. “P’rhaps when you’re done in the saddle, you’ll pass the reins to me.”

The other gentleman laughed and added a very lewd comment.

Branford exaggerated the rocking of his hips, using the movement to nudge the desk drawer back into place. Taking care that his back blocked all view of the papers and the masked face, he released her mouth long enough to glance over his shoulder with a wolfish grin. “Find your own rides, gentlemen. I don’t plan on finishing with this one anytime soon.”

There was a sharp intake of breath from the young lady.

Fearing that an outburst of temper might ruin the whole charade, he gave her a warning shake. “Keep quiet, you little fool,” he whispered while appearing to nuzzle at her neck. “Unless you truly wish to be trotted off to Newgate.”

Apparently she was not devoid of all sense, for she bit back whatever retort was hovering on her lips.

Raising his voice to a rough growl, the earl turned back to the others, noticing that a third man had approached and was standing in the shadows, half hidden by the marquess’s swaying shoulders. “So, gentlemen, if you don’t mind closing the door as you leave…”

“Like to apply the spurs in private, eh?” Dunster’s flushed face took on a petulant pout. “A shame. Would have liked to watch you put her through her paces.”

“Aw, come on, milord.” The doxy rubbed up against the marquess’s arm. After eyeing what showed of the other young lady’s willowy form, she gave a slight sniff and a toss of her overly blond curls. “If yer looking for spirit an’ stamina, I’ve a friend downstairs wots got a lot more to offer a fine gentleman than that bag o’ bones.”

Amid a rumble of laughter and ribald jests, the door slammed shut. Branford slowly relaxed his hold as he heard them stumble off, and started to speak.

The young lady beat him to the punch. “Why, you unprincipled cad!” Yanking one hand free, she wasted no time in landing a hard right to his jaw.

His head snapped back. Hell’s teeth! he thought with some amazement. Where had a female learned to hit like that?

“You might show a bit of gratitude, you ungrateful chit,” he growled, rubbing gingerly at the spot. “I just saved your neck.”

“You nearly stole my virtue! And it was not my neck you were making sport with, rather…several other parts of my anatomy!” Suddenly aware of how much of that anatomy was now in full view, she hastily tugged her skirts back over her knees and slid off the desk.

He gave a throaty chuckle, despite his smarting jaw. “My dear, I am far more skilled at larceny than you are. Had your virtue been the object of my desire, it would now be in my possession.”

“Arrogant coxcomb!” She sought to brush off his hand, which still had a grip on her arm. “Damn you, let go of me! I do not wish to suffer any further indignities at the hands of a lecherous rogue.”

“Not before you answer a few questions.” Drawing his dark brows together, he fixed her with his most intimidating stare. It was a look that had usually reduced the soldiers under his command to quaking in their boots. And as his military experience with Wellington had also involved interrogating a good many traitors and double agents, he imagined he would have a young lady—no matter how defiant—confessing within seconds. “Starting with who the devil are you, and what are you looking for among those papers.”

His experience with men of war, however, had not prepared the earl to be on the lookout for a swift kick in the shins.

“Bloody hell!” Caught by surprise, he fell back against the edge of the desk, bruising his hip in the process. The young lady seized the opportunity to twist out of reach and sprint for the window. Off balance, his reflexes still slightly slurred by drink, Branford was a step slow in lunging after her. He grabbed for the collar of her cloak, but his fingers missed by a fraction of an inch. Instead they closed over thin air.

No, not quite thin air, he realized as he felt a slight tug. A thin gold chain had snagged on his hand. It snapped, and the broken links fell to the carpet, along with a ring.

Before he could recover, she jumped onto the sill and, with a theatrical flourish of her cloak, dropped down from sight.

Damn!

In a fit of disgust, Branford kicked at the wainscoting as he watched her disappear into the shadows of the garden below. It was he who had made a complete hash of things.

His hand raked through his raven locks. The Black Cat—once Wellington’s most trusted intelligence officer—bested by a woman? Good Lord, the thought was more sobering than a Methodist’s sermon. If he could be outsmarted, outmaneuvered, and outgunned by a mere female, perhaps it was high time to stop drowning himself in self-pity.

With a last look at the boxwood hedge, he drew the window closed and turned away.

A wink of light suddenly caught his eye.

He had almost forgotten the fallen trinket. Bending down, he retrieved the broken chain, but the ring took a bit of searching to locate. Once he had scooped it up from under the armchair, he carried it over to the desk and lit one of the candles in order to examine it more closely.

It glowed with the soft patina of age. The shape and size indicated it was made for a man, and although the engraving was quite worn, the earl could make out the intricate outlines of a crest.

A husband? A lover?

Whoever he was, his name would be easy enough to trace. And, once armed with that information, he was certain the young lady’s identity would not remain a secret for long.

His lips quirked into a grim smile. She may have won the first skirmish, but the battle was far from over.

 

“Bloody, bloody hell.”

Miss Portia Hadley could not restrain the unladylike oath as she threw off her cloak. Dropping the sheaf of papers and crumpled silk mask onto her dressing table, she turned to the unlit hearth of her bedchamber and began pacing. Although it was well past midnight, she was still too furious to feel any inclination for sleep.

Good Lord, the evening had been a complete disaster!

A second look at the stolen documents during the carriage ride home had shown them to be useless—naught but bills from a boot maker and wine merchant on Jermyn Street, mixed in with several highly improper verses. If only she had not lost her set of picklocks, she might have had more time to make a proper search of Dunster’s desk.

And if only the information she had overheard at the Framingham supper concert had been more explicit as to what took place at a gentleman’s evening at home, she might have avoided a most embarrassing encounter. The next oath was directed at herself. How could she have been so naive! Somehow, the picture in her mind had been of a rather stodgy gathering—a formal supper followed by port and cigars, with nothing more heated than disagreement over politics.

Ha! Heated, indeed! Portia felt her face grow exceeding warm at the mere thought of what she had seen. And felt.

All in all, the evening could not possibly have gone any worse, she fumed. Unless, of course, she had slipped from the vines and broken her neck.

And even that might have been preferable to being mauled by a ruthless rake. Her steps slowed and a shudder of disgust ran down her spine at the recollection of his hands roving upon her person and his mouth plundering hers.

Or was it some other emotion?

The flush of anger suddenly turned a guilty shade of crimson. She could not deny that along with outrage and indignation, she had also experienced a strange frisson of excitement at his touch. It was, she knew, quite wrong—a proper young lady should have swooned from maidenly shock.

But then again, Portia was well aware that she was not a proper lady. And never had been. Given the rather unorthodox nature of her upbringing, she feared her sensibilities were far less refined than they should be, and that her headstrong behavior often caused her to stray far past the boundaries established by Polite Society. Perhaps that was why, unlike most innocent English schoolroom misses, she had allowed herself to be kissed rather thoroughly before.

It had happened several years ago during one of her family’s expeditions to Greece. Intellectual curiosity had compelled her to encourage the amorous advances of a native guide on the island of Mykonos. Taking advantage of her father’s preoccupation with the ruins of an ancient temple, the young man, aptly named Adonis, had pulled her behind one of the crumbling marble columns and pressed his mouth to hers while sliding a callused palm inside her bodice to fondle her breast. It hadn’t lasted all that long, but despite the fact that he had smelled vaguely of donkey and tasted of stale retsina, the fleeting intimacy had been undeniably intriguing.

Indeed, she had thought about it often since then. And on more than one occasion had found herself desiring to be kissed again, for surely it could not be that wicked to wish for the brushing of a gentleman’s lips against hers….

Ha! Such a sentiment caused her mouth to pucker in a wry grimace. Wicked did not begin to describe the embrace she had just experienced! It had certainly involved a good deal more contact than a brushing of lips. And the Earl of Branford had certainly been in no hurry!

The Earl of Branford.

Oh, yes, he may not have had a clue as to her identity, but Portia knew who he was! How could she not, even though she had only been living in London a short while? Every time the earl entered a ballroom, heads swiveled and the whispers commenced. According to the gossips, he was the Devil Incarnate, guilty of such a multitude of sins that Dante would run out of circles in which to consign him!

The Devil, she repeated, staring at the unlit logs and finding herself slightly surprised they didn’t burst into flames. That she could well believe! She had been aware of the heat emanating from those broad shoulders and long limbs as soon as he had crouched down next to her. And then, when his arms had crushed her to his chest, and his hand had raked over the top of her stocking…Heaven help her, the sensation had been like a burning match against her bare skin! She was sure the flesh was still singed and smoking where his long, lithe fingers had trailed their fire!

Her own fingers flew to her cheeks, which were now glowing like red-hot coals. They then strayed down to her lips, which were also feeling a bit scorched. “May Lucifer be roasted on his pitchfork,” she whispered. She could still taste the sizzle of the earl’s mouth, hot with the spice of brandy. He had left her senses reeling, and much as she wished to say she had loathed the sensation, in truth it had made her feel oddly alive.

It was all so devilishly confusing! Was a kiss really supposed to ignite such a…conflagration of passions in a proper young lady? She rather thought not.

Still…

With an exasperated oath, Portia forced herself to extinguish such thoughts for the time being. She had much more burning questions to occupy her attention. Such as, how in the name of Hades was she going to prove that the Marquess of Dunster was a liar, a thief, and quite possibly a murderer?

Her lip puckered in concentration as she paced. What if she—

“Portia?” Her door opened a crack, just enough to allow a shadowy figure to slip into her room.

Drat it—yet another male to fend off! This one, however, should not prove nearly as hot to handle.

“Where the devil have you been?”

“You shouldn’t swear in the presence of a lady,” she replied rather primly. “Nor should you be skulking around in the wee hours of the night.”

“Hah—rather the pot calling the kettle black!” Her younger brother flopped down upon her bed. “On both accounts.”

She executed another quick turn in order to hide her guilty expression.

“Come on, confess, Portia. Where have you been?”

“Out. Which is where you are going this instant. Back to your own bed, if you don’t mind. It’s awfully late, and I wish to make use of mine.”

His scowl turned every bit as black as hers. “Damnation, don’t try to fob me off as if I were a child.” He gave a hard look at her black garments and the scuffed toes of her sturdy boots. “And don’t try to tell me you were attending the Renfrew ball dressed like that. I may be too young to go about in Society, but I’m not that naive.”

A flicker of sympathy lit in Portia’s eyes. Sixteen was a deucedly awkward age. With his long, gangly limbs and voice that could range over an octave in one sentence, Henry was not quite a boy, but not quite a man.

“No,” she answered softly, but made no effort to elaborate. While she could well understand his frustration, that did not make her any more willing to involve him in the very adult risks she was running.

After another moment of silent confrontation, his gaze shifted away. “You promised you wouldn’t do anything rash.”

Actually, what she had just done had not been rash, she thought as a grimace tugged at her mouth. It had been insane!

“Did you learn anything about Papa’s disappearance?” he continued in a low whisper.

“No.”

As she feared, her brother had not failed to notice the papers on the dressing table. “Then what are these—”

“Please, Henry. Don’t press me any more tonight. I—I really am exhausted and not feeling up to a detailed explanation.”

He must have sensed that the slight tremor in her voice was unfeigned, for he rose without further argument and jammed his hands into the pockets of his dressing gown. “Very well.” The growl was obviously meant to sound manly; however, the jut of his lower lip almost caused Portia to smile in spite of herself. He looked more like six than sixteen. “But only for now. I shall expect to hear all about it come morning.”

Ha! On no account was she going to tell her brother everything that had transpired in the marquess’s study. He would get a highly edited version, and even that, she worried, would be too much. She sighed. As if she didn’t have enough to think about, it now appeared she would have to be extremely careful that her brother did not get any wild ideas of his own.

Her weary fingers began to work at the buttons of her bodice. It was bad enough that one member of the Hadley family was flirting with danger and disgrace. But perhaps the morning would bring with it a glimmer of hope, a change of luck.

Ha! And perhaps the Devil would be invited to breakfast with Saint Peter!








Chapter Two



The Devil was not invited to breakfast with Saint Peter. He was invited to breakfast with the Honorable Anthony Harkness Taft.

At the ungodly hour of ten in the morning.

Branford glanced at the clock on the mantel, then rubbed a hand over his stubbled chin. The engagement had slipped his mind until a moment ago, when the note from his friend had come dislodged from the jumble of papers at his elbow. He was tempted to cry off, but there was a veiled urgency to its tone that made him abandon the idea. Tony was not prone to exaggeration, so there must be a good reason for the summons.

Another slight turn of his head brought a momentary flash of his reflection in the mullioned window. The devil take it! He supposed he ought to manage a shave and change of linen before presenting himself at his friend’s town house. Not that Tony would be overly shocked by his appearance. The two of them had known each other since university days and served as comrades in the Peninsular campaign, so the other man was well aware of the reckless side of the earl’s nature. And yet, despite their differences in temperament, the rakish gambler and sober diplomat had become quite close over the years, for they both shared a sardonic sense of humor and a need for intellectual challenge.

However, since his return to England, Branford had seen little of his old friend. It was, he admitted, almost as if he had consciously avoided the sort of social engagements where they might run into each other. Biting back a weary sigh, he ran a hand through his hair. And perhaps with good reason—perhaps he feared seeing a flicker of disappointment in Tony’s penetrating gaze.

Well, unfortunately, there was little he could do now about the deep shadows under his eyes or the look of general dissipation that lined his haggard features. Given that it was already past nine, a nap was not an option, and in any case, a short doze would hardly disguise the fact that he had been up all night. But at least he had not spent the entire time drinking or carousing, as had been his wont of late. One of the benefits of his elegant new residence was a well-stocked library, and so he had gone directly home on quitting Dunster’s party, retreating to that stately room rather than the boudoir of some high-priced cyprian.

It had not taken overly long to research what he wanted to know. Turning his attention back to one of the books that lay open on his desk, he finished copying the information printed under the detailed engraving, then snapped the pages shut.

Hadley of Waddington. His expression was one of grim satisfaction as he looked over his notes. Vert, achevron between three stags’ heads caboshed. Crest—on a wreath of the colors, a stag trippant proper, gorged with a collar vert…. He skimmed down a few lines…. issue (3)—Portia Beatrice, Henry Falstaff, Bertram Orlando….

It appeared the obscure country baron had a fondness for Shakespeare. An interesting coincidence, he noted, seeing that someone close to the family certainly had a flair for theatrics.

Branford folded the sheet of foolscap and tucked it into his pocket alongside the worn signet ring and delicate tangle of gold links. Now that he knew where to start his hunt, he had no doubt that the elusive young lady would soon be run to ground.

 

With a heavy sigh, Portia forced herself to slip out from beneath the quilt and face the day. It was, she supposed, hardly surprising that the reflection in the small looking glass by the washstand was a rather depressing sight, showing smudges nearly as dark as midnight under her eyes and a grim tautness to the set of her mouth.

Her lids pressed closed as she hurriedly splashed a handful of cold water over her cheeks. It was not the first time she had blinked back the urge to cry over the last several weeks. The news that her father had lost all the family’s possessions in a wild night of drinking and deep play had come as a complete shock. Papa foxed? Papa wagering the beloved cottage and his precious books on the turn of a card? Ha! Not bloody likely! She would willingly bet her life on it.

Her father had never imbibed more than an occasional tipple of sherry. And he wouldn’t know the King of Spades from the Prince Regent. Portia’s mouth crooked into a fond smile. The baron was not a worldly gentleman—not in the usual sense of the word. Oh, he traveled the globe, but not in search of earthly pleasures. Eschewing the whirl of the dance floor and the glitter of the drawing room, he preferred hiking the mountains of the Andes or trekking the deserts of Palestine in search of arcane archeological treasures.

Dearest Papa. While most people considered the baron weirdly eccentric, she thought him a fascinating father. Brilliant, funny, encouraging, and tolerant—what more could a child have wished for while growing up?

She patted the towel to her brow. Well, now that she thought about it, a tad more attention to practical matters might have come in handy. While her father’s mind had been wandering in centuries past, his attention focused on finishing his magnum opus on ancient civilizations, his present-day finances had slowly crumbled into ruins. Perhaps if her mother had survived the birth of her youngest brother, things wouldn’t have fallen into such a sad state of affairs. But she hadn’t, and a fourteen-year-old girl, no matter how sharp-witted, should not have been expected to deal with bullying tradesmen, senile bankers, and two precocious siblings while her father absented himself for months and months at a time.

Ah, well, that was all ancient history, she reminded herself. Unlike her father, she wouldn’t allow her thoughts to dwell on the past. It was the current situation that was cause for real concern.

Her father had gone missing and her little family had been tossed from their rightful home with little more than the clothes on their backs. She sighed. As usual, if there was to be any hope of putting things to right, it was up to her—Practical Portia—to figure out what to do about it.

Opening the small armoire, Portia chose her best dress from among the meager assortment, in hopes that the cheery stripes of cream and azure might help brighten her outlook. However, the sight of the slightly frayed cuffs and discreet bit of mending at the neckline was further reminder of her family’s precarious position. She paused, the garment clutched to her chest, and glanced around the bedchamber. It was a cozy little room, with sunlight spilling in through mullioned windows that overlooked a small walled garden. But her eye, well-schooled in noting such nuances, did not fail to observe a number of telling little details—the faded edges of the draperies, the tiny chip on the lip of the washbowl, the darning on the hems of the linens. Her great-aunt, though possessed of an honorable title, had precious little blunt to go along with it. And while the dowager countess had been quick to offer a place of refuge to her destitute young relatives, Portia knew that the addition of three extra people to the tiny household must be putting a strain on the elderly lady’s finances.

How long could they continue to impose on Lady Trumbull’s generosity? She dared not dwell overly on the future. There were no other relatives to speak of, save for a distant cousin in Yorkshire whose disapproving view of their father’s activities was clear in the few missives received over the years. The fellow sounded like a rigid martinet, and Portia rather doubted they would find any welcome there.

With her genteel birth, she might, of course, seek a position as governess or paid companion. But then what of Henry and Bertie? Squire Gillen had subtly hinted that, through an acquaintance at the Admiralty, he might be able to secure a midshipman’s commission for both of them. The thought caused her hands to clench into fists. Over her dead body! The Royal Navy was a brutal life, dull with routine and the monotony of shipboard life. Her brothers were much too bright to have their talents drowned in cheap grog and petty tyranny. They deserved to attend university. And she would damned well see that they got the chance.

It was, she sighed, yet another pressing reason to concentrate all of her practical abilities on solving the mystery. And quickly.

Her brow furrowed in concentration as she began to dress. The trouble had all started when, out of the blue, the Marquess of Dunster’s man of affairs had arrived at their door. Brandishing a gaming vowel supposedly signed by her father, he had announced that the baron had lost Rose Cottage and all of its contents on the turn of a card. The slimy weasel had then gone on to say Portia and her brothers had twenty-four hours to vacate the premises.

She had, of course, refused to believe it, no matter that the man had brought along her father’s heirloom ring, claiming the baron had given it over as further proof of the claim. Squire Gillen, the local magistrate and an old friend of the family, had thought it a very peculiar tale too. But without any evidence of fraud or foul play, there was nothing he could do to oppose the marquess’s demand.

And that went to the heart of the matter. Her father had simply vanished from the face of the earth, as if Charon had gathered him up and ferried him across the river Styx. The man of affairs had sworn to having seen the baron embark on an East India ship bound for ports unknown, and claimed to have witnesses to corroborate the fact. Portia knew it wasn’t true—her father might be a trifle absent-minded, but he would never have gone off on one of his far-flung adventures without telling her. In fact, he had made it quite clear before leaving for London that he only expected to be gone three or four days.

She pulled a face. No matter how many times or how many ways she looked at the facts, she couldn’t figure out an explanation for what was going on.

So much for logic and rational thought.

And so she had climbed into the marquess’s study, hoping to find some clue to solving the mystery. The gaming debt was a clever forgery, the story of the baron’s abrupt departure was a lie. But why? A shiver ran through her. It was a chilling question, and caused her hand to steal inside her chemise, feeling for the reassuring warmth of the burnished gold….

The devil take it—the chain was gone!

She had lost Papa’s ring!

A sob caught in her throat, but with a hard swallow, Portia forced it away. She would not—could not—afford to dissolve in despair. Tears would serve no purpose, she reminded herself with grim logic. Save to redden her already haggard eyes. Catching a glimpse of her profile in the mirror, she forced her chin up in a martial tilt, then turned and marched for the door.

Whatever battles lay ahead, she would meet them head-on.

 

“You look like hell.” Anthony Taft laid aside his newspaper and began to butter a piece of toast.

Branford regarded his friend with a humorless smile. “As most of Society considers me Lucifer in Hessians, I suppose it is only appropriate.”

Taft lifted his brows a fraction, then went on as if he hadn’t heard the cynical remark. “I would have thought a man of your exalted talents would be bored to perdition by spending his time in…mindless pursuits. At least, that is what it appears you have been doing since your return from the Peninsula.”

Branford couldn’t keep the edge from his voice as he took a seat at the dining table. “A man of my exalted title is not supposed to use his mind.” A warm, syrupy light was pouring into the breakfast room, but rather than brighten his own glum mood, it only exacerbated the feeling that a pitchfork was pounding against the back of his skull. “Except, of course, for really important decisions—like choosing the color of a waistcoat or whether to become foxed on claret or on brandy.” With a pained grimace he reached for the coffee that the footman had just poured, hoping the steaming brew might help dull the throb.

“I would guess brandy got the nod last night. Claret doesn’t usually cause such a wicked hangover. Or a snappish mood.” His friend indicated the chafing dishes heaped with beefsteak, beacon, and creamed kidneys. “Speaking of snappish, care for a bite?”

The sight of food caused Branford’s stomach to give a queasy lurch. “I’m sure you have heard through the grapevine that I only breakfast on small children—that is, when I am not feasting on innocent maidens. So I’ll decline the kind offer.”

“Good Lord, whatever female you feasted on last night, she certainly left a sour taste in your mouth.”

The cup came down on the table with a thump. “If you’ve invited me here simply to discuss my tastes in wine or women, I’ll leave you to your sirloin and shirred eggs. I’m in no bloody mood for it.”

Taft cut off a morsel of his kippered herring and chewed thoughtfully before replying. “Hmmm. You are in a devil of a mood. In all the years we’ve known each other, I’ve never seen you quite so out of sorts.”

“I’ve never been accused of cheating unsuspecting young men out of their inheritances.” Branford couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice. “Or of being little more than a…murderer.”

“In the past, you have never cared a whit about what people said or thought. It’s hardly the first time scurrilous rumors have swirled around your name.”

The earl turned away from the window, a bleak expression shadowing his face. It was true. At Oxford he had been dubbed “The Black Cat,” for his presence at the gaming tables usually cursed the other players to a night of deep losses. It was also true that his uncannyluck was due to applying the same sort of careful calculation and cool nerve that had made him one of Wellington’s most reliable intelligence officers, rather than the result of any dark tricks. There were, however, some disgruntled gentlemen whose whispers implied otherwise. Branford had simply shrugged off the mutterings, for innuendoes had seemed a small price to pay for his winnings. The blunt had purchased far more than mere physical comforts. By allowing him to be in control of his own destiny, beholden to no one but himself, it had brought him some measure of freedom from the demons of the past.

His jaw clenched on recalling his youth. Lord, how he had hated those years. His father, a charming but feckless younger son, had somehow managed to kill both himself and his wife in a carriage accident, leaving their only child an impoverished orphan. Branford still remembered with haunting clarity how angry he had felt at being left alone, and then how ashamed he had been at his own feeling of vulnerability and sense of loss. He had been cared for by various relatives, all of them kind and well-meaning. But he had sensed their pity as well as affection, and it had only exacerbated his uncertainty and the rawness of his youthful pride. It was then that he had vowed to stay well clear of emotional attachments.

“It’s not what other people are saying that has you wallowing in drink and despair, is it?” pressed his friend after the silence had stretched to some minutes. “It’s what you yourself are thinking.”

The tightening of Branford’s fingers threatened to crack the delicate china. He had remained true to his promise, enjoying the pleasures of the moment and the fleeting company of more than a few females without ever allowing himself to need or care for anything deeper. That is, until his young cousins, the two scampy pups who had followed his footsteps with dogged devotion in their youth, grew old enough to join the army’s same regiment.

“Let it go, Alex. There was nothing you could have done about it. My God, over sixty officers and seven hundred soldiers died at Badajoz, along with Ranleigh and Wilford.”

“I could have ordered them to the back lines.” Well aware that his words were hardly more than a whisper, Branford cleared his throat and tried for a more dispassionate tone. “Or, at the very least, forbidden them to carry the dispatches between cavalry commanders.”

“No, in good conscience you could never have done such a thing. You were far too good a soldier to play favorites.” Taft had laid aside his silverware and was regarding the earl from over the tips of his steepled hands. “Besides, they would never have forgiven you. And, being as hardheaded as their revered cousin, they never would have obeyed you. They would simply have found another officer to countermand such an order.”

There was another lengthy silence before the earl looked up, the shadows turning half his face as dark as a crypt. “Christ Almighty, Tony,” he whispered. “They were so young. So full of life and promise.”

“And so you mean to ride hell for leather after them into an early grave, just because you feel sorry for yourself?”

Stunned by the accusation, Branford recoiled. “What the devil do you mean, feel—”

“Self-pity exacerbated by sheer boredom. That, I imagine, is the real reason for your self-destructive behavior since you returned to England as the new earl.”

“I never wanted the damn title!” Though he realized he was perilously close to shouting, he couldn’t contain his outrage.

“I’m well aware of that, Alex,” answered his friend softly.

“Nor ever expected to have it. Not with my uncle hale and hearty, and his two sons just entering the prime of their youth.” Suddenly feeling very old and very tired, Branford rubbed at his temples and tried to swallow the taste of bile caught in his throat. “Hell’s teeth, quite likely it was the shock of their loss that caused Fitzwilliam to fall victim to a sudden stroke.”

“Ah. You blame yourself for that too?” Taft paused long enough to pour a fresh cup of tea and add a splash of cream. “So now you think yourself the Almighty as well as the Devil? What hubris, Alex! Though God knows, you try to convince yourself otherwise, it is foolish to imagine that you, and you alone, control the destinies of others.”

Branford opened his mouth to protest, but found himself utterly incapable of speech.

“Well, you can’t. And no amount of drinking, dueling, deep play, or dallying with other men’s wives will change that fact.” Taft left off stirring. “There is a certain fate—or call it what you will—that shapes our lives. I would have thought a clever fellow like you could have figured that out by now.”

Turning white as the damask tablecloth, he finally managed a response. “Is the lecture over?”

“Not quite. I’ve yet to take you to task for snubbing my company in favor of carousing with strangers, for ignoring your old comrades, and for refusing Cecilia’s entreaties to call on her. You’ve been a damn shabby friend, Alex. And it is as wounding to me as any bullet or saber.”

Branford felt as if he had taken another punch to the jaw, this one even more stinging than the one of the previous night. “Have I been as bad as that?”

“Worse.” Taft gave a faint smile. “However, I am about to allow you to make it up to me.”

“Oh, bloody hell. No doubt I shall regret it….” The earl shifted in his seat. “But I suppose I might as well listen to what you have in mind for my penance.”

 

“Start talking.”

Henry punctuated the demand with a jab of his knife, unmindful of the dab of strawberry jam that fell onto his breeches.

Portia could still hear the faint rustle of papers and pleated silk as their great-aunt made her way down the hallway toward the library. To forestall having to answer, she broke off another bit of toast and popped it into her mouth, taking care to chew very slowly. From beneath her lowered lashes she watched him spear a morsel of ham and winced. Such savage manners might pass unnoticed around a campfire in Crete, but here in London, amid fine china and silver, the lack of polish was glaring.

Good Lord, had she really neglected to school her siblings in proper table etiquette?

The crumbs suddenly tasted dry as sawdust. No, she assured herself, she had tried to teach them how to behave as gentlemen, along with a good many other things since their mother had passed away. But perhaps now that they were growing older, they needed a firmer hand than that of an elder sister. Even one who had reached the ripe old age of twenty-four.

Her grip tightened on the damask napkin as her gaze moved up from the offending piece of silverware. The sorry state of their wardrobe was even more pronounced in Henry’s clothing. As he had shot up several inches over the past few months, a wide expanse of bare wrist now protruded from the worn cuffs of his shirt, and his jacket looked uncomfortably tight across the shoulders. Somehow, she would have to manage the expense of new garments before he was reduced to walking around in his nightshirt.

Unaware of the scrutiny, he stood up and turned to the sideboard for a second helping of eggs. Portia suddenly realized he was almost as tall as she was. And, she noted with a rueful quirk of her lips, unfortunately the resemblance didn’t stop there. The stubborn jut of his jaw was suspiciously familiar, as was the arrogant tilt of his rather long nose and the strong-willed glint of his gaze. The frown now furrowing his forehead was softened somewhat by the shock of hair falling in boyish disarray. Several shades darker than her own wheaten tresses, it needed a good trimming, but as she had grown adept at wielding scissors, the expense of a barber could be saved….

“Well?” repeated Henry, upon resuming his seat.

The growing impatience of his tone, along with another noisy attack on the jam jar, finally jarred her from her musings. “There is really not much to tell,” she murmured. “I paid a visit to the marquess’s study. Unfortunately, I did not have a great deal of time to look around.” Her fingers turned the remainder of the toast into a pile of crumbs. “You saw all that I managed to turn up. Nothing but bills and bawdy verse.”

“Dunster’s study?” It took a moment for her brother to digest the import of what she had said. “But how—”

“Never mind.”

“But what if he recognized—”

“He didn’t.”

“But surely he will suspect—”

“He won’t.”

Thoroughly confused, Henry balled up his napkin and threw it down upon the table. “The devil take it, I don’t understand—”

“Good.”

“Portia!”

Deciding that it might be better to provide a few more details so that his imagination didn’t go off half-cocked, she relented. “Look, Henry, I can assure you that Lord Dunster will assume that one of his, er, guests was looking to steal some bauble or bit of blunt when he discovers the riffled desk drawer.”

“I would think you would be one of the first to fall under suspicion,” replied her brother.

“Trust me, the marquess has no idea I was among the…females present.”

“The black clothing—” His eyes narrowed. “Are you telling me you were not invited to the festivities?”

Portia felt a faint tinge of color rise to her cheeks. “Not exactly.”

“That was devilishly dangerous of you—”

They both fell silent as the door swung open.

“Ha! I thought so.” The eyes beneath the thatch of wheaten hair were perhaps not quite as emerald as those of his older siblings, but held the same hard-edged glitter. “What are the two of you discussing behind my back?”

“Never mind,” answered Henry, his curt dismissal an unconscious echo of his sister’s earlier rebuff. “Go back to your logarithms.”

“Don’t play the high and mighty prince with me, Henry Falstaff!” cried the youngest Hadley. “Just because you are four years older doesn’t give you the right to order me around.” Wiping the smudge of ink from his cheek, he turned an imploring look on his sister. “I’m not a child, Portia, to be locked away in the schoolroom when something important is afoot. If you two are conspiring on some plan concerning Papa, I want to be part of it.”

Portia gave a silent sigh and found herself eyeing the casement window with longing. In fact, if given the choice at that moment, she might rather face one drunken rogue than two adolescent boys. However, as flight was not an option, she marshaled her wits to deal with the latest dilemma.

“No one would mistake you for a mere child, Bertie,” she replied. “And both Henry and I are well aware of how useful your talents can be in a pinch.”

In that statement, at least, she did not have to stretch the truth. While she and Henry had inherited their father’s gift for languages and history, the youngest Hadley was a mathematical prodigy. As a toddler, his skill at arithmetic was such that the local tradesmen quickly learned not to try adding an extra halfpenny onto their bills. And by the age of ten, his grasp of complex theory had some of the baron’s Oxford acquaintances mumbling in awe—or pique—as the lad was wont to solve problems they had been struggling with for months.

“If it would be of help, I could figure out the exact position of the East India merchant ship at this moment.” Encouraged by his sister’s praise, Bertie’s words came out in a rush of enthusiasm. “All I would need is a tide table and some information on the average prevailing winds.”

The statement drew a reluctant grin from his older brother. “We know that, Bertie. And if we have to move the pyramids to get at where Papa is being imprisoned, we shall count on you to calculate the weight and mass, and what size lever is needed.”

Bertie made a face, not sure whether he was being teased. “Even a five-year-old could figure that out. Now, if we needed to postulate the cubic—”

“I have no doubt you could solve any logistical conundrum that might arise,” interrupted Portia, determined not to let the conversation turn into one of the usual arcane family discussions. They could be quite fascinating, but tended to go on for hours if not nipped in the bud. And this morning she had a number of things she wished to get done. “However, the problem is, we have no idea as of yet whether Papa is locked away on ship, hidden under the pyramids, or on his way to the moon! And without any notion of where to start looking, it’s deucedly difficult to formulate a plan.”

The two boys turned to her and waited expectantly.

“So what do you suggest we do?” Henry finally asked, when it became clear she was not going to continue.

“We are not going to do anything,” she said firmly. “You know very well that on account of your ages, you cannot move about in Society.”

“It’s deucedly unfair,” grumbled Henry.

A rueful smile tugged at Portia’s lips. “I don’t like the rules any more than you do, but flaunting them would only do more harm than good right now. We have no idea what—or whom—we are up against, so we have to proceed slowly, and with a great deal of caution and discretion.”

Caution and discretion. She was one to talk! If her brothers had any idea of how little of either quality she had exhibited of late…

“I suppose that makes some sense,” allowed Bertie. “One should always tackle a difficult problem with cool detachment and calm reason.”

Despite the gravity of the situation, it was only with great difficulty that she kept from chuckling aloud.

Henry looked none too happy about it, but nodded his agreement. “Very well. For now.” His brow then puckered. “Speaking of caution, you aren’t planning to go back to Lord Dunster’s town house, are you?”

“I’d like to have another look around,” she admitted, “but I am not sure when the opportunity will present itself.” One thing was sure, she vowed. The next time she would choose a night when she was absolutely certain the marquess was not entertaining at home. “In the meantime there are still several people I have not had a chance to speak to. Sir Reginald Huffington is someone with whom Papa corresponded quite often, so it is possible he may know something that could prove useful. And as luck would have it, I happen to have learned he is attending Lady Fotherington’s ball this evening.”

 

“A document has gone missing, and the fate of the nation may depend on its recovery.”

“A single document?” Branford rolled his eyes. “Aren’t you waxing a bit melodramatic?”

“Hear me out before making a face.” Taft set down his cup and tilted back in his chair. “As you know, our government is desperate to coax Russia into another alliance with us, rather than France. However, since Austerlitz and the Treaty of Tilsit back in 1805, Tsar Alexander has proved reluctant to commit himself to either side—”

“Christ, Tony, my brain is not so fuzzed with last night’s brandy that I need a blasted history lesson.”

“Then you are well aware that for years, Alexander has been warring with the Ottoman Empire and Persia over annexing territory around the Black Sea. Well, at present, unrest in the Caucasus is threatening to erupt into full-scale revolt—something the Tsar must avoid at all costs, seeing as his domestic reforms have already created resentment among his own people. One more crisis might cause the Romanov dynasty to topple from its throne.”

“So, what does that have to do with us?” demanded Branford.

“I am getting to that,” replied Taft patiently. “The leaders of a powerful religious sect in Shemakka have issued a challenge of sorts to Russia. If Moscow can decipher the meaning of its most sacred relic, known as the Riddle of Rafistan, they will take it as a sign from God and guarantee peace. So, in turn, Alexander has passed the word on to London—and to Paris. Whoever can give him the answer to the Riddle will gain the Russian bear as an ally. Needless to say, if Bonaparte succeeds, it could spell certain disaster for England. The Little Corsican might very well be able to make good on his threat to hang the Bayeux Tapestry in Westminster Cathedral.”

The earl let out a low whistle.

“Aye, it’s serious business, Alex. However, our envoy in Moscow somehow convinced the tsar to give us first crack at the Riddle. It was passed in utmost secrecy to a British Navy frigate in Constantinople, which made all haste to Portsmouth. A special courier took charge from there and set off for London. The trouble is, word of it apparently leaked from the inner sanctum of Whitehall. The messenger was ambushed and the document was stolen.”

“Bloody hell.”

“Aye, bloody hell, indeed, if we cannot retrieve it.” Taft tugged at his cuff. “So far, the only clue my men have managed to uncover is a rumor that it is here in London and being offered to Bonaparte for an astronomical sum. If that isn’t bad enough, the tsar’s envoys are already making inquiries about our progress and Whitehall doesn’t dare let it slip that we have lost the damn thing.”

“An interesting story.” Branford rubbed at his chin. “Assuming, of course, that your information is correct.”

“I’m quite sure it is.” Taft’s mouth compressed in a tight line as he glanced down at the newspaper’s account of the turbulent diplomatic negotiations with the Tsar of Russia. “What I need to discover—and quickly—is who took the damn thing and how to get it back.”

“And you think I may be of some help?”

“As I have said, the situation is highly sensitive. My superiors at Whitehall would prefer that it be, er, resolved without any of the interested parties learning that the item has gone missing.” His fingers beat an urgent tattoo upon the folded newspaper. “Wellington considered you the best man he ever worked with.”

“Much has changed since then.” A bitter smile ghosted across the earl’s features. “I fear my skills at espionage may have become a bit rusty, Tony.”

“Somehow I doubt that, though God knows they have been soaked with enough brandy to corrode the keel of a forty-gun frigate.” After a flash of his teeth, Taft’s expression once again became serious. “The only thing that has changed since Portugal is that you are bored out of your skull. What you need is a challenge to get your wits back in working order.” He paused. “Besides, your reputation and your scandalous behavior of the past six months only serve as an advantage in this case.”

Branford felt a spark of the old fire kindling inside him. “Why?”

“We have reason to suspect the person we seek is someone who not only moves in the very highest circles of Society but has contacts among the hardened denizens of the stews,” explained his friend. “Someone who may also have access to the inner sanctum of Whitehall.”

“You are not without a certain expertise in clandestine activities. Have you no idea who he—or she—may be?”

“She?” The legs of Taft’s chair came down with a thump. “How the devil did you know that a lady’s name is on my list of possible suspects?”

“I didn’t.” Branford rubbed unconsciously at an old scar on his ribs. “But my wartime experience taught me that women may be even more dangerous than men.”

“Hmmm. You have a point.” Taft fiddled with the folds of his cravat as a wry note crept into his voice. “After several years of marriage I am ready to concede that the female mind is every bit as capable as that of a male when it comes to Machiavellian subterfuge and scheming.”

The thought of emerald eyes and black silk flashed into Branford’s mind. “As am I.” Although he had sworn never to stir up the coals of his old life, he couldn’t help but inch forward in his chair. “I must say, the story is beginning to take on an even more intriguing angle.”

“I rather hoped it might.” Taft was trying not to look too pleased with himself. “I imagine you now see why, in order to have any prayer of success, an investigation must be handled outside the official channels of the government, and yet by an individual who can move freely among the ton without raising the least bit of alarm. That certainly rules out any of our usual agents, or ministers like myself, whose positions are no secret. Our culprit is much too clever to be caught by either.”

“But I—”

“But you, on the other hand, are a titled lord. And you have established yourself as a dissolute wastrel, uninterested in aught but reckless pleasures. It is a perfect cover for moving in both the lighter and darker sides of Society.”

Branford unconsciously rubbed at his jaw. “What makes you think I might be interested in taking on such an assignment?”

“A number of reasons. One, because you owe me a rather large favor to make up for your neglect. Two, because I see a certain light in your eye that tells me the real Alexander Sheffield is ready to return to life.” The grin returned to Taft’s face. “And three, because if you don’t, I shall lock you in a room with Cecilia for a half an hour and allow her to give full vent to her feelings of neglect.” He gave a mock shudder. “Trust me, you would rather the sultan of the Ottomans hung you upside down from the palace gates and let the crows pick at your eyes.”

Branford found himself grinning as well. “Enough said. So where in hell do I start looking?”








Chapter Three



The elderly lady brushed back a silvery wisp of hair from her forehead, which was now furrowed in puzzlement. “How very odd.” She removed her spectacles, wiped absently at a few smudges, then set them back on the bridge of her nose. “Well, send him in, Stevens.”

A few minutes later the caller was shown into the cozy study.

“I do hope you will forgive the informality of receiving you here, sir, but I am in the middle of translating a particularly thorny passage of Virgil….” She looked up from her manuscript. “I don’t suppose you are here to drop off the Latin lexicon that I ordered from Hatchards?”

Branford’s mouth twitched in amusement as he inclined a polite bow. “I regret to say I do not have the aforesaid parcel in my possession, Lady Trumbull.”

“No, of course an earl would not be acting as a messenger boy,” she murmured. Still, a twist of disappointment was evident in her expression. With a sigh she gave one last, longing glance at the half-finished page before turning back to her guest. “Hmmm.” Her eyes narrowed into a squint. “Well, then, if you don’t mind my asking, why are you here? Your grandmother and I were good friends, but Adelaide cocked up her toes several years ago, if I recall correctly….”

He strolled toward the desk and peered down at the tattered volume that was propped open against a marble bust of Aristotle. After a moment of study he reached for her pen. “May I?”

She blinked several times but allowed him to pluck the quill from her fingers without protest.

There was the sound of rapid scribbling upon a scrap of foolscap. “Have you considered this?” he asked, handing over the finished lines.

Lady Trumbull scanned the paper once, then twice, and a smile of delight slowly spread across her face. “My dear man, it appears you are as accurate with your Latin declensions as you are with your pistol! I’ve been struggling with that dratted sentence for hours!”

Branford gave an inner wince. His behavior must be the talk of the Town if even an elderly dowager was up-to-date on the latest scandal surrounding his name. However, he managed to keep a bland expression on his face. “Sometimes a fresh perspective can make all the difference, Lady Trumbull.”

“Indeed. One often fails to see what is right in front of one’s nose.” She rubbed at her lenses and the smile broadened. “How can I ever thank you?”

“Well, since you asked…” He unfolded the sketch he had made earlier that morning and smoothed it out upon her blotter. “You could do me one small favor by looking at this and telling me whether you recognize it.”

“Of course I do. It is my nephew’s crest.”

“Julian Hadley?” he said. “Of Pevensey?”

“Y-yes,” she replied, clearly puzzled by his line of questioning.

“And this?” Branford took the ring from his pocket and held it out in his upturned palm.

“Why, that is Julian’s as well! But”—Lady Trumbull paused—“how did you come to be in possession of it, sir?”

“It was dropped by a young lady as she took her leave from a certain party yesterday evening, but I was not quite quick enough to catch up with her before she…disappeared.” His fingers closed over the dull gleam of gold. “As I didn’t catch her name, I did a bit of research and came up with the Hadley connection to you, Lady Trumbull. So I thought I would start my inquiries here.” He cleared his throat. “I should like to return it to its rightful owner.”

“Well, you make an excellent Bow Street runner, Lord Branford, as well as a scholar and…” She gave a little cough. “Er, not that I pay attention to what the tabbies are saying. You seem like a perfectly pleasant gentleman to me.”

He acknowledged her words with a faint smile.

Lady Trumbull fingered an ink stain on her cuff. “My grandniece will be delighted to find her father’s ring is not lost.”

“Unlike her parent.”

There was a heavy sigh. “So you have heard about that too?”

“As you well know, rumors are hard to avoid in this Town.” Seeing the lady’s face grow even more clouded, Branford changed the subject. “Perhaps if your niece is in…”

“Unfortunately, she is not. But you may, of course, leave it with me.”

“I would prefer to hand it over in person, if you don’t mind.”

“Somehow I doubt it would make much difference if I did,” she replied dryly. “However, she has taken her brothers for a tour of the Tower, so they will likely be gone all afternoon.”

“No hurry, Lady Trumbull.” He slipped the ring back in his pocket. “I’m sure the young lady and I will be meeting again in the near future.”

“No doubt, sir.” There was a wink of light from off the freshly polished lenses. “Especially if you are planning to attend Lady Fotherington’s ball this evening.”

 

The violin twirled on a high note, then capered on to the next measure, leading the couples through the steps of a lively country set. Muted laughter, the clink of crystal, and the whisper of swirling silk added a subtle harmony to the music, as did the buzz of conversation coming from the perimeter of the dance floor.

“This is all the information I’ve been able to gather on the theft,” murmured Taft as he edged deeper into the shadows of the potted palms. While making a show of brushing a large frond from his lapel, he slipped a small packet into the pocket of the earl’s black melton evening jacket. “Along with the latest reports from Constantinople, which, as promised, just arrived at Whitehall this afternoon. Even so, it’s not much to go on, I’m afraid. You have your work cut out for you.”

Branford shrugged and surveyed the crowded ballroom. “The answers in this sort of business rarely appear on a silver platter.” He signaled for a passing servant and took a glass of champagne from the ornate tray. “What about the list of possible suspects that you came up on your own?” he asked, once they were alone.

“It’s there with the other paper—though, as I warned you before, my guesses are only gropes in the dark.”

“Your intuition has always been as sharp as your intellect, so I would be a fool to ignore them.” Stepping back, the earl leaned against one of the fluted columns, his own profile becoming no more than a black outline among the jagged leaves. “However, the lists could have waited until the morrow. Is there another reason you asked me to meet you at such a dreadfully dull party?”

“As a matter of fact, I wanted to point out two recent arrivals to Town whom I knew would be here tonight.” Taft was watching a heavyset gentleman who was sporting a bottle-green swallowtail coat and thick whiskers spin his partner through a series of intricate figures. “Roxleigh, there, is certainly someone to keep an eye on. He gambles heavily and spends a good deal of blunt on horseflesh, with no discernible source of income to support such extravagant habits. Add to that the fact that his wife’s family has ties to America—a younger son in the Carolinas with vast rice plantations and a vested interest in seeing our embargo lifted from European ports.”

His gaze shifted toward the far corner of the room, where a small crowd of gentlemen were gathering around a striking raven-haired lady attired in shimmering scarlet. “Then there is the mysterious Mrs. Grenville, recently returned from India. She’s said to be fabulously wealthy, and a widow….”

“And, by all appearances, hardly mourning the loss of her dear departed husband,” remarked the earl dryly. Even from a distance the clinging lines and low cut of her gown were readily apparent.

“If he ever existed,” replied Taft. “For although we can verify that a Grenville and Company, headquartered in Madras, has made a fortune in ginger and cloves, any information concerning Mr. Grenville is proving deucedly hard to uncover.”

“Perhaps I shall have better luck in uncovering what, if anything, the lady is hiding.” The earl’s lips curved into a sardonic smile. “I’ve always enjoyed spicy fare—the hotter the better.”

“Just have a care you don’t get burned.”

“You think the Black Cat cannot handle a kitten?”

“If this lady is the person we seek, she’s more dangerous than a Bengal tiger! As you yourself said, don’t underestimate the threat, simply because your opponent may be a female.”

“My dear Tony, I fear that marriage has indeed put you under the cat’s paw—” Branford stopped abruptly. The dance had come to an end, and as the couples drifted off into the milling crowd he suddenly caught sight of Lady Trumbull. She was seated in a shallow alcove, along with a number of other matrons. However, amid the turbans and ostrich plumes, the earl also spotted a twist of wheat-gold curls that could only belong to a lady of much younger years. “By the way, speaking of recent arrivals to Town, what do you know of a Miss Portia Hadley?”

“Miss Hadley?” His friend frowned as he followed Branford’s gaze. “What the devil makes you ask about her?”

“I am merely…curious.”

“Well, don’t be. She is not at all your type.” The lines deepened around Taft’s mouth. “No matter what sort of rumors are being bandied about, I cannot believe you have developed a taste for seducing green girls. She may be older than most chits fresh out of the schoolroom, but she’s still naught but an inexperienced country miss who is much too innocent to understand the rules of Society’s games.”

Ha! though the earl to himself. For an inexperienced country miss, Miss Hadley seemed quite willing to play with fire.

“Besides,” continued Taft in a low growl, “speaking of rumors, although she has only been in Town a short while, the young lady has already earned a reputation for eccentric behavior.”

That was putting it rather mildly, thought Branford with an inward grimace.

“In short, she is said to be an odd sort of bluestocking who is unfashionably outspoken and opinionated. It must run in the family, for her father and great-aunt are both noted scholars—and noted quizzes.” His friend brushed at another frond. “The truth is, I can’t think of a young lady less likely to attract your interest.”

The earl drained his glass in one swallow and set it in one of the terra-cotta pots. “You will have to excuse me, but a new set is forming.”

“Hell’s teeth—”

“Don’t worry, Tony. I assure you my interest in Miss Hadley is purely academic.”
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“I cannot imagine why you have forced me out here on the dance floor, Lord Branford.” Portia stiffened her right arm, trying to put as much distance between her and the earl as possible. “Especially as we have no previous acquaintance with each other.”

“On the contrary, Miss Hadley, I would say we know each other most…intimately.”

To her dismay, she felt her cheeks turn hot as Hades. “How very ungentlemanly of you to mention the incident. That is, it would be if I had any idea what you are talking about. And—”

He laughed softly and, with an effortless grace, spun her around. “Let’s not dance in circles, Miss Hadley. You know very well we have met before.”

When she came back in his arms, she brought her foot down rather hard upon his. “Don’t waste your breath if you are looking to blackmail me over it, you odious man,” she shot back. “If I had any blunt—which I don’t—I would rather pay it to the Devil himself than fork over so much as a farthing for your silence.”

Portia was gratified to see her retort had finally wiped the smile from the earl’s face. His sapphirine eyes darkened to a stormy hue, more slate than luminous blue, and his voice had an ominous rumble, as if it might deepen into thunder at any moment. “Have a care, Miss Hadley. To be called a blackmailer is even worse than to be accused of cheating at cards. If you were a man, I would be forced to call you out for such an insult to my honor.”

“And if I were a man, I would probably be idiotic enough to accept. Why, you and your sort are worse than grubby schoolboys, wanting to bang away at each other with pistols over a matter of words.” Ignoring the tightening of his hand over her glove, she went on. “And how dare you speak of honor! It is I who should be calling you out over your crude assault to my person. Or do you simply forget your gentlemanly scruples whenever it is convenient?”

Although his voice remained low and his step lost none of its smooth rhythm, Portia was aware that the earl was now angry. Very angry.

“My hands around your waist were to help you avoid a set of manacles around your wrists, you ungrateful chit.” His expression twisted into a sardonic grimace. “Trust me, my actions were prompted not by any attraction to your person but merely by a sense of obligation to help a lady in distress.”

“More likely they were prompted by a hogshead of brandy! By the slur of your speech and the reek of your coat, it appeared that you had consumed at least that much, you dissolute wastrel.”

His jaw clenched so tightly she could almost hear his teeth crack. Fearing that in her own anger she may have charged in too far, Portia drew in a sharp breath and sought to bring a halt to the hostilities. An explosion in the middle of the ballroom would only blow up any hope she had of making a few discreet inquiries later on.

“Oh, let us stop taking potshots at each other, sir, and get down to the real reason we are here.” Her eyes narrowed. “Which is…?”

“I thought you might have a sentimental attachment to a certain trinket that was dropped last night.”

“You have my ring!” Portia restrained the urge to stamp on his foot once again. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place? Give it back to me this instant!”

“Why should I? It would, of course, be the gentlemanly thing to do, but you have made it clear that you think me no gentleman.”

In spite of her resolve to keep a rein on her temper, she couldn’t help but fire back, “Are you telling me you are a thief as well as a drunken lout?”

“Thief!” His lip curled in a mocking sneer. “It was not I who was stuffing papers down my bosom—”

The music was by now drawing to an end, and the earl left off speaking in order to concentrate on the last few figures of the dance. He contrived that the last notes left them standing at a spot to one side of the glass doors, where the angle of the open casement afforded a bit of privacy. The brief pause appeared to have given him time to marshal his ire, for when he spoke again, his voice was under rigid control.

“I have known a great many soldiers whose sabers could not match the sharpness of your tongue, Miss Hadley. But have a care how you wield such a weapon.” His own movements were so dexterous that Portia was not aware that her hand was in his until she felt the hard contour of the ring through her glove. “One small slip, and you may very well end up doing yourself serious harm.”

She stared down at the wink of gold, grimly determined to avoid his glittery gaze. There was, she knew, a prick of truth in his words, but she was certainly not going to admit it. “If I do, it is certainly none of your concern.” Her hand closed tightly. “Seeing as we have taken care of business, sir, I trust we will not have reason to meet again any time soon.”

“I devoutly hope not.”

 

Branford polished off another glass of champagne, hoping to douse his still smoldering temper. How dare the outspoken country chit accuse him of outrageous behavior! Rather the pot calling the kettle black, he thought, recalling his first glimpse of her face, half shrouded in midnight silk. The memory caused his frown to deepen. She had been right in accusing him of being deep in his cups the night of their first encounter. And perhaps his handling of the situation had gone a trifle beyond the bounds of propriety. However there had been good reason for his actions.

What the devil was her excuse?

Rather unwillingly, he let his gaze drift to where she sat, the angle of her chin and rigid set of her shoulders indicating that she was still seething from their encounter. Indeed, he wondered, what possible reason could a young lady have for seeking to burglarize a gentleman’s town house? She had let fall a vague accusation, but it still made little sense, even now that he was sober.

Branford raised the glass to his lips and took a hurried swallow, determined to wash the sour taste of the young lady from his mind. Miss Hadley and her fanciful claim were not his problem, he chided himself with some heat. He had returned her ring, and that was the end of any obligation. Why, with any luck, he would never see the outspoken chit again.

A whirl of red caught his eye, reminding him that his thoughts should be focused on an exotic widow rather than an irritating bluestocking. The sultry Mrs. Grenville was dancing with a tall gentleman whose glossy hair was artfully arranged in the latest style. The exaggerated nip of his coat and snug pantaloons were further evidence of his pretensions to dandyism. Branford didn’t recognize him until the steps of the dance brought him into the ring of light cast by one of the crystal chandeliers.

Hawkins. The earl thought for a moment. The baron’s wits were dull as dishwater, and his manners lacked any sort of polish, though he fancied himself a great favorite with the ladies. It was highly doubtful he could be the mastermind Whitehall sought—not unless his acting skills rivaled those of Edmund Kean. Still, Branford edged closer to the dance floor in order to overhear what they were saying.

“…a magnificent bloom, my dear Mrs. Grenville. I vow, you put all of our English roses to blush.”

Branford winced inwardly. The baron’s compliments were nearly as oily as the Macassar dressing on his cropped curls.

The widow’s response was a throaty laugh. “Surely not, sir, for it appears to me that there is a great deal of beauty among your homegrown blooms.”

“They all pale in comparison to you.”

She seemed to be tiring of such florid sentiments, for she merely inclined her head a touch. Her eyes, however, remained riveted on a spot somewhere over the gentleman’s left shoulder.

Branford turned slightly to see if he could make out what had caught her attention. There was a stirring in the shadows, and a brief flash of white that might have been the wave of a handkerchief. Then, just as quickly, it was gone. The earl craned his neck, searching the recessed alcoves to either side of the hallway, but could not make out any further sign of movement.
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