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      The muted tap-tap on the paneled oak door caused Arianna, the Countess of Saybrook, to look up from studying a sheet of age-faded parchment. A frown pinched at the corners of her mouth, but she quickly banished it with a sigh. The household staff was too well trained to disturb her without good reason.

      She reluctantly set aside her quill pen. “Come in.”

      “Your pardon, milady.”  Her husband’s longtime Spanish butler opened the door just wide enough for his low, sonorous voice to be heard. “Lady Sterling apologizes for the lateness of the hour, but wonders if you might have a moment to speak with her.”

      “But of course.” Annoyance gave way to a frisson of alarm. Her husband’s great aunt was a lady of feisty independence—and uncommon good sense. A night time visit could only mean one thing.

      Trouble.

      Ah, but Trouble seems to run in the family.

      Arianna rose and gathered her skirts. Though in all fairness, she thought, it was usually her and her husband who found themselves tangled in a nest of vipers.

      “She’s waiting in the Blue Parlor,” murmured Sebastian as she hurried past him into the corridor, the swoosh-swoosh of silk stirring a flutter of dark-on-dark shadows.

      

      “Forgive me for disturbing you, my dear.” The dowager Marchioness of Sterling shifted in her seat.

      A great beauty in her youth, she was still a striking woman, exuding an aura of elegance and strength of character that transcended her advancing age. Arianna noted that the dowager had chosen one of the high back leather armchairs closest to the hearth, but despite the cheery glow of the fire reflecting off the polished white marble, her fine-boned face looked pale beneath the dappling of red-gold light.

      “I know you’re in the midst of translating the diaries of Sandro’s grandmother, and I wouldn’t interrupt your work unless—”

      “As if you ever have to stand on ceremony with me, Aunt Constantina,” interrupted Arianna as she bent to brush a kiss to the dowager’s cheek. Up close, the shadows beneath the luminous aquamarine eyes looked deeper and darker than she had first supposed. Like bruises that lay festering beneath the fragile skin.

      “A visit from you is always welcome,” she finished.

      Constantina flashed a wry smile. “You may wish to hear me out first before saying that.”

      “Well now, this sounds intriguing.” Taking care to mask her concern, Arianna matched the dowager’s note of dry humor as she took a seat in the facing chair. “And thank God for that. Much as I enjoy the quiet world of scholarly books and papers, I confess things have seemed a little too quiet of late.”

      The dowager’s brows arched up in surprise. “Indeed? According to Sandro, it was only several days ago that you were involved in a harrowing aerial chase of a dangerous traitor—one that left you hanging by the skin of your teeth over the English Channel, a mere hairsbreadth from certain death.”

      “True,” confirmed Arianna. In fact, the incident was still a matter of discord between them. “I fear he hasn’t yet forgiven me.”

      “Oh, pish.” Constantina flicked an airy wave. “For all their bluster, men are strangely sensitive creatures when it comes to seeing ladies in danger. Just give him a little time to get over the shock.”

      She wasn’t quite as sanguine as her great aunt by marriage. Saybrook hadn’t merely been angry, he had been furious, and in an uncharacteristic venting of his ire—in front of an audience, no less—he had called her reckless and all too willing to spit in the Devil’s eye.

      That he had later apologized had taken some of the sting out of his words. And yet Arianna couldn’t help but wonder whether he was beginning to regret legshackling himself to such an unrepentantly unconventional wife . . .

      Constantina seemed to read her thoughts. “If Sandro rang a peal over your head, it was out of fear, not anger. I think it would drive him half-mad if he were to lose you.”

      “I’m not so sure,” she replied softly. “But be that as it may, you haven’t come here to discuss my marital stresses.”

      “No.” There followed a very un-Constantina hesitation. The dowager possessed an extremely sharp mind—and an even sharper tongue. Her outspokenness was legendary throughout the beau monde, and few people dared to provoke her ire.

      With good reason.

      “I’ve come to you for help in the past, and you’ve never batted an eyelash, no matter how strange the request,” said Arianna, after the silence had stretched on for several long moments. “Please, allow me to return the favor.” A pause. “Though I’m sorry to say Sandro isn’t here to offer his counsel. Tonight is the monthly meeting of the Botanical Fellows at the Royal Society.”

      “Yes, I know.” The dowager’s lips quirked. “That’s why I chose to come now.”

      Dio Madre. Intrigue entangling with intrigue? The strands suddenly seemed to be coiling around the cozy parlor like unseen serpents . . .

      “You see, it’s imperative that he know nothing about my predicament,” went on Constantina. “I realize that puts you between a rock and a stone, so if it’s too uncomfortable, I . . .” She closed her eyes for an instant. “I can seek help elsewhere.”

      “I think you know I’m made of sterner stuff than that.” Arianna forced a reassuring smile though her sense of concern ratcheted up another notch. “Besides, what fun is a challenge if it’s not a difficult one.”

      “You may be eating your words, along with your sinfully sweet chocolate confections,” quipped the dowager before surrendering to nervous sigh. “Nonetheless, I’m very grateful.”

      Arianna rose and moved to the sideboard where she poured two glasses of the earl’s fiery Spanish brandy. Given the circumstances, it seemed a better choice than ladylike sherry.

      “Salud,” she murmured, after handing one to Constantina.

      Crystal clinked against crystal.

      “Now, tell me what the trouble is.”

      

      “A packet sensitive diplomatic documents have been stolen from a friend of mine,” intoned Constantina after taking a small sip of the spirits. “Along with some personal correspondence between us.” A pause. “Of a private nature.”

      Arianna cleared her throat with a cough. “How private?”

      “Rather intimately private,” answered Constantina.

      An unexpected answer, but she took care to mask her surprise. “I take it there’s no chance they were simply misplaced?”

      On hearing a low—and distinctly dismissive—snort, Arianna quickly added, “No, I thought not.” She pondered the matter for a moment. “The documents—”

      “Forgive me, I don’t mean to be shilly-shallying with you. Allow me to explain things in a more coherent sequence.” Constantina allowed an uncomfortable smile. “The current envoy in London from the newly restored Bourbon king of France—a senior aide to Talleyrand named Gerard Dampierre—is an old and dear friend of mine, and since his posting here, we have come to be seeing quite a lot of each other.”

      Talleyrand. Arianna and Saybrook had encountered the legendary French diplomat during their time in Vienna the previous autumn. A master of international intrigue, Talleyrand was the consummate pragmatist. Like a cat with nine lives, he had managed to survive the travails of French politics for over three decades with his neck still intact, serving Louis XVI, Napoleon and now the new King.

      “If your Monsieur Dampierre is half as clever as Talleyrand, he must be a fascinating companion,” said Arianna carefully.

      “He is,” replied the dowager. “As well as witty, charming and amusing.” Her mouth twitched. “He makes me laugh.”

      “He sounds quite delightful.”

      Constantina shifted her gaze to the flames dancing in the hearth. For a brief instant, sparks of gold lit the darkness pooled in her eyes. “To someone of your age, it may seem ridiculous that it’s possible to feel love and desire when one’s body is sliding and sagging into mortality.” A rueful grimace. “Guffaw if you wish, but I make no bones about it—at least to you, my dear.” A sigh. “I would, however, prefer that Charles and Sandro don’t learn of the affair. Not only would they be shocked that I’m fraternizing with our country’s recent enemy . . .”

      She hesitated, a hint of vulnerability flickering beneath her lashes. “They would likely think me . . . deranged. Or perhaps pathetic.”

      “I think you may underestimate their understanding,” said Arianna softly. “As for my own feelings, I fervently hope that love and desire are possible right down to our dying breath. Those elemental joys are what makes life worth living.” She raised a small a salute with her brandy, the swirling amber spirits adding a blaze of gold. “Brava for you.”

      The two of them exchanged a quick, silent smile. The coals crackled, setting off tiny flashes of fire-bright light. As they died away, Constantina turned the cut crystal glass in her frail fingers.

      “Now that I’ve made the personal connection clear, I shall get to the crux of the problem. Last night, someone broke into Gerard’s residence and stole a packet of very confidential diplomatic documents, along with some personal letters which could prove terribly embarrassing if made public.” The dowager drew in a steadying breath. “Not for me, I might add. I’m too old to give a fig about the tittle-tattle of Society’s gossips. However, given the complexities of the current political situation, Charles could be gravely damaged by the revelation of my scandalous liaison.”

      Her nephew, Charles Mellon was a highly placed and highly respected diplomat in the British Foreign Office. For the world to know that his father’s sister was dallying with a Frenchman who had served Napoleon might affect the delicate negotiations going on at the Peace Conference in Vienna. At the very least, it would make him the subject of ridicule.

      Arianna gave an inward shudder. She could just imagine the mocking drawings flowing from the sharp-pointed pen of A. J. Quill, London’s most scathing satirical artist.

      “Not a pleasant thought,” she observed.

      “No,” agreed Constantina in a small voice.

      “And what about the documents?” asked Arianna. In order to help, she needed to know all the pieces of the puzzle. “What sort of information do they contain?”

      The dowager’s expression turned troubled, the skin drawing tight over the delicate bones of her face. She looked like death warmed over. “Gerard will only say they are sensitive communications pertaining to government matters, and he’s not at liberty to reveal anything more than that. But he seems very worried.”

      “Does he have any idea who might have reason to steal them?”

      “No,” answered Constantina. She made a face. “But Good Heavens, let’s face it—London is a hotbed of political intrigue. And given all the brangling between the Allied powers in Vienna, it could be anyone.”

      Arianna wasn’t quite sure what Constantina thought she could do, based on naught but half-hearted conjectures. Without a magical scrying glass in which to see into the unknown . . .

      As if reading her thoughts, Constantina let out a self-mocking snort. “I know, I know—now that I’ve put it all in words, I’m not sure what I was thinking in coming to you for help. I’m aware of how clever and skilled you are at clandestine activities, so I suppose I was hoping you might . . .” A chuffed sigh. “You might be able to steal the documents and letters back from whoever took them in the first place. But I see that’s impossible.”

      The dowager was always such a pillar of strength and tart wisdom. Arianna hated hearing the note of defeat in her voice.

      And fear. Love made one vulnerable in so many ways.

      “Let us not lose heart. We haven’t yet begun to attack the problem,” she countered with more confidence than she really felt. “I suggest we both think more about the situation tonight and regroup in the morning to see if we can begin to narrow down the suspects. It’s imperative for you to think of anything—any detail, no matter how small, any casual comment from Dampierre—that might provide a clue as to the culprit.”

      The dowager nodded, the shadows in her eyes lightening ever so slightly with hope. “I understand.”

      Another thought suddenly occurred to Arianna. “And if you don’t mind, I’ll ask Sophia to join us.” Sophia Kirtland, a brilliant scholar and longtime scientific colleague of Saybrook, had proved her mettle during the recent hunt for a traitor within the British government. Constantina had partnered with her on several occasions to ferret out key information.

      “As you know, she’s smart, logical and imaginative—all qualities that will be very helpful in trying to see a way to solve the conundrum. And given the urgency of the matter, we can use all the help we can get.”

      For a brief moment, the dowager looked loath to share her problem. Arianna didn’t blame her. The more people who knew a secret, the more chances of it inadvertently slipping out of the shadows. In this case, however, she believed the risks were outweighed by the possible rewards.”

      “I understand your reservations,” she added. “But think on it—if ever someone can be trusted, it’s Sophia. She’s proved her mettle and her loyalty.” Arianna didn’t need to add that their friend’s own dangerous private dilemma had been solved because Sophia had had dare to confide in them.

      Constantina dropped her gaze to her lap and slowly wound the silky dove-grey fringe of her shawl around her fingers. “I—I would be a fool to refuse her help out of misplaced pride, wouldn’t I?”

      “There is nothing embarrassing about love,” said Arianna. “It is complicated and confusing, but we should never be ashamed that our hearts are capable of giving themselves to another.”

      A touch of humor softened the pinch of the dowager’s face. “Though I suppose my heart would have been wiser to choose someone uninvolved in politics.”

      “I’m not sure choice or wisdom have much sway over emotion. Much as we might wish the contrary, it is a force unto itself.”

      The dowager eyed her thoughtfully. “I . . .” she began, then hesitated, as if changing her mind on what she was going to say. “I would very much welcome Sophia’s help, if she’s willing.”

      Arianna rose, deciding Constantina looked uttered drained by her difficult confession and would be grateful to have the meeting come to an end. “I think I’ve been a very bad influence on her—I’d be very surprised if she says no.”

      The dowager rose too. “Thank you, my dear,” she said, her voice shaky with relief as she reached out and touched Arianna’s cheek. “It may be all for naught, but I admit it feels less hopeless now that I’ve got you for an ally.”

      “Hope, like love and desire, is a very elemental force of nature. We ought not underestimate its power,” she replied. Though to herself she admitted they would likely need more than hope to recover the stolen documents and letters.

      We will need a bloody miracle.

      But miracles did, on occasion, happen.
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      “What are your plans for the day?” inquired Saybrook as he finished spinning the molinillo in the chocolate pot and poured out two steaming cups of the frothy brew.

      “Aunt Constantina has invited me to take tea with her this morning,” answered Arianna as she took a seat at the breakfast table.

      Her husband let out a low laugh. “Better you than me if she’s in the mood to breathe fire about some issue or another.” It was not for nothing that the dowager was known as The Dragon among Polite Society. Her scathing wit and outspoken opinions terrified most of the ton. “Which clearly she is, given that you mentioned she also stopped by here last night.”

      “She does, on occasion, simply wish to enjoy the company of family,” replied Arianna. To deflect further questions, she was quick to add, “After that, I will likely pay a visit to Hatchards and see if the shipment of botanical books has arrived from Philadelphia.” She added a pinch of grated nutmeg to the hot chocolate he passed to her. “And you?”

      Saybrook made a face. “There are some rare old journals from the early Spanish explorations of the New World I wish to examine in the archives of the Royal Society. Banks has kindly agreed to give me access to them.”

      She raised a brow. “And yet you don’t sound overly happy about it.”

      “My eyes have already begun to ache at the mere thought of spending several days trying to decipher more illegible scrawls,” he confessed. “But I shouldn’t be complaining.”

      “The trials and tribulation of serious scholarship,” she observed.

      “Yes, well, at least nobody will be trying to shoot or stab me.” He said it lightly, but Arianna knew their recent exploits were still a sore point between them.

      She buttered a piece of toast. “The pen is mightier than the sword.”

      That drew a faint smile. “Safer, yes. But sometimes more boring.”

      “Speaking of boring . . .” Arianna took advantage of the chance to broach the subject of politics. “Rather than making any headway on resolving all the conflicts and disputes, it seems the Peace Conference in Vienna is taking even more serpentine twists.” She and Saybrook had, for short time, been tangled in its intrigues. Discussing the various factions with him shouldn’t raise any suspicions. “I’m finding it hard to keep track of who is an ally of whom.”

      “That likely changes as often as the Duchess of Sagen switches lovers,” said Saybrook dryly. The duchess had both the Tsar of Russia and Prince Metternich, the Austrian Foreign Minister—along with a wolf pack of other prominent gentlemen—chasing her skirts. “But at present, I believe we are allied with the French and the Austrians against the Russians and Prussians.”

      “Why?” she pressed.

      “Russia wants to annex all of Poland, and Prussia has made a deal to support them in return for being allowed to gobble up the Kingdom of Saxony. We, along with the French and the Austrians, fear that will make both of them too strong. Our government wishes to create a balance of power.”

      “Even when it means siding with the French, who’ve been our sworn enemy for over a decade?”

      He shrugged and took a swallow of his chocolate. “Politics makes for strange bedfellows.”

      “Still, knowing Talleyrand as we do, I have a feeling his main goal is self-preservation, not a lasting peace in Europe.”

      “I don’t disagree,” he responded. “But in this case, I think his interests definitely align with ours. The French want to preserve what power they have. Russia and Prussia are seeking to become bigger players on the Continent, which is a threat to them.” He shrugged “And to us. Though of course, Charles would have a more expert opinion on the political nuances.”

      “I see,” she mused. So the Russians and the Prussians seemed the most likely suspects for having stolen the documents from Constantina’s lover. Not much to go on, but at least it was something.

      Saybrook finished his shirred eggs and gammon, then gave a glance at the clock on the mantel. “I had better be on my way.” He pushed back his chair. “Give my regards to Constantina.”

      “But of course,” she murmured.

      “And please do ask her to refrain from stirring up any trouble within Polite Society until I’m done with this blasted research,” he added under his breath. “Much as I admire the fact that she doesn’t suffer fools gladly, at present I’d rather not be distracted by one of her Dragonly controversies.”

      Trouble. That word again, taking on an even more ominous echo.

      Looking down at the dark dregs of her chocolate, she merely nodded in reply.

      

      “I’m very grateful to both of you for coming.” The ritual of serving tea—along with a platter of chocolate and sultana cakes that Arianna had brought from her kitchens—duly performed, Constantina perched a pair of spectacles on her nose and took up a notebook from the side table.

      “The feelings of gratitude are all mine,” murmured Sophia Kirtland. “My latest experiment with aqua fortis is proving perversely difficult.” Sophia’s expertise was chemistry, and she had authored a number of highly regarded scientific papers on the subject—though the Royal Society’s journal refused to publish them on account of her sex. “So I’m more than happy to set aside my scholarly pursuits and have a different sort of conundrum to tackle.”

      “I fear this one will be even more difficult,” warned the dowager.

      “I’ve jotted down a few thoughts . . .” A whispery flutter sounded as she opened the pages. “But there’s precious little to go on.”

      “Science teaches us not to make assumptions before examining all the facts,” replied Sophia stoutly. “The three of us have proved our cleverness in the past. We shall do it again.”

      Constantina forced a smile.

      “Tell us what you’ve noted,” encouraged Arianna. “Then I have a few thoughts on the matter.”

      “As I said, it’s not much,” answered the dowager. “I did, however, note that Gerard seemed troubled about an upcoming diplomatic meeting. He and the envoys of Austria, Russia and Prussia have been summoned by our Foreign Office to make several critical decisions pertaining to redrawing certain borders in Europe.

      Russia and Prussia.

      “And yet, when I asked him about why he was so worried, he brushed off my concern by saying I was merely imagining it.” She pursed her lips. “But I assure you I wasn’t. I know him well enough to read his moods.”

      Arianna nodded. “Anything else?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “No matter. What you noted may be of help, as I, too, have reason to believe Russia and Prussia may be relevant to our problem.” She recounted her breakfast conversation with Saybrook. “It stands to reason that political intrigue is behind the theft, and those two countries seem to have the most to gain by having some hold on Dampierre.”

      Frowning in thought, Constantina tapped her fingertips together. “I’m trying to recall . . .” Tap, tap. “Ha! I have it! At Lady Marshalsea’s musicale, I heard someone mention that a special representative from the Russian Tsar had recently arrived from the Continent. That was perhaps a fortnight ago, so it’s possible that he . . .”

      “It’s possible that he is instigating a more aggressive program of espionage,” said Arianna, finishing the dowager’s thought. She took a moment to contemplate the idea. Count Golitsyn, the current Russian envoy, was more interested in sybaritic pleasures of London—champagne, foie gras and the lightskirts of Covent Garden—than in exerting himself in any clandestine political activities. If Tsar Alexander wished to be more aggressive in pursuing his objectives . . .

      “Yes,” she mused, “it’s definitely something to consider.”

      “I know Lady Grinwood hosted the newly-arrived Russian at a supper soirée just a few days ago,” said the dowager. “Perhaps if we pay a call on her, we can wrinkle some useful information out of her.”

      Sophia slanted a glance at the tall case clock in the corner of the parlor. “If we hurry, there’s still time for us to do it today.” Morning calls—which within the gilded confines of Mayfair didn’t begin until well after noon—were governed by a strict set of unwritten rules.

      Constantina’s chin took on a determined tilt. “Then let us not dally.” She rang for her shawl and bonnet.

      “By the by,” said Arianna as she rose and set her untouched cup of tea back on the serving tray. “Do you perchance know the name of the special representative?” Perhaps it was one of the Russians she had met in Vienna.

      “Let me think,” said the dowager. “As I recall, it was not nearly as impossible as the usual Slavic tongue-twisters . . .” Her brow furrowed. “Oblansky . . . Orsinov . . .”

      Arianna felt the back of her neck begin to prickle.

      “Orlov!” announced Constantina. “Yes, that’s it—Orlov. Prince Vladimir Orlov.”

      And here she had thought the challenge couldn’t possibly take a more serpentine twist. A sharp exhale slipped from her lips, followed by an equally exasperated oath.

      “Bloody, Bloody hell.”

      “I take it you know him,” murmured Sophia, after an uncomfortable moment of silence.

      “Unfortunately, yes.”

      “By which you mean,” replied her friend dryly, “that a heartfelt appeal to the bonds of friendship won’t win us the return of the stolen documents.”

      “No. There isn’t a snowball’s chance in Hell that Prince Orlov would give them back to us.” A pause. “Not unless in return he was granted the right to drop me into the deepest, hottest pit of eternal fire.”

      Sophia’s eyes widened slightly. “Pray tell, what did you do to him? Or shouldn’t I ask?”

      “I rejected his amorous advances, and he didn’t take kindly to it.” Arianna chuffed a sigh. “Though in all candor, I suppose I might have expressed myself with a trifle more tact.”

      “Oh, dear—did you knock him on his arse?” asked Constantina.

      It was true that her arsenal of unladylike skills did include a number of very nasty but effective tricks for warding off the unwanted attentions of men. Survival in the rough and tumble hellholes of the West Indies had depended on them. But she only resorted to physical violence when absolutely necessary.

      “No,” replied Arianna. “It didn’t come to that. The only wound was to his overweening pride. I humiliated him in front of several of his friends, who happened to witness our tête-à-tête.”

      Even now, the memory of the unfortunate incident made her skin crawl. It wasn’t something she wished to discuss, but it would be unfair to leave her friends without an explanation.

      “Orlov found me alone in one of the pictures galleries of the Hofburg Palace—quite deliberately, I’m sure,” she explained. Saybrook had been attending a diplomatic meeting at the Austrian king’s grand residence in Vienna, leaving her to pass the time viewing some of the priceless art treasures on display. “His flirtations over the last few days had become increasingly aggressive, and subtle discouragements seemed to pass right over his head. He’s a big bear of a man, attractive in a fleshy sort of way, but through the lens of his own puffed-up conceit he sees himself as a veritable Adonis, irresistible to any woman.”

      She drew in a quick breath. “I was aware of not wanting to create an unpleasant incident, so did my best to politely discourage his attentions. However, when his ham-handed attempts at seduction started to turn ugly, I was forced to unsheathe my tongue.”

      A pause. “I know some very unflattering phrases in Russian that call into question a fellow’s manhood. Unfortunately, several other members of the Russian delegation happened to overhear my speech and witnessed me removing his hand from my breast—in a way that forced him to retreat rather quickly in order to avoid a broken wrist. I heard later that it made him the butt of ridicule for a while. And to an arrogant braggart, that doesn’t sit well.”

      “He deserved far worse than ridicule,” muttered Sophia darkly. Her own experience with an aggressive man had left deep scars. “He should have had his bollocks cut off.”

      “Much as I agree, it wouldn’t have been a terribly diplomatic response,” said Arianna, unhappy that she had stirred such painful memories for her friend. “I’ve recounted this simply so you both know that Orlov’s hubris knows no bounds.”

      “Which makes him just the sort of man who would come to a foreign city and immediately look to flex his muscle,” mused Constantina.

      “Indeed,” she agreed. “The Russian court is a Byzantine tangle of intrigue, with all of the various princes and titled noblemen looking to curry favor with Tsar Alexander. Having the means to blackmail a senior French diplomat would be an impressive accomplishment.”

      Though Constantina tried to mask it with a sardonic shrug, Arianna saw that fear had taken hold of the dowager’s fragile body. Her heart clenched in sympathy.

      Love, for all its beauty, can be a two-edged sword.

      “But let us not jump to conclusions,” she cautioned. “We have no proof that Orlov is the guilty party—God knows, there are plenty of other possibilities.” She shifted, just enough to lock eyes with her great aunt. “Furthermore, you need not worry that the bad blood between me and Orlov will have any bearing on our plans. The point is, whatever we decide to try in order to regain the purloined papers, success will depend on absolute secrecy. Whoever the culprit is, he’ll never know I’m involved.”

      “Quite right. I—” Sophia fell silent as Constantina’s maid entered the parlor and helped the dowager don her wrap and bonnet.

      “I, for one, am looking forward to discovering the smarmy dastard,” she continued, once they were alone again. “Once we do, he’ll rue the day he chose to challenge the three of us.”

      The speech brought a bit of the color back to Constantina’s cheeks. With a wave of her cane, she turned for the door. “Quite right. Let us make him pay for his perfidy.”

      Arianna followed, but as they reached the street, she came to a halt. “You two take my carriage and go gather the ondits from Lady Grinwood’s drawing room,” she murmured.

      “But where—” began Sophia.

      “I’ve just had an idea on where I might learn more about what sort of intrigue is swirling within London’s shadows. And it’s best that I travel there by hackney, and without any companions.”

      

      The bells attached to the ornate glass and mahogany door of Señora Delgado’s chocolate shop gave a discreet ring as Arianna entered and took a seat at one of the tables near the glass-front display cases. The warm scent of melted sugar and butter wafted up from the array of fresh-baked pastries.

      “Good day.” The proprietress appeared almost immediately—alerted, perhaps, by a sixth sense for intrigue, thought Arianna. Or more likely, an elaborate set of hidden mirrors that let her see into every nook and cranny of the space.

      “It’s always a pleasure to welcome you here,” went on Señora Delgado in a smooth-as-treacle voice. There was a raven-like alertness to her, and like the bird, she was garbed entirely in black, right down to the lace mantilla draped over her jet-dark hair. The gauzy shadows shading her face did nothing to dim the bright gleam of her eyes.

      A woman who doesn’t miss much. Arianna warned herself not to forget that.

      “You’ve tried the recipe for my special walnut and chocolate pastry, I see,” she said in reply to the greeting. In a previous investigation, she and the signora had bonded over a shared interest in Theobroma cacao—or chocolate. The Spanish woman had never seen it used in confections, and a gift of recipes had cemented their friendship.

      “It’s proved quite popular,” answered the proprietress. “The men who come here love sweets nearly as much as they love brandy and whisky.”

      Set close by the Artillery grounds, the shop catered to the daredevil aeronauts who launched their gigantic flying balloons from the wide swath of space. They were a rough crowd, made up of men who by their very nature took pleasure in defying the rules that constrained most people.

      Señora Delgado flashed a sly smile and added, “Dare I hope I can coax you to pass over more of your marvelous recipes?”

      “I’m happy to share them with someone who appreciates their nuances,” murmured Arianna. The rakish ambiance of the shop—the clouds of pungent tobacco smoke, the swearing, the copious amounts of alcohol that went along with pots of excellent coffee and spiced chocolate drink—attracted other types of adventurers and free spirits for whom risk was like a drug. “Dare I hope I can coax you to answer a few questions about the gossip you happen to overhear from your patrons?”

      “Like you, I’m quite willing to share my expertise with someone who has the skills to use it properly. Let me fetch us a pot of frothed chocolate and we can discuss what it is you want to know.”

      A short while later, the mutually beneficial agreement was sealed with a Spanish toast.

      “I shall send the new recipes to you later this afternoon,” said Arianna, after brushing the last sticky crumbs of a walnut-chocolate pastry from her fingers. “By the by, I love your addition of achiote chili to my original recipe.”

      “One should always be open to improvising. It can lead to such interesting discoveries,” replied Señora Delgado. “But then, I daresay you know that.”

      “Discovery is the spice of life,” agreed Arianna, pushing away her empty plate. “Thank you for the refreshments.”

      And for the very useful information. Because of the Spaniard’s sharp eyes and ears, she now had a far clearer idea of which countries had both the motive and the means to have pulled off the theft. As Saybrook had suggested, Russia and Prussia were strong possibilities. But according to Signora Delgado, Spain and the tiny Kingdom of Naples—which was ruled by Napoleon’s brother-in-law and former general, Joachim Murat—would also stand to gain a great deal if they possessed such a bargaining chip. And both had very clever and capable operatives here in London.

      Food for thought, reflected Arianna, as she took her leave and headed down one of the side streets to where she could flag down a hackney for the return trip to Grosvenor Square. Though in truth, the addition of yet more suspects made the daunting challenge of learning who had the documents seem even more impossible. The diplomatic meeting was only a week away. Three ladies with little time and no expert resources upon which to call . . .

      A sharp turn and the street turned narrower, the tall, soot-streaked brick warehouses blocking all but a hazy scudding of sunlight. Arianna shallowed her breathing against the stench of the adjoining alleyway. Up ahead, a feral cat darted across the rough cobbles, stirring a scattering of pebbles. And behind her—

      Arianna spun around at the sound of a tiny scuff and brandished the knife she had whipped out from the hidden pocket of her gown. “Who’s there?”

      “Oiy!” A ragged urchin slipped out from the muddle of shadows. “Put yer blade away. I ain’t a threat.”

      “Why are you following me?” she demanded.

      “Because the fancy cove said I had te give this te ye private-like, else I won’t git the rest o’ my blunt.” He held out a filthy hand, the folded piece of paper gleaming bright against the grime-on-grime greys of the surroundings.

      She gingerly plucked it from his fingers. But before she could ask another question, he darted off, leaving naught but a faint whisper of air in his wake.

      Frowning, she smoothed open the note, the crackling of the foolscap echoing off the close-set walls. The writing looked to have been done in a hurry—the ink was smudged, and a few errant spatters showed where the pen had snagged in the paper.

      Angling it to catch the light, Arianna read over the short message.

      
        
        If you wish to save your relative from scandal, be at the Dutch spice merchant’s stall in Covent Garden Market tomorrow morning when the clock of St. Paul’s church strikes nine.

        

      

      So, it seemed a game within a game was afoot. Perhaps a deadly one. But no matter how dangerous, did she really have a choice on whether to play it?
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      Sullen grey clouds hung heavy in the morning sky, their dull pewter color accentuating the chill of the gusty winter breeze. Arianna made her way down the row of stalls, nodding a greeting to the vendors who sat huddled by their makeshift braziers, warming their rag-wrapped hands over bits of burning coal. Smoke swirled through the flapping canvas of the shelters, adding its acrid scent to the air of foreboding.

      Arianna shook off the sensation. There was, she assured herself, no reason for alarm. She had taken the precaution of coming armed—a small pistol was tucked in the pocket of her cloak—and the maze of Covent Garden market’s rambling layout was familiar territory. She came here often to shop. The merchant ships that arrived daily at the London dockyards from all corners of the globe assured an array of exotic ingredients for her chocolate recipes, though at this time of year the place was far emptier than in the warmer months.

      The offerings looked particularly sparse today, she noted, and few other buyers had braved the cold.

      “A foul day to be out, milady,” greeted the rotund Dutchman who specialized in spices from the Moluccan Islands.

      “Indeed it is, Mr. Joost,” replied Arianna. They had come to be friends, so he knew she was an aristocrat. But as she always dressed in drab, serviceable garments when coming to the market, to the casual observer she would appear as naught but the wife of a tradesman. “However, I’m in need of your excellent peppercorns, along with some cinnamon and nutmeg. A small sack of each, please.”

      As he measured out her purchases, Arianna glanced around, shuffling her booted feet to keep warm.

      Nothing—no sign of a rendezvous.

      What if the unknown note writer didn’t make contact? An unsettling thought, and one she hadn’t considered. Clearly, someone else knew of Constantina’s troubles. The question was who?

      She had lain awake half the night contemplating the question. The obvious answer was the original thief, who was looking to sell the incriminating evidence. It had occurred to her that perhaps the robbery had nothing to do with politics, but was merely the action of some opportunistic individual who had learned of the dowager’s liaison with Dampierre and was seeking to make money from it. A sordid situation, but one far easier to solve than the intricacies of international intrigue.

      Or perhaps—

      Lost in thought, Arianna wasn’t aware that the stall had another customer until the man sidled closer and shifted clumsily, bumping up rather hard against her shoulder.

      “Pardon me,” he growled, holding her gaze for an instant before turning to Joost and ordering a small canister of cloves. He was a nondescript fellow of average height and average build, made even more unremarkable by the dull mouse-brown color of his slouched hat, thick muffler and unfashionable coat. Only his sharp-as-steel eyes were out of the ordinary.

      Definitely not a gentleman, unless his skills at disguise rivaled those of her own. Which begged the question of how he had come to know about Constantina’s secret—

      “Can you tell me the quickest route from here to Tavistock Street?” he asked her abruptly after paying for his purchase.

      Arianna gave him the instructions.

      “And how long a walk is it?” he inquired.

      “Not far—perhaps five minutes.”

      “Five minutes,” he repeated, then gave a brusque nod and hurried away without a further word.

      A signal? Surely it must have been.

      Thanking Joost, she handed over her own payment and tucked the small packages into her reticule.

      “Have a care, milady,” murmured the merchant, his eyes following the stranger. “This time of year, the market attracts all sorts of unsavory skulkers who seek the warmth, such as it is, of our fires. And the surrounding streets have less traffic.”

      “I’m always careful,” she replied. “But thank you for the warning.” Arianna took a roundabout route away from his stall, then quickly cut over to the appointed rendezvous spot.

      Steel-Eyes was waiting, half hidden in the recessed shadows between two buildings. She approached warily, keeping alert for any sign of a cohort lurking nearby.

      He straightened from his slouch, his gaze watchful.

      “Do you intend that we negotiate here, or would you prefer to go somewhere more private?” she asked coolly.

      His lips quirked upward, revealing a peek of teeth. “Oh, I’m just the dogsbody. The man you want to speak with is waiting nearby. You’re to follow me.” He slipped out of the slivered space and without a backward glance began walking.

      Arianna hesitated, then hurried to keep pace. He turned off onto another side street, then ducked into a narrow alleyway.

      Damnation. Again she hesitated. And again she threw caution to the wind. She could imagine Saybrook’s reaction if he had an inkling of what she was doing . . . Why the devil must you always race in where angels fear to tread?

      Because Constantina has asked me to do so, she answered to herself.  If love and loyalty were a fault, so be it.

      Still, Arianna wished she were not sworn to keep him in the dark. His counsel—and his companionship in crime—would be most welcome. Deceiving him—

      The deception is all for a good cause, she reminded herself.

      The gloom deepened as she hurried through several tight twists. Her fingers were wrapped around the pistol’s grip, ready for trouble. Steel-Eyes, however, simply kept up a steady pace. After another minute or two of slipping and sliding over the frozen muck, Arianna spotted a sliver of light up ahead.

      They emerged onto a cobbled street, deserted save for a closed carriage waiting close by. It was black, with no distinguishing markings or bits of brass work to draw the eye. A coachman sat hunched on the perch, but all she could see of him was his heavy caped driving coat and the curl of his long whip. The pair of mismatched horses snorted, sending up pale puffs of vapor. The shuffling scrape of their hooves on the stone signaled their impatience at standing still in the cold.

      Steel-Eyes grasped the door handle and tugged it open.

      Clearly she was meant to get inside. A devilish choice. She was damned if she did and damned if she didn’t.

      Expelling a sigh—along with the last lingering vestige of caution—Arianna drew her weapon and climbed up into the unlit interior.

      “Please put that weapon away, Lady Saybrook,” said a curt voice. “Before you inadvertently pull the trigger.”

      “You!” she muttered, keeping the pistol aimed at the dark silhouette seated across from her. “Why does it not surprise me that you are in the thick of this sordid mess?”

      “Because your clever mind works along the same devious lines as mine,” came the answer. A twitch of the window drapery allowed for a dribble of weak light, its uncertain glimmer catching the curl of a sardonic smile. “Now, as I said, kindly uncock your pistol.

      “If I intended to shoot you, I would have already done so,” snapped Arianna. “I know a number of people who would give me a medal for it.” Nonetheless, she eased down the hammer and slid the weapon back into her pocket.

      “Most men would be offended by such a nasty remark.”

      “That’s because most men have a heart, capable of human feelings,” she shot back.

      A brusque laugh sounded in answer. The figure shifted, setting off a creak of leather and a whisper of well-tailored wool.

      “Yes, but hearts, along with the tender sentiments they engender, are cursedly inconvenient encumbrances, aren’t they, Lady Saybrook?” sneered Percival, Lord Grentham, Minister of State Security—and one of the most feared and ruthless men in all of Great Britain. “Otherwise you wouldn’t be here.”

      Arianna glared at him. “Which begs the question of why you went to such elaborate means to lure me into the depths of the stews. If you wished to blackmail me over my great aunt’s predicament, you could have simply called at Grosvenor Square and done the deed in civilized comfort.”

      “I was,” he drawled, “under the impression from your recent actions that you and Lady Sterling wanted to keep this little incident a secret from your husband.”

      She felt herself flush. Drawing a silent breath, she forced herself to remain calm, unwilling for him to see that he had gotten under her skin. Grentham had been her nemesis since first they had crossed paths and he had ruthlessly used her as bait to catch a dangerous traitor. Subsequent dealings with him had been equally unpleasant. She had lost count of how many times she and Saybrook had been in danger of losing their lives because of him and his devil-cursed machinations.

      “What do you want?” she demanded.

      “To make a deal,” he replied.
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      Arianna waited.

      “I’m aware that Lady Sterling is in trouble over some stolen letters,” he continued, after a deliberate pause. “And I may be able to help you get them back.”

      To give the devil his due, Grentham understood the art of creating a dramatic moment. The offer was unexpected . . .

      Which immediately made her suspicious. The minister didn’t have an altruistic bone in his body.

      “But naturally, you want something in return,” said Arianna slowly.

      “Naturally.”

      He was clearly enjoying reeling her in on a string, like a hooked trout. Ah, well—she could hardly complain, seeing as she had taken the bait. Pushing aside emotion, she forced herself to concentrate on the business at hand.

      “Then let us get down to brass tacks, milord.”

      “I knew I could count on your . . . pragmatism.” His tone indicated it wasn’t meant as a compliment.

      “Just as I can count on yours. Though I might give it a less dignified name.”

      “You see, we understand each other perfectly.” Grentham crossed his legs and pinched a crease from his trousers. “As I said, I know you want to recover the dowager’s letters. I can help.”

      “Was it you who ordered them to be stolen?” she demanded.

      “Tut, tut, such a diabolically devious mind you have.” He leaned forward slightly and when he spoke again, the insufferable drawl was gone, replaced by a harder edge. “No, it wasn’t me. But I have my sources, and I now know who did.”

      “If you were a true gentleman, you would simply steal them back,” she observed. “After all, Constantina is bosom bows with your grandmother.”

      “There are reasons that transcend mere personal considerations . . . assuming, of course, that I would even consider acting out of pure goodwill.” He tapped his gloved fingertips together, taking a moment before going on. “To begin with, the documents were taken by the Prussians, and for reasons of state security, it’s absolutely imperative that Dampierre’s papers do not remain in their hands—”

      “Why?” interrupted Arianna.

      “I am not at liberty to reveal the reasons,” replied Grentham.

      She drew in a sharp breath, but decided to accept him at his word.

      For now.

      “Very well,” she conceded. “Go on.”

      “Rival countries may indulge in skulduggery with each other here in London,” he explained. “But given the tensions in Vienna right now, there would be undesirable ramifications if we, as the host, were to break into the Prussian envoy’s residence.”

      “I assume you have skilled operatives who aren’t traceable back to you.”

      “None that I trust with such a sensitive secret.” His brows rose in a cynical arch. “If we can buy their services, so can others.”

      A fair point, she conceded.

      “But you, Lady Saybrook . . .” Tap, tap. His fingers recommenced their drumming. “You are unique. Not only do you possess the skills and the sangfroid for such a clandestine mission. But despite our personal differences, I know I can trust you to keep your lips sealed about it. After all, you are just as anxious as I am that the existence of these documents and letters remain a secret.”

      Her mouth compressed. The idea of doing Grentham’s dirty work for him—and not for the first time—rubbed her raw. And yet . . .

      “So here is what I propose,” he continued. “You find a way to get the documents away from the Prussian envoy—I leave it to you as to how—and you’re free to return the incriminating letters to Lady Sterling without Saybrook or Mellon knowing of her indiscretion. In return for my help, and my silence, I get Dampierre’s papers.”

      “Why can’t his papers be returned to him?”

      Grentham let out a pained sigh. “Because I’m not convinced he’s able to guard them properly. For now, they are safer in my hands. As I said, there are critical negotiations taking place in Vienna. Our government, and his, can’t afford any mistakes, especially now, as a very important meeting with the representatives of Russia, France and Prussia is taking place at the Foreign Office next week.”

      So Constantina was right concerning Dampierre’s nervousness about the upcoming meeting, reflected Arianna. And while she might doubt the minister’s integrity concerning a number of things, she conceded that his loyalty to country and crown were unquestionable. Which made his explanation ring true—or as close to the truth as would ever slip from his lips.

      “Once the meeting is over, I shall return the papers to Dampierre,” continued Grentham. “Without, I might add, informing his superiors about his carelessness.”

      “Why? You’ve just taken great pains to emphasize the fact that you have no altruistic feelings.”

      He let out a low, cynical laugh. “Don’t be so naïve. It has nothing to altruism. Keeping quiet about the matter does him a great favor. Which means he will owe me one in return at some point in the future.”

      Whether she liked it or not, his reasoning made perfect sense.

      “So there you have it, Lady Saybrook. What’s your answer—yes or no?” He sat back and waited.

      Choices, choices.

      Trusting Grentham required a leap of faith. And she found herself loath to jump to his tune. On the other hand, Constantina was desperate to save Dampierre from trouble and avoid embarrassing Mellon . . .

      Arianna hesitated, taking a moment to consider her options. She had received a message the previous evening informing her that the dowager and Sophia had gleaned no useful information from the call to Lady Grinwood. In reply, she had made no mention of the urchin’s note or this morning’s rendezvous, but had merely arranged for an afternoon council of war to decide the next moves. If she spit in the minister’s eye, it would leave her with nothing to offer.

      She ventured a sidelong look at Grentham. He had turned his head to look out the window, throwing his profile in sharp relief. Yes, she could, perhaps, cock a snoot at him and proceed on her own, now that he had given her the vital information. But she was under no illusion that Grentham would ever let her double cross him. If she refused his offer, his operatives would be watching her closely. At the first hint of treachery . . .

      Sensing her scrutiny, he turned, his gunmetal grey eyes narrowing in impatience.

      I must decide—and do it quickly.

      The sounds of the jangling harness and restless horses seemed amplified within the close confines of the carriage. As was the continuing tap-tap of Grentham’s fingertips.

      “Very well,” said Arianna slowly. “We have a deal.”

      His mouth curled in satisfaction.

      “But you had better not make me regret it.”

      “That will be up to you. For there’s a perfect opportunity coming up for each of us to get what we want . . .”

      

      Sophia blew away the tendril of steam rising up from her just-poured tea as Arianna entered the dowager’s drawing room.

      “Please tell us you’ve had better luck than we have in ferreting out some helpful information,” huffed her friend. I swear, the ladies of the ton use their heads as naught but perches for their frivolous bonnets.” Her expression pinched in exasperation. “All they wanted to talk about yesterday was the latest fashions and whether the color ‘cherry pink’ would be all the crack come spring.”

      “It wasn’t quite so bad as that,” murmured Constantina. “But close enough.” She sighed. “There truly seems to be no gossip to speak of, political or otherwise.”

      Arianna took a seat and waved away the offer of tea.

      “Which doesn’t bode well for me,” added the dowager in a hollow voice. “I had better consider telling Charles and Sandro about my predicament. It would be grossly unfair to have the scandal take them by surprise. Perhaps Charles can think of some way to deflect it.” She made a wry face. “He could rightly claim my wits have gone wandering in my old age—”

      “There’s no need for such extreme measures just yet,” cut in Arianna. “I know who has the stolen documents.”

      A sharp exhale—whether it was relief or trepidation was impossible to discern—slipped from Constantina’s lips.

      “However, to get them back will require some very demanding logistics.” She and Grentham had worked out a preliminary plan. But first, there was an initial obstacle to overcome.

      Sophia fixed her with an expectant look.

      “I visited a source that has proved helpful in the past . . .” Grentham had extracted a solemn promise from her that his part in this affair would remain a secret. “And it led to a key disclosure.” It wasn’t precisely a lie, simply a stretching of the truth. Her friends didn’t need to know the details of the plan, and the complication with Dampierre’s papers. For now, there was no need to complicate Constantina’s worries. Time enough to cross that bridge when—and if—they came to it.

      “Someone else knows of my folly?” The dowager’s face turned pale as bleached muslin as she swallowed hard. “Dear God. I’m ruined.”

      “On the contrary,” countered Arianna. “My source gave his word that your liaison will remain a secret, and I’m absolutely sure he will keep his promise.

      Constantina looked torn between hope and doubt.

      “You see, I may have made a deal with the devil. But so has my contact,” she explained. “He wants those papers out of the hands of the Prussians as badly as you do, yet his involvement can’t ever come to light.”

      “Who—” began Constantina.

      “Never mind. All that matters is he and I have an understanding, and neither of us can afford to break it.” A pause. “That seems to me to be the best sort of bond.”

      “So it does,” murmured Sophia. “But how—”

      “I’m about to get to the plan. But first things first,” said Arianna. “The task will be daunting—and there is no earthly way I can attempt it without Saybrook getting wind of it.” A wry sigh. “No matter how distracted he is at the moment with his scholarly research, he won’t fail to notice something havey-cavey is going on under his nose.”

      She looked at Constantina. “The choice is, of course, yours.”

      The dowager looked a little ill.

      “I think—”

      “There must be some way,” interjected Sophia. “Is there any chance he could be encouraged to make a trip to Oxford? Surely there must be manuscripts in one of the archives that he needs to consult.”

      Arianna reluctantly considered the suggestion. “That might work. Assuming he doesn’t smell something smoky and decide to sniff out where the fire is.” She thought for a moment. “And then there’s the fact that we can’t predict when he’ll return. Sandro might very well decide the material is uninteresting and hare back to London at an inopportune moment.”

      “That certainly won’t fadge.” Sophia pursed her lips. “I don’t suppose there is a distant relative who could fall ill?”

      She arched her brows in undisguised skepticism.

      “You’re right,” responded Sophia with a resigned sigh. “Saybrook would never fall for such an obvious ruse.”

      A grim silence fell over the room. Arianna really couldn’t see a viable solution other than to—

      “Perhaps . . .” Constantina’s hesitant murmur trailed off as a gust of wind rattled the leaded windowpanes.

      “Go on,” said Arianna. In for a penny, in for a pound. Having given her word to the dowager to help, she would allow herself to be governed by Constantina’s decision on the matter.

      “Perhaps Sandro would consent to help me resolve some questions regarding the management of my estate in Kent,” said the dowager. “He has been offering to make a visit and assess the lands, as well as the ledgers, to determine if there should be a change in what crops are grown. So I could press him to do it now.”

      “It’s the dead of winter,” pointed out Sophia.

      “Yes, but it can be argued that without vegetation, the land’s contours and problem areas are more visible,” mused Arianna.

      “I can say my steward is anxious to arrange the meeting, in case there are some changes to be made for the spring planting,” responded Constantina.

      “But he would likely expect you to be there as well, wouldn’t he?” she asked.

      “There are some benefits to being old,” replied the dowager dryly. “I can simply say I don’t feel up to making the journey, what with the cold and rutted roads.”

      The plan was, decided Arianna after careful consideration, a viable one. She could see only one flaw. “Your butler and steward would—”

      “Would have to understand there is a reason we wish to keep him in Kent for several days,” interrupted Constantina. “Yes, yes—I’ve thought of that. I can dispatch a message to them, explaining that you and I are arranging a surprise fete for him and need him out of town.”

      “Brilliant,” exclaimed Sophia. She looked to Arianna. “It seems to me this can work.”

      “So it does,” agreed Arianna. And then swore softly as one last obstacle occurred to her. “However, we would need to get him to leave tomorrow, for there is an ideal opportunity to steal back the documents in two days.”

      The dowager waved off the worry. “I shall tell him my steward has a family obligation that requires him to leave shortly for an extended time. So the consultation needs to be now.” Her eyes narrowed. “Ha! Unless I’ve lost all my powers of persuasion, I’m confident I can convince him to do this for me.”

      Arianna was glad to see Constantina back to her usual feisty dragon-like self, a challenge sparking fire rather than fear. The dowager loved a good fight.

      “Then it’s agreed,” she said. “You’ll make a plea for Sandro to travel to Kent. But if that doesn’t work—”

      “If that doesn’t work, we’ll tell him the truth,” conceded Constantina. “But I don’t intend to let it come to that.”

      Sophia reached for the plate of pastries and selected a ginger-spiced chocolate confection. “Now that we’ve solved what to do about Saybrook, tell us who the enemy is and how we are going to beat him at his own game.”

      Her husband wouldn’t be happy if he knew he was being dismissed as naught but a pawn on the board, casually swept from his square before the action became interesting.

      Pray God he never finds out.

      The dowager helped herself to a sweet and passed the plate on to Arianna. “Is it Orlov?”

      “No, but Sandro was right in his surmise of the two likeliest suspects,” she answered. “It’s von Stockhausen, the Prussian envoy, who arranged the theft. But as Luck would have it, he’s holding a diplomatic soiree at his residence on the day after tomorrow. Our co-conspirator will suggest to Charles that he invite us, as the presence of ladies always adds a note of conviviality to such a gathering.”

      “Ha!” murmured Sophia with a satisfied grin. “We shall definitely keep them entertained.”

      “Indeed, that will be your role—to keep the men distracted,” pointed out Arianna. “And yours, too, Aunt Constantina. I’ll be given a sketch of the townhouse’s layout, so I’ll know where von Stockhausen’s private study is. At some point in the evening, I’ll contrive to slip away and retrieve the documents from the room. And for that, I’ll need your help in creating enough of a distraction with your charm and flirtations that my absence won’t be noticed.”

      “I don’t mean to cast a pall over our enthusiasm, but isn’t there a chance that von Stockhausen has already sent them on to his government’s ministry in Berlin?” ventured Sophia.

      ‘Yes,” answered Arianna. “But only a slight one. As Constantina surmised, the meeting between the Allied envoys and the senior officials of our government is a critical one. They will vote on several matters concerning former Bonaparte supporters who are still holding positions of power in Spain and Italy. Our co-conspirator is quite confident that Prussia plans to use the stolen documents to pressure Dampierre.”

      “In what way?” demanded the dowager.

      Arianna lifted her shoulders. “He refused to explain the politics, saying it involved sensitive government secrets. Ones that can’t remain in Prussian hands.”

      “Hmmph.” Not a happy sound, but after a small hesitation, Constantina seemed to accept the explanation. “Well, since you appear to trust him, I shall assume he is right on this.”

      “I believe that he is,” she replied. Not that there was any other alternative from which to choose. “In any case, we have nothing to lose in trying.”

      “Unless, of course, we get caught,” pointed out Sophia in a matter-of-fact voice. “Science demands objectivity, so I feel compelled to point out the possibility.”

      “I’m willing to take our chances,” responded the dowager. “I have every confidence in our abilities.”

      “As do I,” agreed Arianna, even though the risk of being caught red-handed was not to be dismissed so lightly. “Once I get hold of the guest list we can reconvene and decide on the best strategy for using our wiles to distract the gentlemen. But for now—”

      Constantina was already on her feet and ringing the bell for her maid to come and clear away the tea things. “For now, I will adjourn to my parlor and begin composing a plea for assistance to my great nephew.”

      Her mouth quirked up at the corners. “One he will dare not refuse.”
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      “A letter has just arrived for you.” Arianna entered Saybrook’s study later that evening and placed a sheet of paper on his desk, its folds sealed with an ornate wax wafer. “It’s from Aunt Constantina.”

      “That’s odd,” he muttered, setting down his pen and giving the note a wary look. “If she’s up in the boughs about something, she’s usually not shy about storming through the door and breathing fire down my neck.”

      “That’s a bit unfair,” murmured Arianna. “Her calls are often purely social.” A pause. “She’s quite fond of you.”

      “As I am of her. But still, she can be as Machiavellian as Grentham,” he responded as he cracked the seal.

      “Another exaggeration,” she said softly.

      He made a sound deep in his throat. Paper rustled beneath his tapered fingers, the candlelight catching the flutter of the sheet unfolding.

      Moving to the sideboard, Arianna busied herself with rearranging the decanters into perfect alignment. For a moment she was tempted to pour a measure of dark amber brandy to quiet her conscience. She felt guilty about being less than honest with him, even though it was in a good cause.

      Rationalizing the fine points of morality was a slippery slope. How devilishly easy it was to start the slide down the Road to Perdition was something she had witnessed time and time again in her youthful struggles to survive. Her own father had been a master of it, spinning wonderfully elegant explanations of how circumstances demanded the tiny bending of this code of honor . . . and then that code of honor . . . until nothing was left but self-serving platitudes.

      Constantina’s fears had prompted Arianna to make a promise. She would keep it, but the effort did not come without a cost.

      “Hmmph.”

      Saybrook’s grunt drew her from her thoughts. Drawing a quick, steadying breath, she turned and raised a questioning brow. “That sounds a little ominous. Is something amiss?”

      “I’m not sure.” He skimmed the letter again, then offered it to her. “She wishes for me to make a trip to Kent right away and review some estate matters for her.”

      Arianna took the time to read what Constantina had written before responding. The dowager, she observed, had crafted a perfectly nuanced appeal, underlying her usual feistiness with a note of vulnerability.

      “It’s understandable that she might feel uncertain about such things,” replied Arianna, setting the note back on his blotter. “It appears to me that she’s concerned with important questions, and she knows you have a good deal of expertise and experience in agriculture.” She glanced down at the note again. “And it seems you did offer . . .”

      “Yes,” acknowledged Saybrook. “It’s just that . . .” Letting his words trail off, he lifted his shoulders in an uncertain shrug. “You saw her the other day—was there anything about her spirits that struck you as  . . . out of the ordinary?”

      She took a long moment to consider the question. “She did seem a bit preoccupied, as if something was weighing on her mind.”

      He frowned. “Could her health be troubling her?”

      This was harder than she imagined. Scheming came quite naturally to her—perhaps because since her earliest childhood she had heard her father spinning Banbury tales—and she was damnably good at it. But her gut gave a nasty twist at having to exercise her skills on her husband.

      But having given her word to Constantina, she felt compelled to continue with the charade. With luck, he would never learn of the little deception.

      “Constantina is of an age where that is a worry,” she replied obliquely. She didn’t wish to worry him, but leaving a soupcon of doubt would work in their favor. “But no, she didn’t appear ill.”

      He drummed his fingers on the paper, a look of concern pinching at his features.

      “If a few days in Kent would help put her mind at ease . . .” murmured Arianna.

      Saybrook looked up. “Yes, yes, of course I shall go. I’ll send a note immediately and let her know I’ll be ready to leave in the morning. And I’ll call on her on my way out of Town to see if she has any further instructions.” He leaned back in his chair and massaged his temples.  “In some ways, a short respite from reading these cursed 17th-century manuscripts will be welcome. The spidery scripts are the very devil to decipher.”

      “There is,” said Arianna lightly, “an old adage about killing two birds with one stone.” Or in this case, three. “Aunt Constantina receives the counsel she needs and your eyes get a much-needed rest.”

      A smile pulled at his lips. “Always the pragmatist, my dear.”

      Arianna repressed a wince. “Come, you ought to inform Sebastian that he should pack a traveling case for you.”

      

      “Well, that worked out perfectly with Sandro,” said Constantina with some satisfaction as Arianna and Sophia entered her parlor. “Let us hope the rest of our plans go equally well.”

      “Speak for yourself.” Arianna let out a sigh. “I confess, it wasn’t a very pleasant feeling having to lead him by the nose.”

      The dowager’s face fell. “I—I’m so sorry, my dear. I hadn’t considered how selfish it was of me to demand—”

      “No, no!” she said hastily. “In the scheme of things, protecting your secret is well worth a tiny twinge of guilt.” After exhaling another quick sigh, she crooked a wry smile. “Life requires us to make difficult decisions all the time. The choices are rarely clear-cut—”

      “And rarely perfect,” interjected Sophia.

      Arianna nodded. “Very true. And so we muddle through as best we can  . . . though it would be best if Sandro never learns about our little subterfuge.”

      “Still, I dislike having put you between a rock and stone,” said the dowager.

      “I’m quite adept at slipping out of tight places.” Arianna shrugged out of her shawl and took a seat. “Let us take heart from Mr. Shakespeare’s assertion ‘All’s well that ends well.’” Enough talk of recriminations, she thought, taking several papers, along with a small notebook and pencil, from her reticule.

      It was time to focus on the task ahead.

      “I’ve obtained a copy of the guest list for von Stockhausen’s soiree.” She read off the names. “Aunt Constantina, you’re a font of knowledge on Polite Society. Let’s start making a list of each gentleman’s interests, so we’re prepared to distract whoever is necessary.”

      Arianna looked up. “As we all know, men find it irresistible when women ask them questions about their expertise.”

      Sophia muffled a snort. “Indeed, flirtation is just another name for shameless flattery. That’s a lesson drummed into us before we’re paraded on the Marriage Mart.

      “Because it works,” replied Arianna. “So let us make sure to use it to our advantage.”

      “I know most of the people you mentioned,” said Constantina. “And for the few I don’t, I will have the needed information by evening.”

      “I noted that Prince Orlov wasn’t on the list,” observed Sophia.

      “Thankfully it’s one less complication to deal with,” remarked Arianna as she opened her notebook. “Now, let us get to work. The key to a successful mission is knowing as much as possible about all the variables you’ll be facing.”

      She chuffed a quick laugh. “That way, when all your careful planning ends up being knocked to flinders, you’re prepared to improvise.”
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      Arianna took a seat at her dressing table, surprised to feel as if butterflies were beating their gossamer wings against her ribcage. It was strange—she had faced more threatening situations before, ones in which the slightest mistake would have cost her life. The stakes weren’t as high tonight, and yet her nerves were oddly jumpy.

      Her lady’s maid came up behind her and with deft strokes of a silver-backed brush—a wedding gift from Saybrook—began gathering her hair into a fashionably upswept topknot.

      “Your new gown is very lovely, milady,” murmured Bianca through a mouthful of pins. “The color is  . . . how you say in English . . . mysterioso.

      Mysterious.

      “It suits you,” went on Bianca.

      The hue hovered between a deep, smoky blue and the dark slate green that one only saw when the ocean was on the cusp of a storm. Mysterious, yes. And a little dangerous, perhaps, reflected Arianna. Which seemed apt.

      “His Lordship will like it,” added Bianca.

      Yes, he will, thought Arianna. Saybrook appreciated subtle ambiguities. She would wear it for him soon.

      In response, she said, “Madame Tissot is an imaginative modiste. Her fabrics and designs are more interesting than the usual pattern-card creations of the other shops.”

      Bianca nodded as she threaded a matching ribbon through the artfully arranged curls. “Do you wish to wear the pearls or the peridots?”

      Arianna gazed in the looking glass, watching the light from the branch of candles flickers across her face. Her skin was paler than usual. She must be even more on edge than she realized, and made herself draw a calming breath.

      “The peridots, por favor,” she answered.

      Constantina’s vulnerability had, she admitted, touched a chord with her. Love was a maddeningly complex conundrum, a teasing, taunting ever-changing entity. And like a quicksilver swirl of vapor, its perfect form always seemed to be dancing just out of reach. How to explain its joy and anguish—and all the infinite variations in between the two extremes? She thought of her own difficult childhood, her vagabond youth, the conflicted emotions that had brought her to London . . .

      And to marriage with Saybrook.

      “Your pardon, milady,” apologized Bianca as Arianna unconsciously flinched at the touch of the filigree earbob against her lobe. “Did I prick you?”

      “No, no, it was my fault. Forgive me. My thoughts were wandering.”

      Bianca was good at reading moods, and after bobbing a quick acknowledgment, she finished fastening the teardrop jewels in silence. She added the matching necklace, the cool stones a contrast to her warm fingers, and then stepped back.

      “Bueno,” she announced after taking a long moment to survey her handiwork. “I hope you enjoy your evening out with Lord Mellon. Will there be dancing?”

      “It’s a diplomatic reception,” replied Arianna dryly. “My guess is the only intricate spins and twirls will take place in the verbal negotiations the gentlemen make while enjoying the host’s fine brandy and champagne.”

      A stirring of air caught the candle flames, causing a flare of light. “Lord Mellon asked me to accompany him,” she explained, “along with Lady Sterling and Miss Kirtland, in order to soften all the masculine edges. Put a group of gentlemen together, and no matter how civilized they appear, primal instincts will come to the fore.”

      Her maid allowed a faint smile. “It sounds like a tedious evening.”

      “Quite likely.”

      Bianca straightened up the cut crystal bottles of lotions and scents before asking, “Is there anything else I can do, milady?”

      “Thank you, but no.” Arianna waited until the door clicked shut before taking a pot of kohl from the dressing table drawer and darkening her lashes.

      A practice flutter left her satisfied with the effect.

      Men would see only the superficialities. The expensive jewelry, the fancy silks, the elegant coiffeur—all the things that marked her as a decorative appendage of her aristocratic husband.

      “A paragon of propriety,” she whispered at her reflection, a silent laugh slowly fogging the shiny surface. A lady who had neither the imagination nor the bravado to dream of matching wits with men who had mastered the shadowy world of subterfuge.

      Their own hubris was one of the few weapons women could wield against them.

      She touched the side seam of her fancy gown, where a long, thin pocket was cleverly concealed within the folds of fabric. Given her past clandestine activities, she had made a point of having all her new gowns made with such useful embellishments.

      Would that it proved its worth tonight.

      A glance at the enameled clock next to her jewel case showed it was time to be off.

      

      “My thanks for agreeing to join me this evening, Arianna.” Charles, Lord Mellon flashed a grateful smile as he leaned back against the soft squabs of his carriage after helping her up to the seat facing his. “For some reason, Grentham seemed to think a female presence would help grease the gears of diplomacy tonight, and was insistent that I arrange it.”

      He expelled a wry sigh. “I confess, the request came as quite a surprise—as you know, he’s not one to spend his time on social considerations. But in this case, I happen to agree with him.”

      “Constantina and I are happy to oblige, as is Sophia,” she answered. “We shall make every effort to do our duty for King and country.”

      “Duty, I fear, will be cursedly boring,” he remarked with a light laugh. “The guests will assume the ladies present haven’t the intelligence to discuss anything remotely related to the present political situation, so they will confine their attentions to shamelessly flirting with you.”

      The carriage lamp’s wavering glow did little to dispel the nighttime shadows as the vehicle clattered over the cobblestones. Winter’s chill was turning their breath to ghostly puffs of vapor.

      “We are used to being underestimated,” murmured Arianna.

      The comment drew another short laugh. “God help any gentlemen who underestimate the three of you. They do so at their own peril.”

      “We shall do our best not to stir any mischief.” She then turned the talk to other matters, and the rest of the short ride passed in his telling her the latest news from the Peace Conference in Vienna.

      The Prussian envoy’s townhouse was ablaze with diamond-bright light. A gusty wind ruffled the fur trim of her cloak as Mellon escorted her up the marble steps and into the cheery warmth of the entrance hall, where a liveried footman hurried to take her wrap.

      She knew from Constantina that von Stockhausen was a bachelor—though he kept a mistress in a snug little love nest near the British Museum. That there was no hostess to fuss over the female guests was to their advantage, she reflected, darting a quick look around to get her bearings. From a careful study of the house plans Grentham had supplied, she knew what rooms lay behind the grand central staircase leading up to the next floor, and where the servant stairwells were positioned.

      As for what lay ahead . . .

      “Shall we go up, my dear?” murmured Mellon.

      Accepting his arm, Arianna let herself be led across the black and white marble tiles.

      The pieces are all arranged on the chessboard—let the game begin.

      Their host was waiting at the entrance to the drawing room, and after finishing his greetings to a quartet of attachés from the Kingdom of Saxony, he turned to welcome her with a flourish and a bow.

      “Lady Saybrook, how very kind of you to grace us with your lovely company,” said von Stockhausen loudly, raising her gloved hand to within a hairsbreadth of his fleshy lips. He was a short man who appeared even less prepossessing because of his girth.

      The gaudy medals pinned to his scarlet sash click-clacked as he straightened and wagged a finger at Mellon. “You are not allowed to keep your lovely relative all to yourself this evening, milord. You must share!”

      Mellon, ever the diplomat, made a suitably agreeable response.

      Arianna kept a pleasant smile pasted in place. Her gaze, however, flitted around the room, taking stock of who had arrived. She recognized a number of the gentlemen. Some she had met in Vienna, and some she had met with Saybrook here in London. As for Constantina and Sophia—

      “Ah, and here is Lady Sterling!’ announced von Stockhausen, raising a welcoming wave to the dowager.

      Greetings were duly exchanged, Sophia introduced, and then Mellon shepherded the ladies to the refreshment table. Arianna accepted a glass of champagne, but took only a tiny sip. She needed to keep her wits about her.

      “I see La Chaze, who just arrived from Paris, and I really ought to have a word with him before he has too much to drink,” murmured Mellon. “Would you ladies mind terribly if I desert you?”

      Constantina flicked a dismissive wave at him. “Go,” she said in an imperious voice. “I assure you, we are quite capable of fending for ourselves.”

      “I’m well aware of that,” he said dryly. “It’s my colleagues who need protection from your tart tongue.”

      “Moi?” The dowager arched her brows in mock surprise. “Nonsense, I am the very soul of kindness and discretion.”

      Mellon chuckled and strolled off to meet the Frenchman.

      “Come,” said Constantina, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Let us move away to the picture alcove and have a last-minute council of war before the gentlemen descend on us like proverbial locusts.”

      The three of then edged off into the recessed space.

      “I inquired about the ladies’ withdrawing room,” went on the dowager. “It’s located halfway down the corridor to the right when one exits the drawing room.”

      Arianna recalled the plans of the townhouse. “Excellent. That puts it quite close to one of the servant stairwells leading up the private quarters.” Again, she gave thanks that von Stockhausen had no spouse. There was little likelihood of anyone being upstairs during the soiree. “There are several side salons connected to the drawing room through this picture alcove. They too, give access to the corridor in question.”

      “When will you attempt to head up to von Stockhausen’s private study?” asked Sophia.

      “Not for a while—perhaps close to an hour from now. We must mingle first, and allow everyone to become used to our presence.”

      Constantina nodded. “I agree. When you deem the time is right, simply give us a signal. We’ll contrive to draw the gentlemen’s attention.” A crafty smile. “They love gossip even more than we ladies do, and I know some very entertaining—and deliciously scandalous—ondits from some of the recent balls here in London.”

      “I don’t suppose they will care to hear about my chemistry experiments,” said Sophia dryly. “So I shall just smile and allow the lecherous rogues of the group to pinch my derriere.”

      “All in a good cause,” pointed out Arianna.

      The dowager raised her glass. “To purloining the papers.”

      A crystalline clink echoed off the walls.

      “Auch, now what are you ladies plotting?” A tall, bewhiskered gentleman whose graying hair still held a hint of ginger highlights appeared in the archway of the alcove.

      “How to engage the attentions of the most interesting men in the room, of course,” answered the dowager without batting an eye. “Which is no easy task as the guest list includes so many prosy bores.” She smiled. “You are looking very well, Angus. Allow me to introduce you to my great niece, Lady Saybrook and her friend, Miss Kirtland.”

      To Arianna and Sophia she said, “This rascal is Laird McDavitt. And though he was raised as a savage in the Highlands, he has since learned a modicum of manners.”

      “You exaggerate, milady.” McDavitt gave a wink. “About the manners, that is.” He inclined a courtly bow and then added, “Dare I hope I’m included in your privileged circle of interesting men?”

      “That depends,” replied Constantina, “on how many bawdy stories you know.”

      He laughed, which in turn drew the attention of several other gentlemen, who came to join them.

      During her vagabond years abroad, Arianna had spent some time in a theater company, so acting a role had become second nature to her. Frivolous flirt, seductive temptress, primly proper aristocrat, irascible chef—it had proved a very useful skill.

      One that had saved Saybrook and her from disaster on several occasions.

      Batting her lashes, she turned her attention to playing the part of a charming, elegant countess.

      Until it was time to cloak herself in the role of cunning thief.

      A quartet of stringed musicians was playing in a corner of the drawing room, the sonorous sounds of the cello complementing the lilting notes of the violins. The melody danced through the floral-scented air, twining with the crystalline clink of glasses and the deep-throated buzz of masculine conversation. Candlelight from the ornate chandeliers overhead flickered over the dark-clad gentlemen, the fire-gold glow accentuating the occasional flare of feminine colors.

      Arianna wound her way through the crowd, stopping to greet old friends and make new acquaintances. The pleasantries came easily to her lips. She laughed, she listened . . . all while keeping a sharp eye on her surroundings, and the movements of the different diplomats.

      Mellon drifted into one of the side salons, along with three Frenchmen and a pair of Austrians from the court of the emperor. Their host was near the tall bank of leaded glass windows, speaking with several military officers from the Horse Guards. Other small groups had formed and, fueled by the host’s excellent champagne, the conversations seemed to be getting more animated.

      She glanced at the ornate ormolu clock on the sideboard. So far, so good.

      Edging away from a heated discussion between two representatives from the Kingdom of Sicily, Arianna made her way through the picture alcove and followed the narrow passageway to the last of the connected side salons. The three of them had agreed to regroup there at the top of the hour to assess their next steps. She saw Constantina holding court with several elderly admirers from the Foreign Office, but as soon as the dowager spotted her, she excused herself and came over to stand by the tall marble plinth holding a vase of hothouse flowers.

      “As we suspected, the political discussions are heating up,” murmured Constantina as she fanned her flushed face.

      “Which is all to our advantage,” said Sophia as she emerged from the shadowed passageway to join them.

      Arianna nodded. “I think the time is right. You two move away a bit and start laughing in order to draw the gentlemen’s attention. I’ll use the distraction to slip away.”
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      The coolness of the deserted corridor felt very welcome after the cloying closeness of the crowded rooms. Arianna drew a quick breath before hurrying away from the noise of the soiree. She paused by the door to the ladies’ withdrawing room, but thankfully there was no one around to spot her. Keeping close to the shadows, she continued on her way and darted into the stairwell used by the servants.

      No sounds echoed within the darkened space—save for the jumpy thump-thump of her heart.

      Steady, steady, she thought, reminding herself of a few far more outrageous risks than this one from the litany of her past misdeeds.

      The pulse point on her throat ceased its throbbing. Gathering her skirts, Arianna swiftly climbed the stairs, stirring naught but the faint whisper of silk. On reaching the next landing she pressed her ear to the stairwell door and listened for several long moments for any hint of movement.

      Nothing. She didn’t expect there to be any servants here at this hour—von Stockhausen’s valet wouldn’t be needed until much later. Still, it was never wise to make assumptions.

      Satisfied that the floor was deserted, Arianna cracked the door open, waited for another heartbeat, then slipped into the corridor. The study was at the rear of the house, overlooking the now-dormant garden. Her evening slippers moved noiselessly over the thick Turkey runner. Only a single wall sconce was lit, its weak flame casting naught but a few ghostly flutters of light. Touching her hand to the dark wood wainscoting, she used the wall to guide her through the deepening gloom.

      Up ahead, the dark-on-dark corridor came to an end. Two doors were set into the carved oak paneling. The study was the one on the left.

      She hurried her last few steps and took hold of the latch.

      It didn’t budge.

      Locked.

      But Arianna had expected no less. Given the sensitive material that passed through the Prussian envoy’s hands, it seemed only natural that von Stockhausen would take the precaution of keeping his workroom secure. Raising a hand to her topknot, she carefully extracted the extra-long forged steel pin she had slid into her hair after Bianca had finished arranging her curls. Sliding its point into the keyhole, she began to feel around for the levers that controlled the locking mechanism.

      Before heading to Vienna the previous autumn, both she and Saybrook had taken pains to become experts in the fine points of opening a lock, no matter how complicated. Espionage depended on access to places where people hid their secrets. It required a deft touch . . .

      And patience.

      A trickle of sweat began to slide down her spine as the pin probed and probed. German puzzle locks were among the most fiendishly difficult to breach, and she didn’t have the luxury of time. She could only afford to be gone from the soiree for a short while before people would begin to notice her absence.

      Forcing herself to concentrate, Arianna drew a calming breath and tried again. Ah—one tumbler finally clicked into place, then another . . .

      Startled by sudden sound close by, she nearly dropped the pin. Every muscle froze as she waited for it to come again.

      Silence—and then a quick scrabbling, which died away just as fast.

      Arianna released her pent-up breath. A mouse within the molding. Like her, an intruder who wished to go about its mischief unseen.

      Stilling the tremble of her fingers, Arianna set to work again and found the last lever.

      With a soft snick, the lock released.

      She slipped inside and pulled the portal shut, a few quick twists of the inside brass knobs resetting the locking mechanism. The heavy velvet draperies framing the tall mullioned windows were pulled back, allowing a dappling of silvery moonlight into the room.

      Thankfully it was just enough illumination, for she didn’t want to light a candle and risk leaving a telltale hint of smoke.

      Arianna moved to the center of the space and turned in a tight circle to survey the space.

      Merde. She added another silent oath as she stared balefully at the clutter—portfolios and papers piled haphazardly on the every flat surface, books crammed helter-pelter in the massive bookcases, dirty brandy glasses arrayed in drunken disorder along the sideboard . . .

      What had become of the legendary Germanic penchant for order and precision? If only the cursed fellow had been Swiss.

      The faint tick-tick from the half-hidden mantel clock reminded her that she had no time to waste. In light of the chaos, trying to reason out what might be a logical hiding place seemed absurd. She decided to start with the obvious.

      Arianna moved swiftly to the large mahogany desk and took a seat in the chair. A methodical riffling of the files stacked on the ink-stained blotter turned up nothing of interest, save for a threatening note from Berry Brothers, the well-known London wine merchants.

      Apparently von Stockhausen didn’t pay his brandy bills.

      The left bank of drawers held only more invoices, and a rather large collection of erotic etchings. She moved on. The right bank proved equally uninteresting . . . until she came to the bottom drawer and felt a frisson of hope on finding it locked.

      Retrieving the steel pin from her topknot, she made quick work of springing the catch. Here, at least, there appeared to be official papers. But a careful search turned up nothing but routine dispatches from Berlin.

      Fisting her hands, Arianna leaned back to take stock of her options. Which were, she admitted, cursedly few. She dared not stay more than another quarter hour, so trying to scrabble through the unorganized jumble of files lying around the room seemed a waste of effort. And yet, to have to face Constantina and admit defeat without putting up more of a fight stuck in her craw.

      Think! Think!

      There was really only one sensible strategy . . .

      Her gaze moved around the room again, looking for any object that might serve as a hiding place. There was a lacquered tea chest inlaid with ivory, a large porcelain lion, its painted mane topped with a gold crown, an ornate wooden globe on a gilded stand.

      The globe. She decided to start with the globe.

      Rising, Arianna crossed the carpet and placed her hands on the rounded surface. With a gentle nudge, she set the orb in motion. It spun smoothly in the brass-rimmed base, the intricate geographic detailing turning to a dark blur in the muddled light.

      A flattening of her palms brought it to a halt. Leaning down, she tap-tapped a forefinger to the varnished wood.

      A good sign—it sounded hollow.

      Now to find if there was a hidden release point. It would be constructed so as to blend in with the artwork.

      Tap-tap. Her fingertips moved over the curved top, exploring for any seam or inset piece of metal that might spring a hidden latch. Finding nothing, she started to rotate the globe sideways—

      Tap-tap.

      It took an instant to realize the sound wasn’t coming from her. It was distinctly metallic. Steel probing against steel.

      A key? That would leave her only scant seconds to . . .

      Arianna darted for the draperies, praying the voluminous folds of heavy fabric would conceal her. She just managed to take cover behind the velvet, hide the toes of her slippers and tuck in a telltale flounce of her gown before the lock released and the door eased open.

      

      “Do try to smile, my dear,” counseled Constantina in a whisper as the two Austrians moved away to fetch more champagne. “And do stop glancing at the corridor. You look as jumpy as a cat on a red-hot griddle.”

      “Sorry—I thought I saw some movement in the shadows,” answered Sophia. “What if . . .” A nervous swallow. “What if she’s caught?”

      “She won’t be,” replied the dowager firmly. “She’s far too clever for that.”

      “Of course.” Sophia bobbed an uncertain nod and forced her lips to curl upward. “It’s just that I  . . . I could swear I caught a glimpse of a gentleman—or maybe several—moving toward the rear of the house.”

      “You’re seeing specters,” chided Constantina. “To reach the corridor from the drawing room or the adjoining salon, they would have had to pass by us and I would have seen them. I’ve been keeping a very careful eye on the guests.”

      “You’re right.” Sophia darted a quick glance at the shadows beyond the open door, then drew a measured breath. “I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about.”

      “The Austrians are returning,” warned the dowager. “Let us make sure to keep them amused.”

      

      Flattening her back against the window frame, Arianna held herself still as a statue. Footsteps scuffed over the carpet.

      “You see, I told you there wouldn’t be a soul around.”

      She didn’t recognize the voice, but a shiver skated down her spine. The fellow was speaking Russian.

      “Still, we must hurry. I’ll guard the door.” A second Russian, also unknown to her, answered his companion.

      Arianna shifted just a fraction and angled her head to see past the edge of the draperies. She could view only a small section of the room—the shadowed corner holding the globe—but dared not make any other movement. Muscles tensed, she waited for them to speak again. During her stay in Vienna, she had picked up a little of the language.

      Perhaps they aren’t here for the same thing I’m after, she told herself . . . and then realized how ridiculously absurd such wishful thinking was. And perhaps the porcelain lion on the side table will turn into a silver-winged unicorn and fly to the moon.

      But just as she was thinking that her devil-cursed luck couldn’t get any worse, a third voice cut like a knife blade through the momentary silence.

      “Come, come, Kerzensky—you said you know where the packet is hidden.”

      Arianna suddenly felt as if an iron fist were squeezing the air from her lungs. No, no, no—surely it was just a strange echo and her own overwrought nerves distorting the sound.

      However, at the next words, there was no denying the truth.

      “Stop dawdling,” snapped Prince Orlov, “and get it now.”

      More footsteps, and then a gentleman dressed in a bottle-green swallow-tailed evening coat came into her line of sight. He approached the globe. “During my last meeting with von Stockhausen, he got very drunk and wasn’t careful enough in closing the door when he came to fetch a document we needed to consult. I followed him and saw where he kept it hidden.”

      Damnation. That her instincts had been right left naught but a sour taste in her mouth.

      Orlov joined his compatriot. “Open the bloody thing,” he growled impatiently.

      The man turned the globe so that the Kingdom of Prussia faced the ceiling, then simultaneously pressed two points on opposite sides of the orb. The top half of the globe popped open, allowing it to be swung up on a hidden hinge.

      She saw him reach inside and fish out a packet, which Orlov immediately snatched from his hand.

      The moonlight caught the flash of unfolding papers. Silence shrouded the room, save for a whispery rustling, as Orlov skimmed through the documents. Looking up, he smirked.

      Arianna remembered that look of supreme arrogance—and how immensely satisfying it had been to wipe it off his lordly face.

      “Excellent,” crowed the prince. “Dampierre will have to dance to our tune now.” The smirk widened. “Even better, it appears we have a hold over Lord Mellon as well. His relative, Lady Sterling, has thoroughly compromised herself. Women—especially old women—are fools when it comes to love.”

      The other two men laughed.

      Orlov refolded the documents. “Come, let us retrace our steps down the back stairs to the main entrance hall and make our official arrival for the soiree.” He tucked the packet into the inside pocket of his evening coat. “Pay the porter an extra few guineas to keep his mouth shut, Kerzensky. This little gambit has proved well worth its weight in gold.”

      Orlov and his compatriot moved out of her line of sight. She heard shuffling and a click-click as the door opened and shut, followed by the sound of the lock’s tumblers being reset.

      Arianna waited a few agonizing moments before leaving her hiding place. The chill night air blowing through the cracks in the window casement had left her feeling cold as ice. She paused to chafe some semblance of warmth back to her bare arms.

      All was lost.

      The bitter taste of bile rose up in her throat, but she made herself choke down its burn . . .

      Or was it? She would rather eat a barrel of hell-forged nails than concede victory to Orlov and let him destroy her loved ones.

      There had to be a way to turn disaster on its ear.

      She just needed to think of it . . .

      And quickly.
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      “You look pale as ice.” Sophia took Arianna’s arm drew her into one of the picture alcoves. “D-Did you find—”

      “Where is Constantina?” she interrupted.

      “Mellon wished for her to meet with some old acquaintances in the main drawing room,” answered her friend.

      “Go and draw her away, but do it discreetly, without making a scene.”

      “Oh, dear,” intoned Sophia. “I take it the documents were not to be found.”

      A humorless smile pinched at Arianna’s lips. “Yes and no.”

      Her friend frowned in confusion.

      “By which I mean we have to improvise,” said Arianna tersely. “Go,” she added, “while I mingle for a bit so people don’t start to remark on my absence.”

      As Sophia headed off, Arianna moved into the crowd and struck up a light conversation with the two Sicilian diplomats. As the pleasantries flowed by rote from her lips, her mind was spinning with far darker thoughts. An idea was slowly taking shape. One that was hard to stomach.

      But the alternative was even less palatable.

      Orlov had not made an appearance in the salon. He must still be going through the motions of greeting the other diplomats in the main drawing room. A duty she hoped included imbibing a goodly amount of champagne.

      It would help her plan if he was intoxicated with wine as well as his own princely vanity.

      Time seemed to tick by with excruciating slowness, but at last she spotted Constantina and Sophia making their way down the corridor.

      “If you will excuse me, sirs,” she said to the Sicilians, “I must make sure my great aunt isn’t feeling too fatigued by all the excitement of the evening. She is of a certain age, you know . . .”

      The gentlemen politely moved away.

      Arianna edged into the nook behind the massive urn of flowers and waited for them to reach her. Constantina was first to round the plinth. She was smiling but apprehension was pooled in her eyes. Sophia followed, balancing three glasses of champagne she had plucked from the tray of a passing footman.

      Sharp thinking—they would simply appear to be taking a moment away from the crowd for refreshments.

      “I take it the plan didn’t work,” murmured the dowager.

      “Not precisely,” answered Arianna, and then quickly explained what had taken place.

      Sophia swore a rather colorful oath under her breath.

      “A setback,” agreed Arianna. “But the night isn’t over.”

      “Are you suggesting there might be a way to salvage the situation?” Constantina eyed the tiny bubbles fizzing up in her glasses. “Aside from pulling a pistol on the prince and shooting him.”

      Arianna was relieved that the dowager’s spirit didn’t appear crushed by the bad news. “We may not have to resort to bullets.”

      “A pity,” said Sophia. “From what you’ve told us about him, he richly deserves to have his bollocks blown off.”

      “Too messy,” she quipped in reply. “Besides, I have another idea, one that avoids any bloodshed.” Though just barely.

      “Go on,” said Constantina.

      “It will take some maneuvering, not to speak of some luck, but I am counting on Orlov’s overweening pride to make it work.” Arianna fluffed up her skirts. “I plan on approaching him and making it clear that my past refusal of his attentions was because I dared not risk stirring Saybrook’s suspicions in Vienna. I’ll explain that things have changed since our return to London, and I’m now free to make it clear that I find him . . . irresistible.”

      The dowager frowned and looked about to speak.

      “Please wait and hear me out,” she asked.

      Constantina hesitated, then gave a grudging nod.

      “After I’ve convinced him that I’ll welcome a more intimate tête-à-tête, I’ll suggest we retreat to the library room here on this floor.” She had spotted it on her return from the upstairs study. It was far enough down the corridor that it was unlikely to attract any of the other guests. “Once there I’ll encourage his amorous advances—and in the process find a way to take the documents from his coat and retreat.”

      “You make it sound simple,” observed Sophia. “But I can’t imagine a brute like the prince will make it quite so easy.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” said the dowager, her voice taking on a hard edge. “I won’t let you take such a terrible risk.”

      “I’ve faced far more dangerous men than Orlov,” murmured Arianna. Constantina and Sophia knew something of her past life—the daughter of a disgraced gentleman forced to leave England and live in the rough and tumble world of the West Indies. But she had taken care to hide the grimmer details. She wasn’t proud of some of the things she had done to survive after her father’s murder. But so be it. Early on, she had learned that toughness and resilience, not genteel manners and delicate sensibilities, were what kept a lady alive.

      “I don’t like it,” insisted Constantina. “He’s as big as a bear, and if things go wrong, there is no way you can fight him off—”

      “There are ways to counter physical strength,” cut in Arianna. And she knew most of the filthy tricks it took to do so.

      A martial light lit in the dowager’s eye. “No. I won’t let you risk yourself on account of my stupidity.”

      Arianna countered with steely calm. “I’m not asking you to let me. I’m asking you to help me.”

      Sophia gave a resigned sigh. “Let’s not waste any more breath in arguing. What do you need us to do?”

      “Keep Mellon distracted while I approach Orlov,” she answered. “And once the prince follows me to the library, be aware of how long I’m gone. If I don’t return in a reasonable amount of time, you have my permission to investigate.”

      Constantina didn’t look at all pleased with the plan but refrained from further argument. All she said was, “I shall never forgive myself if you come to grief over this.”

      “I won’t,” assured Arianna, even though she knew a number of things—a great number, in fact—could go wrong.

      Be that as it may . . .

      “If there are no more questions, let us be off and start putting the plan into play.”

      

      “Prince Orlov! Why, how delightful to see you in London.”

      Orlov turned. Unsmiling.

      With a coquettish little flourish, Arianna sidled closer. She caught his gaze and held it for a moment before batting her lashes and holding out her hand.

      “When did you arrive?”

      “Lady Saybrook.” Orlov brushed the requisite kiss to the top of her glove. “You are looking lovely as ever,” he added slowly, his gaze running over the full length of her body. “I arrived from Vienna a fortnight ago.”

      “Come, you must tell me all the gossip from the Peace Conference.” She slipped her arm through his and flashed a brilliant smile at the gentlemen with whom he had been conversing. “Will you excuse us? The prince and I are old friends and have much to catch up on.”

      Orlov let himself be led to a quiet corner of the room. “I must say, such a warm welcome from you comes as a surprise.”

      “Don’t you like surprises?” countered Arianna coyly. Seeing she had his attention, she lowered her voice to a husky murmur, “Especially unexpected ones?”

      His gaze turned lidded. “They can be titillating,” he allowed as he shifted his stance, angling his big body closer.

      By sheer force of will, she managed not to shy away. “Indeed they can.” She shifted, her hip deliberately grazing his. “Had I known you were in London, I would have made sure that we met before this evening.”

      A certain alertness took hold of him. A subtle tautening of every muscle, like a predator scenting his prey. “Tell me, are you always so fickle with your favors, countess?”

      “A lady’s prerogative.” She looked up. “Come now, don’t tell me you are holding a grudge from Vienna. I tried to find you later that day to apologize for any embarrassment I might have caused you with your friends.”

      She added a shrug, deliberately designed to reveal a little more cleavage.  “You’re a pragmatic fellow—you must understand that my husband was in the palace that afternoon, and I couldn’t risk him hearing any tittle-tattle. Things were already strained over another incident.”

      Arianna caught the spark of primal lust light in his eyes.

      “And now?” asked Orlov.

      “And now it doesn’t matter. Since returning to London my husband and I have come to an agreement that allows us both some freedom in arranging our private lives.”

      His mouth curled in a wolfish smile. “How very civilized.”

      She gave a playful touch to the fancy medal pinned on his left lapel. Yes, the documents were still inside his coat. “My sentiments exactly.”

      “However . . .” said the prince in what she imagined was his boudoir voice. “I must say, I haven’t entirely forgotten about your flirtatious games. They were very . . . unsatisfying.”

      Arianna exaggerated a pout. “Is there nothing I can do to earn your forgiveness?”

      Orlov sidled closer. His face was flushed—with any luck it was from the wine—and she could feel the heat of him oozing through his expensive evening clothes, along with the cloying scent of sandalwood cologne. She shallowed her breathing, finding the mixture of sweetness and sweat repulsive.

      “I can think of several things,” he replied. “Alas, none of which can take place in a crowded room.”

      “Then perhaps we should go elsewhere.” Arianna wondered for an instant whether she was appearing too eager. However, a glance at his hungry expression allayed her misgivings. The prince was not a man of subtleties. “I noticed a small library down the corridor when I made an earlier visit to the ladies’ withdrawing room. I doubt we will be disturbed there.”

      “Naughty girl,” he murmured.

      You have no idea of how naughty.

      Arianna let out a sultry laugh. “I’ll slip away there now. You may follow after a discreet interlude, But do take care not to be seen—”

      “Don’t worry, sweeting.” Another wolfish grin. “I’m quite adept at stealth, especially when it comes to stealing what belongs to another man.”

      As am I.

      “Your husband is not here tonight?” he inquired.

      “No,” she responded. “He is away dealing with estate business. But his uncle is present, so as I said, discretion is called for.” Again she batted her kohl-darkened lashes. “A lady must take care of her reputation.”

      “She must also take care of her pleasures.” His thigh brushed up against hers as he moved to one side. “You may be assured I will see to them.”

      “Clearly you understand women,” she murmured.

      A low, self-satisfied laugh. “I pride myself on how diligently I have studied the subject.”

      Pride cometh before the Fall.

      Or so she hoped. As their gazes met again for an instant, Arianna reminded herself not to be guilty of the same sin. Orlov was a lecherous boor, but no fool. One didn’t survive the Byzantine scheming of the Russian court without being both clever and ruthless. She must be careful not to underestimate him.

      She lowered her lashes. “I look forward to a full report on what you have learned.”

      “Ah, that might take far more than one meeting, countess. But we can begin exploring the breadth and depth of my knowledge tonight.”

      “It sounds quite . . . sizeable.”

      A chuckle rumbled deep in his throat. “I trust it will surpass your expectations.”

      Her brows arched in playful challenge. “You seem very sure of yourself—but be advised I have very high expectations.” On that note, she slid back a few steps and in a louder voice, added, “It’s been a pleasure chatting with you, Prince Orlov. I hope you will enjoy your time here in London.”

      Arianna felt his gaze burn against her back as she walked away. She made her way slowly past the clusters of gentlemen, pausing occasionally to exchange smiles and polite pleasantries. After a tiny nod to Constantina, she melted into the shadows and slipped into the dimly lit corridor.

      The trap had been baited, and she had no doubt that the predator’s base instincts had been stirred by the smell of blood.

      She would have to be careful that the sacrificial lamb didn’t end up in his jaws.

      

      The library was blessedly cool, and as Arianna pushed the door halfway closed behind her, she drew in a lungful of the clean, crisp air, trying to control her racing heart. Her pulse had kicked up a notch, its erratic beat seeming overloud in the stillness of the room.

      Steady, steady. She reminded herself of several far more dangerous and unpredictable confrontations from the past. Somehow she seemed to possess an uncanny knack for survival. Perhaps Lady Luck felt inclined to give a small edge in the odds to females who dared to defy convention.

      “Let us hope our luck holds,” whispered Arianna, acutely aware at that instant of much she wanted to protect Constantina from the pain that failure would bring.

      The thought helped her shake off her momentary lethargy. She moved to the hearth, and after adding a few fresh chunks to the banked coals stirred up a blaze of flames. An oil lamp was lit on one of the game tables, its wick turned low. As she crossed to the sideboard, Arianna saw that a chessboard had been set up for play, the neatly aligned rows of black and white figures facing each other, waiting for the game to begin.

      She brushed a fingertip to the crown of the white Queen. It was interesting how the ancient game had made the lone woman of the set the most powerful piece on the board.

      Powerful, yes, but there were ever-changing threats on the board, ready to pounce if the Queen’s vigilance slipped for even an instant.

      A collection of crystal decanters sat on a silver tray. She chose a dark-hued Scottish malt, its amber color tinged with a hint of reddish fire, and poured a full measure into a pair of goblets. Then, taking up steel and flint, she lit the branch of candles. The sinuous, sensuous dance of flames would add to the aura of seduction. She intended to draw out her flirtations, fanning the prince’s carnal desires to a red-hot pitch.

      Distraction and lust were key to her mission. Guile was her strength, and she must make the most of it.

      The coals crackled in the hearth, sending up a tiny spurt of sparks. Turning to the looking glass on the wall, Arianna tugged her bodice a fraction lower and loosened a few curls from her topknot. Oddly enough, she felt a strange sort of detachment from the face looking back at her. As if a part of her were merely a pawn . . .

      The sound of steps in the corridor snapped her focus back to the business at hand. There was no room for doubts or brooding.

      Taking up the goblets, Arianna assumed a position that ensured the flames blazing in the hearth would silhouette her figure in flickers of orange-gold fire.

      The paneled oak door swung open noiselessly. A long, slanting shadow fell over the carpet. Orlov crossed the threshold and with the heel of his boot gave the door a nudge. It fell shut with an audible click.

      “Ah . . .” He rubbed his palms together. “At last, Lady Saybrook, it’s just the two of us.”
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      Arianna held up the goblets. “What say you we toast to the occasion?”

      With a sauntering step, Orlov started toward her.

      She gestured at one of the chairs arranged around the game table. “But first, why not take your coat off and get more comfortable?”

      The prince hesitated a fraction and then paused. “An excellent suggestion.” He shrugged out of the garment and draped it over the tufted leather arm.

      “Much better,” she murmured.

      A gleam lit in his eyes, giving their topaz hue a molten glow. “An improvement,” agreed Orlov, loosening his cravat before accepting his drink. “But we will soon make ourselves even more comfortable.”

      He regarded her over the rim of his goblet. The candlelight caught in the faceted crystal, scattering shards of light across his face. The effect was slightly demonic—the flashes illuminated pale skin framed by curling black sidewhiskers, and a slash of a thin mustache above his full lips.

      “Na zdorovje,” said Orlov and then drew in a mouthful of the whisky.

      Arianna watched his throat contract in a swallow. She feigned a sip and slipped around the sofa to busy herself with lighting another branch of candles. His eyes followed her.

      The air in the room seemed to grow heavier and begin to quiver with a silent thrum. Ignoring the current of tension prickling at her body, she asked him a few innocuous questions about the parties in Vienna.

      The prince answered between gulps of whiskey, his voice betraying a growing impatience.

      A good sign.

      Seeing his glass was empty, she picked up the decanter and in a slow swish-swish of silk circled back around the sofa. “Here, allow me to refill your drink.”

      Orlov stood silently while she poured out a full measure of the potent whisky but grabbed her wrist as soon as she was finished.

      “Put the spirits down.” He drained his goblet in one fierce swallow and set it on the side table. “Now that my thirst is slacked, I find myself ravenous.” A leer. “How fortunate that I have a sweet morsel close at hand.”

      His words were a little slurred . . . which boded well for what was to come.

      Arianna allowed him to pull her close. He was a big, heavyset man and the feeling of his fleshy arms coming around her caused her insides to clench. His bulky muscles were soft but not yet turned to flabbiness. He could easily overpower her physically.

      I must keep my wits about me, she warned herself. Like the Queen on the chessboard, she must stay one move ahead of the enemy.

      He seized her chin and forced her head up. “Krasivaya—beautiful.” His breath was hot with the smoky spice of the malt.

      And pure, primitive lust.

      His lips took hers. There was nothing gentle about the kiss. It was primal and possessive, the lingering sweetness of the whisky at odds with the hard thrusting of his tongue.

      Swallowing her disgust, Arianna opened herself to him. It wasn’t quite time to strike. Just a little bit longer . . .

      She shifted, just enough to rub up against him, and in response he spread his legs, planting his booted feet in a wide stance on the carpet. She placed her hands on his thighs and teased them farther apart. Orlov broke off the kiss. His face was ruddy and his breath was a ragged panting. With a feral grunt, he began scrabbling at the fastenings of her gown.

      Now, she thought.

      NOW.

      Mustering all her strength, Arianna slammed her right knee up and into the center of his crotch.

      Orlov’s grunt turned into a gasp of agony.

      His body spasmed, his knees buckled and gave way . . .

      She tried to twist free of his arms, but he was sinking, heavy as a sack of stones, the dead weight of him dragging her down, too. Throwing herself sideways, she managed to break his hold and fell to her knees.

      Half-stumbling, half-running, she scrambled to her feet. The chair was close—so close. His coat was almost within reach.

      Behind her, Arianna could hear the prince writhing on the carpet, the scrape of his boots punctuating his groans. He seemed to be trying to speak, but couldn’t form any words. No matter—the sounds alone were enough to tell he she had better hurry.

      She grabbed up the garment and began a frantic search.

      It felt like forever, but finally her fingers found the inner pocket. Grabbing the packet of papers, she whirled around, only to find Orlov had managed to lift himself up on hands and knees. He lunged just as she tried to dart past him, his outstretched arm knocking her off balance. She kicked at his hand, but he managed to grab her skirts and swing her around to hit up hard against a large wood and brass curio case.

      The packet flew from her hands.

      No, no, no! Pain lanced through her ribs but she righted herself and spun away—just in the nick of time, as he lunged again.

      Arianna lashed out another kick, this time evading his grasp.

      Damnation—she thought she had hit him hard enough to fell an ox. But rage must have overcome the excruciating agony of having his bollocks crushed.

      “You god-benighted, whoring bitch, I’ll make you pay for this,” snarled Orlov in between ragged gasps for air. He had left off the pursuit of her to go after the papers, and while he still could do no more than crawl, like a serpent he was slithering with surprising speed.

      Pivoting, she pushed over the armchair to block his path and then made a dash for the papers, which had skidded across the carpet to hit up against the brass fire screen of the hearth.

      Arianna scooped them up and once again turned to flee—only to find that the damnable Russian bear had levered to his feet and was blocking her path to the door.

      She needed naught but an instant to gauge that her chances of escape weren’t good. Like a wounded animal, he was even more dangerous than before. The threats now spewing from his throat about tearing her limb from limb were likely not idle ones.

      Rage had mottled his face to a near-purple hue. His hands fisted, looking bigger than meat mallets in the tangled shadows. He slowly slid a lumbering step closer.

      Heat from the fire was burning at her back. Above Orlov’s raspy invectives she could hear the swoosh-swoosh of the dancing flames.

      Bloody Hell. She must act in the next instant, or—

      Half turning, Arianna threw the documents into the fire, and in the same jerky motion snatched up the iron poker.

      Orlov let out a wordless howl as a furious blaze flared up, and the papers quickly turned to ash.

      A Pyrrhic victory, perhaps? However, to her way of thinking, she had solved a very complex conundrum in one fell swoop. Grentham had been adamant that the documents must not, at any cost, remain in enemy hands. As for Constantina . . .

      All in all, the primary interests of both Britain and the dowager had been well served. Grentham might not have achieved all that he wished for, but clandestine missions rarely went perfectly—

      “You she-bitch.” Orlov hobbled closer, a look of murder flashing in his eyes.

      Arianna raised the poker and waggled a warning swing. “Stand down, sir! Think about it—do you really wish to suffer the consequences of creating a terrible scene.”

      “You’ll suffer more than I will.”

      “Oh, I think not.” Another waggle. “As you’ve seen, I’m no lady. I know how to wield this. You won’t be a pretty sight.”

      Orlov let out a nasty laugh.  “Nor will you.”’

      He had, however, halted his advance.

      “You think so?” It was her turn to laugh. “How long do you think it will take for the gentlemen in the other rooms to arrive if I start screaming?”

      His jaw clenched.

      “Tsar Alexander won’t thank you for sparking an international scandal with a powerful ally, especially at this time of delicate negotiations in Vienna,” pointed out Arianna. “And in case you have forgotten, he has a certain fondness for me. How do you think he would react to the news of an assault on my person?”

      The prince’s expression betrayed a flicker of uncertainty.

      “Your debaucheries are no secret, and while you may get away with such behavior among the lightskirts of London, attacking a titled lady of the beau monde would have our Foreign Office up in arms,” she went on.

      “You would be disgraced as a scheming slut if you summon help,” growled the prince through gritted teeth. “What would your husband think, eh?”

      Arianna decided that calling his bluff was now her best option. “Let’s find out.” She opened her mouth to scream . . .

      And then shut it as the door flew open.

      “Dear God in Heaven,” exclaimed Constantina as she and Sophia burst into the room. The dowager widened her eyes in horror as she took in the scene. “Have you gone mad, Prince Orlov?”

      Sophia quietly drew the door shut behind them.

      “Ye God, how dare you attack the countess?”

      Orlov shifted with a pained wince. “You old, conniving battleax, I know your sordid secrets—”

      “But now you can’t prove them,” announced Arianna. She flicked the point of the poker at the game table. “Checkmate, Prince Orlov.”

      He spat out an oath as the realization dawned on him. “So, the two of you had this all planned.”

      Constantina abandoned her show of mock outrage. “Yes, we did. And it appears my great-niece has executed her part to perfection.”

      “Not quite perfect,” murmured Arianna. “But the results are acceptable. The letters have been destroyed. No one will be using them for blackmail.” She deliberately didn’t mention the diplomatic documents. It was best for Orlov to think she acted for purely personal reasons.

      The reminder of their demise drew another ugly oath from Orlov. “Don’t think for a moment that the two of you will escape unscathed. I may be a foreigner, but I understand that the beau monde of London expects its ladies to be above reproach.”

      He eyed Constantina with loathing. “An old hag like you having a sordid affair with an enemy who still holds Bonaparte in high regard? When I spread word of it, along with Lady Saybrook’s sluttish behavior, the doors of Society will be slammed in both your faces. As for Mellon, I doubt the Foreign Office will look kindly on his family being mired in scandal and seditious scheming.”

      “My dear Orlov, there is an old English adage that goes: Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.” The dowager curled an amused smile. “I don’t think you understand the beau monde as well as you think. Let me explain how things will really go.”

      She gestured at Sophia. “Miss Kirtland, who by the by is a respected member of Polite Society in her own right, and I came to check on Lady Saybrook, who had retired to the library with a beastly headache, rather than ruin Lord Mellon’s evening by asking to leave the soiree early. We were shocked—absolutely shocked—to find her bravely fighting off brutish, barbarian advances of a drunken lout who had crept in to take advantage of her.”

      “All of London knows that Russians have a reputation for being uncouth, uncivilized savages,” pointed out Sophia.

      “As for whose version will be believed . . .” Constantina fixed Orlov with her most imperious stare. “I am one of the grand dames of the ton. An arbiter of taste and style, whose bloodlines go back to William the Conqueror. Do you truly think they will take your word over mine?”

      The prince began to sputter in impotent rage.

      “Curse all you like, sir—I’ve heard more bad words than you can ever hope to master.” Constantina was clearly enjoying herself. “Once you’ve finished venting your spleen, you have a decision to make. You can either straighten up the furniture, put on your coat and leave the room, whereupon you will immediately leave the house via the servants’ stairs.”

      She tapped her cane to the carpet. “Or you may stay here, in which case I shall scream.”

      “You have,” added Arianna, “exactly ten seconds to make up your mind.”

      “And unless you’re a bigger fool than I think you are, you’ll choose the first option,” finished the dowager. “Oh, and one last thing. You would be wise to leave England as soon as possible. Otherwise, I can’t promise that rumors of your depraved, debauched behavior won’t begin to circulate through the drawing rooms.” A pause. “I don’t think Tsar Alexander would like that. Do you?”

      Sophia put her hand on the door latch and raised her brows.

      If looks could kill, thought Arianna as Orlov speared them all with a venomous scowl.

      Tap-tap. The dowager was keeping counting of the fast-dwindling time with her cane.

      Muttering under his breath, Orlov hobbled over to right the fallen chair and straighten the side tables that had been knocked askew. He plucked up his coat and pulled it on, trying to salvage a shred of dignity by carefully straightening the gaudy medal adorning its lapel.

      “You may have won this skirmish, Lady Saybrook, but be advised that the battle isn’t over.” The prince’s expression was frightening to behold. “It will never be over—not while both of us still draw a breath.”

      With that parting shot, he turned and limped toward the door.

      Sophia stepped aside just in time to avoid an ungentlemanly shove.

      “You have made a mortal enemy, my dear,” observed Constantina as the door fell shut. “A very dangerous one. One thing a man will never forgive or forget is a blow to his masculine pride.”

      “Not to speak of a more primitive part of his anatomy,” said Arianna. “I don’t expect that our paths will cross again. But if it does, I shall be ready for trouble.”

      “Trouble,” murmured Sophia, “seems to follow you around as if it were your shadow.” She made a wry face. “Speaking of which, I daresay we’ll all be subject to some uncomfortable questions if we don’t return to the other guests very soon.”

      “Quite right,” agreed the dowager. She gestured to Arianna. “Step over here, and let Sophia and me put your gown and hair to rights.”

      Arianna was surprised to find her legs a little wobbly as she obeyed the dowager’s command. Now that the heat of the fight was over, she felt utterly spent.

      “I don’t think the other guests will have trouble believing that Arianna was feeling ill,” said Constantina as she began to expertly adjust the gown’s fastenings and smooth the creases from the silk. To Arianna she added, “You look like death warmed over. What happened?”

      Arianna gave a terse account of the interlude, earning a wince from Sophia as she described Orlov’s embrace.

      “The scurvy scoundrel,” muttered Sophia.

      “A thoroughly dirty dish,” agreed Constantina. “I’m so sorry you were subjected to his pawing. But I’m grateful beyond words.” The dowager glanced at the fire. “I confess, knowing the letters went up in smoke is a relief beyond words. To my mind, the result is the best possible end to the unfortunate incident.”

      Grentham would likely not agree entirely, but she had accomplished the main objective. As for the complexities of the secondary conundrums . . .

      A tiny smile tugged at the corner of her mouth. “I confess, when forced to make a decision, the thought did occur to me that the simplest solution was likely the best one.”

      “In my scientific experience, that usually proves to be true,” observed Sophia as she captured a number of errant curls and refastened them with the hairpins.

      Life was rarely as neat as a carefully controlled laboratory experiment, reflected Arianna. And yet, however complicated it appeared, the universe did seem to run on elegantly simple paradigms.

      “Ye God, what a ham-fisted, clumsy brute Prince Orlov is,” muttered the dowager, working with great care to untangle the delicate beribboned sash of Arianna’s gown. “It’s a wonder that any lady allows him to come within arm’s reach.”

      “We all know a title and a fat purse cover a multitude of sins,” said Arianna.

      Sophia’s expression hardened. “Men, whether they are rich or not, shouldn’t be entitled to treat females as if they were mere objects for their pleasure.”

      “Mary Wollstonecraft’s manifesto on the rights of women makes great sense,” said Arianna. “But unfortunately, I don’t see such thinking gaining any favor with lawmakers in the foreseeable future.”

      “No,” agreed Sophia. “So it makes any triumph over a bullying lout seem all the more satisfying.”

      So it does, thought Arianna.

      Constantina stepped back and cast a critical squint over her handiwork. After reaching up and rearranging one last errant curl, she nodded in satisfaction.

      “That will do,” she said. “Now allow Sophia to take your arm, and let us return to the soiree.”
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      Arianna released a sigh as they turned from the dimly lit corridor into the glare of the side salon. The bright lights and cacophony of voices were jarring after the mano-a-mano confrontation with Orlov. All her senses had been focused on him, while now a whirling blur of sights and sensations buffeted her consciousness—the humid heat of the crowd, the swirling sweetness of the myriad perfumes, the diamond-sharp glitter of the chandeliers . . .

      She closed her eyes for an instant, feeling a little dizzy.

      “Arianna.”

      Her wits must be more addled than she realized, for she could have sworn it was Saybrook’s voice.

      A hand grazed against her arm, and at the familiar touch her lids flew open.

      “Constantina just told me you were feeling unwell,” continued her husband.

      “I—I think I may have eaten a bad lobster patty,” she replied. “But I sat for a bit in the library and the queasiness has now passed.”

      “Are you certain?” he asked, studying her face with some concern. “You still appear awfully pale.”

      Arianna kept herself from flinching with guilt. “Absolutely certain,” she assured him.

      Sophia joined them and signaled to a footman to bring over his tray of refreshments.

      “Are we celebrating something?” asked Saybrook dryly.

      “Your return from the wilds of Kent?” suggested Sophia. “Though I’m not sure there ever needs to be a reason to drink fine champagne.”

      Arianna accepted a glass. The effervescence of the wine prickled her tongue, helping to wash away the unpleasant memory of Orlov’s snabbering embrace. “Speaking of which, Sandro, I thought you were going to remain there for another day or two.”

      “There wasn’t nearly as much to review as Constantina thought.” The corners of his mouth rose in a teasing smile. “Perhaps age is making her see problems where there are none.”

      “Don’t let her hear you say such a thing,” advised Arianna.

      “Quite right, you young jackanapes!” Constantina had come up behind him and rapped her cane against his shin. “I haven’t yet lost all my marbles.”

      Saybrook inclined an apologetic bow. “I beg your pardon, Aunt. It’s just unusual for you to make a mountain out of a molehill.”

      “Hmmph.” A mischievous twinkle lit in her eyes. “There was a very pressing reason why I wanted you to go.” A pause. “But I can’t seem to remember it now.”

      He chuckled. “The next time you send me on a wild goose chase, kindly do so when it’s not the very dead of winter.”

      “Oh, pish—don’t claim it was a terrible hardship. I sent word to Jenkins to serve you a very fine brandy.”

      “I convinced him to uncork several fine clarets as well,” replied Saybrook. “I assumed you wouldn’t begrudge an extra measure of spirits to warm the chill from my bones.”

      “I suppose my wine cellar shall survive.”

      “Barely. You have some very valuable Madeira, but I showed a modicum of restraint.”

      Arianna was watching her husband’s face. His expression rarely gave anything away, but at that moment, a glint of playfulness softened the chiseled planes of his features. Most people found the earl intimidating. Few saw past his austere visage and caught a glimpse of the love he felt for his family and close circle of friends.

      They were awfully alike, she mused, two wary souls who had learned to layer armor over armor to protect their innermost vulnerabilities.

      Both of them were outsiders, square-cut pegs who didn’t fit into the smoothly rounded holes of Polite Society—she because of her disgraced father, he because of his Spanish mother. In some ways, the bond forged an elemental closeness, an understanding and appreciation of seeing the world from a different perspective. But perhaps it was also a two-edged sword. They didn’t find it easy to express their emotions.

      Arianna was aware that Saybrook was still brooding about their last investigation and the risks she had taken. God only knew what he would think of this evening’s actions. It was best he never know of them, and yet she regretted the need for hiding the truth from him—keeping secrets was a dangerous habit for man and wife. It could lead to . . .

      He caught her stare and raised his brows in question.

      Arianna smiled and shrugged. “It’s nice to see you here,” she murmured. “Though how did you know where to find us?”

      “I stopped at Constantina’s townhouse to report on my findings, and her butler told me you had all gone to Stockhausen’s soiree. So I decided to head home, change into my evening clothes and join you.”

      He surveyed the room. By now, most of the gentlemen were thoroughly foxed, their movements unsteady, their voices slurred. “But I’m not sure it was worth the trouble. It looks like it’s been a very boring evening.”

      “Yes, you know how these diplomatic evenings go,” she replied. “Boring, indeed.”

      “Indeed,” chuffed the dowager. “Where is Charles? I am ready to go home.”

      Saybrook leaned in close, his breath tickled against her ear. “What say you we take also our leave?”

      Her hand found his, and the solid warmth of his palm sparked a mellow glow deep within her chest. Despite the conundrums and complications, despite the rough edges that sometimes rubbed a little raw, on the whole, they fit together very well.

      “An excellent suggestion.”

      

      The candlelight’s soft flickering flames turned the pale yellow walls of her dressing room to a muted shade of gold. Arianna unpinned her coiled topknot and slowly brushed out her hair. The rhythm of the nightly ritual was relaxing, allowing the tension in her muscles to ebb away.

      They had been lucky. Very lucky. In retrospect, so many things could have gone disastrously wrong.

      She shuddered to think of the damage that might have been done. Perhaps Saybrook was right to call her reckless . . .

      “Are you chilled, my dear?” He came up behind her and brushed his fingertips to the slope of her shoulder before taking a seat on the corner of the dressing table.

      “Just a little fatigued,” she answered.

      He began unknotting his cravat. “Was it as tedious a party as it appeared?”

      “You know how diplomats are.”

      The looking glass caught the quirk of his mouth. “Yes. Which makes me wonder what perverse sense of duty prevailed on you to attend.”

      “Charles asked me to go—along with Constantina and Sophia,” replied Arianna. “He seemed to feel the presence of ladies would have a civilizing effect on the guests and keep any international bickering from breaking out.”

      “And did it?”

      “I didn’t witness any blood being spilled,” she said. Knowing that he might very well hear of Orlov’s presence, she added, “Prince Orlov was there. Apparently he arrived in London a fortnight ago.”

      Her husband finished unwinding the length of linen from his neck and let it fall to the carpet before asking, “For how long?”

      “I didn’t ask.” She drew in a silent breath. “I believe he’s been sent as a special representative, but what his mission is, I couldn’t say. Let’s hope his stay is a short one.”

      His gaze turned shuttered. “I trust he didn’t make himself disagreeable to you.”

      “Our encounter was not cordial,” answered Arianna. Seeing as it was she who had initiated both the faux flirtations and the outright hostilities, it didn’t feel like a total lie. “But I think he understands that there is nothing to gain from stirring up any overt trouble.”

      “And yet, Orlov doesn’t strike me as a man governed by reason and restraint,” remarked Saybrook as he rose and began unfastening the cuffs of his shirt. He paused, his gaze locking on one of the ruffles trimming her gown. “You have a tiny tear in your sleeve.”

      “I—I must have snagged it in the crowd.” She reached up and fingered the rent in the silk. “All those pompous medals the gentlemen wear have very sharp edges.”

      “One would not guess that drawing rooms could be such perilous places for a lady,” he murmured.

      “Yes, but Bianca is very skilled with a needle. I’m sure she’ll be able to mend it.” Arianna quickly shifted back to the subject of Orlov, anxious to put an end to it. “As for the prince, he may not know the exact reason, but he’s aware that Tsar Alexander holds us in high regard. My sense is he’ll avoid me.” She set down her brush. “And you.”

      “That would be wise of him.” Saybrook resumed fiddling with his cuff. “Unless he wishes to be thrashed to a bloody pulp.”

      She turned in her chair, surprised at the dangerous edge to his voice. “It’s unlike you to be roused to thoughts of violence.”

      He shifted, just enough that the fall of his dark hair threw his face in shadow. “You think me unmoved by threats to those I love?”

      Love. Arianna went very still. It wasn’t a word he said often.

      “Not at all,” she replied softly. “I think you the most loyal, honorable man I know. It’s just that . . .” She took a moment to frame her reply. “It’s just that I think you are very careful and controlled with your feelings. Primitive passions rarely get the better of you.”

      His expression was unreadable.

      “While I, on the other hand, all too often let my emotions overrule pragmatism.”

      “I may be controlled with my emotions, but that doesn’t mean I have none. And I’d like to think I’m not oblivious to the feelings of others.” Finished with his cuff, Saybrook began undoing the fastenings of his shirt placket.  For a moment there was naught but the soft whisper of the flickering candle flames. “Indeed, I would almost be tempted to think Constantina was up to her usual scheming and for some reason wanted me out of Town. And that you, caught on the horns of a very difficult dilemma, felt compelled to go along with her.”

      Arianna froze.

      “However, I know that you value the honesty and trust between us as much as I do. So I know that you would never do such a thing . . .” Linen rustled as Saybrook pulled his shirt off over his head. So she might only have imagined that he added “Again.”

      “Yes.” Arianna felt her throat constrict. “I treasure nothing in this world above our love, and I understand that absolute honesty is part of that bond.” She hesitated, then added, “You may rest assured that I will never be dishonest with you . . .” A last word hovered on her lips and then slipped out on a zephyrous sigh too faint to be heard. “Again.”

      Or was it?

      Saybrook’s face betrayed no outward reaction. “Then we understand each other perfectly.” But as he brushed the hair back from his brow she felt the breath catch in her throat—his emerald eyes seemed to light for just an instant with a spark of  . . .

      Amusement? Exasperation? Something in between the two?

      “It’s late, and we’ve both had a tiring day,” he murmured. “Come to bed, Arianna.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Hunching her head deeper into the fur-lined hood of her cloak, Arianna muttered an oath as another frigid gust whistled through the narrow lane leading into Covent Garden market.

      “Damn Grentham for being so bloody enamored with intrigue,” she said, her breath turning to puffs of muddled vapor before dissolving into the winter-dark shadows. She and the minister had agreed to meet the morning after Stockhausen’s soiree, but he had insisted on a new location, and so she once again was required to meet his minion at the spice stall.

      At this rate, the very proper Mr. Joost was going to suspect she was indulging in some havey-cavey amorous tryst.

      “You must be creating some very special confections to be braving the weather today,” greeted the merchant. He slapped his mittened hands together. “Lud, it’s colder than the devil’s heart.”

      “Yes, but your nutmeg and cinnamon are well worth the discomfort.” She gave him her order, all the while scanning the surroundings for her contact.

      The sooner she could put an end to the unpleasant affair with the stolen papers, the better. And it seemed that Grentham was of the same mind. His insistence on such secrecy was yet another indication of how gravely concerned he was that word of his involvement never leak out.

      Which gave her a bargaining chip, she reflected. Something that was always useful to have when dealing with a man as ruthless as the minister.

      “Here you are, milady.” Joost handed over a small paper sack, still looking a little bemused that she would venture out from the cozy confines of her well-heated townhouse for spices.

      Arianna thanked him and stuffed the package in her reticule. She had spotted Steel-Eyes in the next row of stalls and wished to intercept him before her friend recognized the fellow. Moving quickly, she turned the corner and ducked through the flapping canvas.

      “Sir,” murmured Arianna, once she was shoulder to shoulder with him.

      He gave a low grunt of laughter. “Not sir—just the lowly dogsbody.” A gruff nod indicated a turn to the right. “This way.”

      They made their way swiftly and silently to the eastern edge of the market and crossed to a narrow alleyway, which led through a twisted maze of criss-crossing footpaths before emerging into a crooked lane shrouded in slate grey shadows.

      At its far end, she could barely make out the silhouette of a carriage.

      “He’s waiting there,” said Steel-Eyes.

      He halted and let her go on by herself. He’s guarding the entrance against any unwanted observers, she thought, as she saw him draw a pistol from inside his coat. The realization stirred a niggling sense of unease.

      What the devil had been in those documents?

      “I wouldn’t have guessed you to have such a flair for the melodramatic, Lord Grentham,” she said as she climbed into the dimly lit interior. “Guard dogs, darkened alleys—all we need are clanking chains and a ghostly moan to be a scene straight from one of Mrs. Radcliffe’s horrid novels.”

      The minister gave her a sour look. Perhaps he, too, had suffered through a long and harried night.

      “Let us dispense with our usual insults, Lady Saybrook,” he replied tersely. “Much as you take pleasure in waving your verbal sword and trying to draw blood, I am pressed for time.”

      He held out a gloved hand. “Kindly hand them over.”

      “The documents?” drawled Arianna. Perhaps it was childish, but she took a measure of satisfaction in seeing his eyes narrow in irritation. “What makes you so sure that I have them?”

      “Because,” he snapped, “you are diabolically clever and care enough about Lady Sterling not to let Stockhausen get the better of you.”

      “That’s all very well to say,” she replied. “But you’re assuming Stockhausen was my main adversary . . . and that I got to his study first.”

      Grentham’s ramrod-straight spine went even more rigid. “Who?” he demanded.

      “Prince Orlov.”

      A very un-Grentham obscenity slipped from the minister’s lips. “How do you know that?” he added.

      “Because I barely had time to hide myself in the draperies before he and his two cohorts proved as adept as I was at picking the lock to the study.”

      Another oath.

      She let him stew for another moment before continuing. “But as you pointed out, I can be clever when I put my mind to it, and I’m fiercely loyal to those I love. So I wasn’t quite ready to accept defeat. With the help of Constantina and Miss Kirtland—”

      “Damnation—you were sworn to absolute secrecy!” He didn’t raise his voice, but his anger was palpable.

      “I’m aware of that, and of course I told them nothing about your involvement. They don’t know who informed me that Stockhausen possessed the papers. Nor do they care. The point was to retrieve them, and to do so, I needed their help.”

      He muttered something under his breath. She caught the words “infernal, interfering Amazons . . .”

      “You ought to be glad that we are made of sterner stuff than milquetoast,” she retorted. “In this case, womanly wiles were the only hope of making the best of a bad situation.”

      His expression turned wary. “What happened?”

      “I lured Orlov to a private parlor, and managed to get my hands on the documents.” Arianna didn’t intend to tell him the details of how. She didn’t trust him not to find some way to use it against her in the future. “However, I found myself blocked from leaving the room, with no chance of overpowering him physically.”

      Grentham exhaled through his nose.

      “Don’t look so Friday-faced,” she said. “I didn’t allow him to get them back—”

      “Enough shilly-shallying, Lady Saybrook.” His knees grazed against hers as he edged forward on the seat. “Write a horrid novel at your own leisure, but I have more pressing things to do with my time. Give me the papers.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Bloody Hell—”

      “I threw them in the fire.”

      Grentham stared at her in disbelief. “You. Did. What?”

      “I was trapped between the brass fire screen, and an enraged man the size of a Siberian bear, with half a heartbeat in which to make a decision,” answered Arianna. “You were adamant that the papers not remain in the hands of our government’s adversaries. So I did exactly what you asked me to do. I made sure that they were put irrevocably out of reach—at no small risk to my life, I might add.”

      She had never seen the minister look so thunderstruck. It wasn’t a good sign.

      Steeling his self-control, the minister leaned back. “The Devil take it, you have no idea what you’ve done,” he said in a taut whisper.

      Grentham being Grentham, Arianna had assumed he hadn’t told her everything. Still, his heated reaction stirred the sudden suspicion that she had been used as a pawn in some diabolical game within a game. Looking away from his glowering face, she made herself think of what it could be. Several moments slipped by . . . and then the penny dropped.

      “You—” gasped Arianna before a spurt of outrage left her momentarily bereft of speech.

      Hell’s Bells, how had she not seen it before now!

      “You didn’t want the documents merely for safekeeping. You wanted to use them for blackmail!” she said as the realization rose like bile in her throat. “And you were never going to give them back. They contained something which you, like Orlov, could have used to bend Dampierre to your will.”

      His expression didn’t alter. “Of course they did.”

      “The Devil damn you for using me in your sordid games,” responded Arianna, her blood now at a boil. “I—”

      “You would rather that Dampierre’s misguided idealism helps bring Napoleon back to his throne?” cut in Grentham.

      “Don’t try to blow smoke in my eyes, sir!” she countered, though a tiny twinge of doubt took some of the force from her words. “Napoleon has abdicated his power—”

      “Ye God, don’t be so naïve, Lady Saybrook. He’s abdicated his throne, not his power. The Allies were foolish enough to place the Fox within spitting distance of the henhouse. You really think he isn’t sniffing around, looking for a way to re-feather his old nest?”

      Arianna felt a chill tickle down her spine.

      “The stolen documents showed that Dampierre has been in correspondence with men who are pressing him to see the weakness of the restored Bourbon king and switch his support to bringing back Napoleon as ruler of France,” continued Grentham.

      “Is Dampierre a traitor?” she asked. Constantina would be devastated—she would always wonder whether the personal attachment was purely a ploy to win entrée into Mellon’s inner circle.

      “Not as of yet. He’s merely been willing to listen to arguments,” replied Grentham. “If I possessed the documents I asked you to recover, I would have had the means to pressure him to listen no more. Now I have nothing— nothing—with which to counter the enemy’s seductions.” He pulled a sarcastic face. “Perhaps Napoleon will award you a medal if he once again manages to usurp control of France.”

      “If you had been forthright with me about the real reason you needed the documents, I would have had the right information on which to have made my decision,” retorted Arianna. “So the failure of this mission does not lie on my head, sir. It lies on yours.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Always so quick to be the haughty, high and mighty soul of principle, Lady Saybrook. And yet, you, of all people, should understand that the world isn’t black and white. To keep evil at bay, one often has to fight it with the same filthy weapons. Or would you prefer to go down in ignominious defeat with your hands as pure as driven snow?”

      Grentham steepled his forefingers and regarded her over their tips. “As I recall, when you wished justice for your father, you were willing to do whatever was needed to bring the corruption of his partners to light.”

      She couldn’t muster a retort. It was true—in the past, she had, on occasion, rationalized some rather unscrupulous actions in the name of the Higher Good. And as for her recent dealings with Saybrook . . .

      “No nasty barb? No holier-than-thou denial?”

      The silence inside the carriage suddenly felt heavy as lead. It was squeezing the air from her lungs. Was she more like the minister than she cared to admit? Turning to the curtained window, Arianna forced herself to breathe. The thought stuck in her craw. But after a moment, she realized that no, there was a fundamental difference between them. She truly believed in the concept of Right and Wrong, even though she sometimes erred in bending the definition too far . . .

      Grentham didn’t dwell on gloating. He was already thinking about the practicalities. “You may turn your back and walk away, Lady Saybrook, but I am left to figure out how best to turn this unfortunate blunder to Britain’s best advantage.” A pause. “Though God only knows how I’m going to salvage this unholy mess. I fear most of the damage is irreparable. And there are precious few other leads for me to follow.”

      After another measured inhale and exhale, Arianna regained her composure.

      “Surely not all is lost,” she began, “Orlov may know what the papers contain, but without them as proof, he has no way to pressure Dampierre—”

      “There are far more dangerous enemies than Orlov out there,” cut in Grentham. “He’s an insignificant cog in the wheels of international diplomacy. I’ve enough incriminating evidence on him to have Tsar Alexander squash him like a bug whenever I so choose.”

      The minister’s words suddenly stirred another unsettling thought.

      “Just as you would have left me to suffer the consequences had I been caught trying to steal back the documents,” she said. Once again, anger bubbled through her blood—both for his high-handedness and for her own stupidity. “The public would only have heard that I was attempting to protect my family from scandal, with all the resulting humiliation, while the government appears blameless.” A pause. “In fact, you would have welcomed all the gossip, as it would further deflect any suspicions that you were involved.”

      He shrugged. “A belated show of aggrieved innocence is an ill-fitting cloak for your actions. You knew the risks.”

      Arianna fisted her hands in her lap. Intrigue, lies, deceptions, and double crosses within double crosses—they were the elemental truths of his world. Which made her even more determined never to betray her own principles again.

      “I don’t deny that yours is a difficult job, Lord Grentham. And I understand you think to do it well demands an unshakable belief that the ends justify the means.” Their gazes locked. “But that said, I find your deliberate manipulation of me and my family unforgivably arrogant.”

      She took hold of the door’s handle and clicked the latch open. “From now on, spin your spider’s web of intrigue with operatives who are willing to be caught in its sticky threads. Be assured I won’t ever be a part of your scheming again.”

      “So you say now.” Grentham’s taunting words trailed after her, prickling against the back of her neck. “But if I were you, Lady Saybrook, I wouldn’t be so certain about what the future may hold.”
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      Their cleverness, curiosity and courage seem to draw Lord and Lady Saybrook into one dangerous adventure after another. They claim it’s not entirely their fault, and I tend to agree with them. When one possesses resourcefulness, imagination and an unyielding sense of honor, it’s hard to watch Evil at play without feeling compelled to jump into the game and beat it to a pulp.

      So from time to time, I’ll be sharing some of their smaller undertakings—ones that they dismiss as mere trifling affairs, but which I think readers will find  . . . intriguing.

      For those of you looking to place this novella within the chronology of the Lady Arianna series, it occurs shortly after the events describes in Book Three—Recipe for Treason.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      I began my writing career at age five with a number of lavishly illustrated Westerns, which were lovingly preserved for posterity by my first fan (Thanks, Mom!) However, I have since moved on to Regency England, an era that has fascinated me ever since I read Jane Austen’s Pride And Prejudice.

      I majored in art at Yale and went on to get a MFA in Graphic Design, concentrating in publication design. So I guess you could say I have always had a left brain-right brain love affair with the printed page  . . .

      You can read more about me and my books at my website, along with some of the fascinating details about Regency England.

      
        www.andrepenrose.com

      

      And please take a moment to to subscribe to my newsletter, so you be sure to receive all my latest news, freebies and special offers!

      
        SIGN UP FOR ANDREA’S NEWSLETTER

      

      You can also follow me on my author Facebook page, where I also post news and muse on anything that strikes my fancy!

      
        FOLLOW ANDREA ON FACEBOOK

      

      
        
          www.andreapenrose.com

        

        
          [image: Facebook]Facebook

          [image: Twitter]Twitter

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Also by Andrea Penrose

          

        

      

    

    
      The Wrexford & Sloane Regency Mystery Series

      MURDER ON BLACK SWAN LANE

      MURDER AT HALF MOON GATE

      

      The Lady Arianna Regency Mystery Series

      SWEET REVENGE

      THE COCOA CONSPIRACY

      RECIPE FOR TREASON

      

      For more information on Andrea and Andrea’s books, visit www.andreapenrose.com

      

      You can write to Andrea at

      andreapenroseauthor@gmail.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt: SWEET REVENGE

          

          Book One in the Lady Arianna Regency Mystery Series

        

      

    

    
      
        CHAPTER ONE

        

        From the Chocolate Notebooks of Dona Maria Castellano

        

        “How fascinating! I recently discovered an old Spanish missionary’s journal in a Madrid bookstore and found a number of references to chocolate among his writings. According to him, ancient Aztec legend has it that the cacao tree was brought to Earth by their god Quetzalcoatl, who descended from heaven on the beam of a morning star after stealing the precious plant from paradise. No wonder that the spicy beverage made from its beans was called the ‘Drink of the Emperor.’ It is said that this xocoatl or chocolatl was so revered that it was served in golden goblets that were thrown away after one use . . .”

      

      [image: ]
* * *

      The scent of burnt sugar swirled in the air, its sweetness melting with the darker spice of cacao and cinnamon. Candles flickered, the tiny tongues of flame licking out as the footman set the plate on the dining table.

      “Ahhhh.” The gentleman leaned down and inhaled deeply, his fleshy face wreathing in a sybaritic smile. “Why, my dear Catherine, it smells . . . good enough to eat.”

      Laughter greeted the bon mot.

      “Oh, indeed it is, poppet. I’ve had my chef create it specially for you.” The heavily rouged lady by his side parted her lips, just enough to show a peek of teeth. “And only you.”

      “How delicious.” Plumes of pale smoke floated up toward the painted ceiling and slowly dissolved in the shadows. His lazy, lidded gaze slid past the glittering silver candelabra and took in the empty place settings of the other half dozen guests. “And what, may I ask, is it?”

      “Chocolate.”

      “Chocolate,” he echoed, sounding a little puzzled. “But—”

      “Edible chocolate,” explained Catherine. “A new innovation, fresh from Paris. Where, as you know, the French have refined sumptuous indulgence to an art form in itself.” She lowered her voice to a sultry murmur. “Aren’t you tempted to try it?”

      All eyes fixed hungrily on the unusual confection. Soft mounds of Chantilly cream ringed the porcelain plate, accentuating the dark, decadent richness of the thick wafers arranged at its center. Ranging in hue from café au lait to burnished ebony, they rose up from a pool of port-soaked cherries.

      “I must warn you, though,” she teased. “Chocolate is said to stimulate the appetite for other pleasures.” Her lashes fluttered. “But perhaps you are already sated after such a rich meal.”

      “One can never have enough pleasure,” replied the gentleman as he plucked the top piece from its buttery perch and popped it into his mouth.

      A collective sigh sounded from the others as he gave a blissful little moan, squeezed his eyes shut . . .

      And promptly pitched face-first into sticky sweetness.

      There was a moment of dead silence, followed by a slow, slurping shudder that sent a spray of ruby-red drops and pink-tinged cream over the pristine tablecloth.

      “Good God, send for a physician!” screamed one of the guests. “The Prince Regent has been poisoned!”

      

      
        CHAPTER TWO

      

      
        From the Chocolate Notebooks of Dona Maria Castellano

      

      “Chocolate was served during religious rites and celebrations. It was often mixed with flavorings such as vanilla, cinnamon, allspice, chilies, hueinacaztli—a spicy flower from the custard apple tree—and anchiote, which turns the mouth a bright red! The Aztec also believed that the dried beans of the cacao tree possessed strong medicinal properties. Indeed, warriors were issued cacao wafers to fortify their strength for long marches and the rigors of battle—a fact that Sandro will undoubtedly find of great interest. I, too, have remarked on the nourishing benefits of hot, sweetened chocolate . . .”
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* * *

      Steam rose from the boiling water, enveloping the stove in a cloud of moist, tropical heat.

      “Hell.” A hand shot out and shoved the kettle off the hob.

      Cleaning up after such a feast would likely take another few hours, thought the chef irritably. But that was the price—or was it penance—for choosing to work alone. A baleful glance lingered for a moment on the kitchen’s worktable, the dirty dishes and pots yet another reminder that the aristocratic asses upstairs were gluttons for decadent foods.

      More, always more—their hunger seemed insatiable.

      But it wasn’t as if their appetite for sumptuous pleasures came as any great surprise to Arianna Hadley. Contempt curled the corners of her mouth. Indeed, she had counted on it.

      Turning away from the puddles of melted butter and clotted cream, she wiped her hands and carefully collected the scraps of paper containing her recipes. The edges were yellowing, the spidery script had faded to the color of weak tea, and yet she could not quite bring herself to copy them onto fresh sheets of foolscap. They were like old friends—her only friends, if truth be told—and together they had traveled. . . .

      Her hands clenched, crackling the papers. Not that she cared to dwell on the sordid details. They were, after all, too numerous to count.

      She closed her eyes for an instant. For as far back as she could remember, life had been one never-ending journey. Jamaica, St. Kitts, Barbados, Martinique, along with all the specks of Caribbean coral and rock too small to have a name. Foam-flecked, rum-drenched hellholes awash in rutting pirates and saucy whores. And from there across the ocean to the glittering bastion of civilized society.

      Ah, yes. Here in London the scurvy scum and sluts were swathed in fancy silks and elegant manners. Fine-cut jewels and satin smiles. All thin veneers that hid a black-hearted core of corruption.

      Tracing a finger over a water-stained page, Arianna felt the faint grit of salt and wondered whether it was residue from the ocean voyage or one of the rare moments when she had allowed a weak-willed tear. Of late, she had disciplined herself to be tougher. Harder. But as the steam wafted over the sticky pots, stirring a sudden, haunting hint of island spices, she blinked and the words blurred. Light and dark, spinning into a vortex of jumbled memories.

      Fire. Smoke. The lush scent of sweetness licking up from the flames.

      “Breathe deeply, ma petite.” Her voice lush with the lilt of the tropics, the mulatto cook leaned closer to the copper cauldron. “Drink in its essence.” She sprinkled a grating of cinnamon, a pinch of anchiote over the roasting nibs. “Watch carefully, Arianna. Like life itself, the cacao is even better with a bit of spice, but the mix must be just right. Let me show you. . . .”

      Dark as ebony, Oribe’s hands fluttered through the tendril of steam. “Theobroma cacao—food of the gods,” she murmured. “Now we must wait for just the right moment to douse the flames. Remember—its magic cannot be rushed.” From a smaller pot, the cook poured a measure of hot milk into a ceramic cup. Adding a spoonful of ground beans, thickened with sugar, she whipped the concoction to a foaming froth with her molinillo. “But patience will be rewarded. Drink this—”

      Then the image of the old servant dissolved, and Arianna found herself staring into the shadows.

      Shadows. She remembered shifting shapes of menacing black, and the rumblings of thunder from a fast-approaching storm. Dancing to the drumming of the wind against the shutters, a tendril of smoke had swirled up from the lone candle, casting a trail of twisted patterns over a bloodstained sheet.

      “Drink this, Papa.” She was holding a glass of cheap rum to her father’s trembling lips. “A physician will be here soon with laudanum to help ease the pain,” she lied, knowing full well that not a soul would come rushing to help two penniless vagabonds.

      “I would rather have a sip of your special chocolate, my dear.” He tried to smile, despite the jagged knife wound gouged between his ribs.

      So much blood, so much blood. Cursing the stinking wharfside alleys and the shabby tavern room, she pressed her palm to the scarlet-soaked handkerchief, trying to staunch the flow.

      “I—I shall always savor the sweet memory of you,” he went on in a whisper. “I . . .” A groan gurgled deep in his throat. “God in heaven, forgive me for being such a wretched parent. And for sinking you in such a sordid life.”

      “You are not to blame! You were falsely accused.”

      “Yes, I was—I swear it,” he rasped. “But . . . it doesn’t matter. Not for me.” He coughed. “But you—you deserve better. . . .”

      “Never mind that. You deserve justice, Papa. Tell me who did this to you.”

      “I . . .” But there was no answer, only a spasm of his icy fingers and then a silence louder than the wailing wind.

      Arianna shifted on her stool, recalled back to the present by the clatter of footsteps on the stairs. Her skin was sheened in sweat and yet she was chilled to the bone.

      “Chef! Chef!” Fists pounded on the closed door. “Monsieur Alphonse, open up! Something terrible has happened!”

      Smoothing at the ends of her false mustache, Arianna quickly tucked the papers into her smock and rose.

      Perhaps it was too late for justice. Perhaps all that mattered now was vengeance.

      

      “Indeed?” Lord Percival Grentham’s expression remained impassive. A senior government minister in Whitehall’s War Office, he was in charge of security for London, which included keeping watch over the royal family. And with the King lingering in the netherworld of madness and his grown children mired in one scandal after another, it was a task designed to test his legendary sangfroid.

      Grentham’s assistant nervously cleared his throat. “But he’s going to survive, milord,” he added hastily. “A physician happened to be treating a patient next door and was summoned in time to purge the poison from the Prince’s stomach.”

      “More’s the pity,” snapped Grentham’s military attaché, who was standing by his superior’s desk, arranging the daily surveillance reports. “Bloody hell, if Prinny can’t control his prodigious appetites, he could at least have the decency to fall victim in his own establishment.”

      The assistant didn’t dare respond.

      Leaning back in his chair, Grentham tapped his elegant fingertips together and stared out the bank of windows overlooking the parade ground. Rain pelted against the misted glass, turning the vast expanse of gravel to a blur of watery gray. Beyond it, the bare trees in St. James’s Park jutted up through the fog, dark and menacing, like the jagged teeth of some ancient dragon.

      “How long until he can be moved from Lady Spencer’s town house?” he asked slowly.

      “Er . . .” The assistant consulted the sheaf of papers in his hands. “Another two or three days.”

      “Bloody, bloody hell,” swore the attaché. “If word of this reaches the newspapers—”

      “Thank you, Major Crandall.” The tapping ceased—as did all other sounds in the room. Turning to his assistant, Grentham continued with his inquiries. “I take it that the other guests have been sworn to absolute secrecy, Jenkins?”

      “Yes, milord. And they’ve all promised to be silent as the grave.”

      “Excellent,” he replied mildly. “Oh, and do remind them that they had better be, else their carcasses will be rotting on a transport ship bound for the Antipodes.”

      “Y-yes, milord.” The young man was new to the job and hadn’t yet dared ask what had become of his predecessor. Rumors of Grentham’s ruthlessness were rife throughout the halls of the Horse Guards building, and it was whispered that even the Prime Minister feared to provoke his ire.

      Taking up his pen, Grentham jotted several lines on a fresh sheet of foolscap. “Do we know for certain what poison was used?”

      “Not as yet, sir. The physician says it is difficult to discern, on account of the, er . . . substance that the Prince ingested.” The young man paused, looking uncertain of whether to go on.

      “Well, do you intend to keep me in suspense all afternoon?” asked Grentham softly. “Or is this meant to be an amusing little guessing game, seeing as I have nothing else to do with my time?”

      “N-n-o, sir.” The assistant gave another glance at his notes. “It was . . . chocolate.”

      “Chocolate?” repeated Crandall incredulously. “If this is your idea of a joke, Jenkins—”

      “It’s n-no joke, sir, it’s the God-honest truth.” Jenkins held out a piece of paper with a suspicious-looking stain streaked across its bottom. “You may see for yourself.”

      Grentham waved away the offending document with a flick of his wrist. “I am a trifle confused, Jenkins,” he murmured. “I thought you said Prinny ate the stuff, not drank it.”

      “He did, sir. It says here in the physician’s report that the Prince Regent collapsed after eating a disk of solid, sweetened chocolate.” Seeking to forestall another acerbic attack, he quickly went on. “Apparently the confection is a recent culinary creation, developed in France. It is said to be very popular in Paris.”

      “Chacun à son goût,” said Grentham under his breath.

      “Sir?”

      “Never mind. Go on—anything else of interest in the report?”

      “Well, milord, the man does mention the possibility that the Prince might have sickened from overindulgence, and not from any toxin.” Jenkins swallowed hard. “But the Prince’s private physician questions whether chocolate in this new, solid form might have naturally occurring poisonous properties.”

      Grentham thought for a moment. “So in fact, we don’t have a clue as to whether this was an attempt on the reigning sovereign’s life, or merely another example of his appetite for pleasure getting him in trouble.”

      Looking unhappy, Jenkins nodded. His superior was known as a man who preferred to view the world in black and white. An infinite range of grays merely muddied the subject—which did not bode well for whoever presented the ill-formed picture.

      “I should be tempted to let him stew in his own juices . . .,” began the Major, but a sharp look from Grentham speared him to silence.

      The minister fingered one of the leather document cases piled on his desk. “Given the current situation, it is imperative—imperative—that we ascertain whether foul play was involved. What with the upcoming arrival of the Allied delegation and our troubles with the upstart Americans, the death of the Prince Regent could be catastrophic for the interests of England.”

      The assistant instinctively backed into the shadows of the dark oak filing cabinets, though he had a feeling that the basilisk stare of his superior could see straight through to the deepest coal-black pit of hell.

      “And so,” he mused, “however unpleasant a task, we must extract the truth from this sticky mess.”

      Jenkins gave a sickly smile, unsure whether the minister had just attempted a witticism.

      “The question is, who among our operatives is best equipped to handle such an investigation.” Grentham pursed his lips. “Any suggestions?”

      The Major quickly shot a look at Jenkins.

      “Well, milord, I . . . I . . .”

      “Spit it out, man,” ordered the Major. “We haven’t got all day.”

      Sweat beaded on the assistant’s brow, though his throat remained bone-dry. “I was just going to say, perhaps one of our Peninsular allies might prove u-u-useful. Seeing as it was the Spanish who brought cacao to Europe from the New World, it would seem logical that they would be the most knowledgeable on the subject.”

      Grentham looked thoughtful.

      The Major’s gaze narrowed to a crafty squint. “Yes, I was just going to say that I think it an excellent idea to look outside our own circle of intelligence officers,” he said quickly. “They are all personally acquainted with the Prince, and we wouldn’t want any question of impartiality to color the conclusion of the investigation. I mean, sir, if anything were to . . .” He let his voice trail off.

      Grentham flashed a semblance of a smile. “Good God, I may actually have a body or two around me with a brain.” Setting down his pen, he contemplated his well-manicured hand for a bit before slowly buffing his nails on his other sleeve.

      Swoosh, swoosh, swoosh. The sound was soft as a raptor’s wing-beat, homing in on its kill.

      “Send a messenger to Lord Charles Mellon. Tell him that I wish to see him as soon as possible.”
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      CHAPTER ONE

      

      The book’s binding was crafted out of dark, fine-grained calfskin, its richly tooled embossings age-mellowed to the color of . . .

      “Chocolate,” murmured Arianna Hadley. Removing her gloves, which were still sticky from foraging through the food stalls at Covent Garden, she traced the delicate leaf design centered beneath the gilded title. “How lovely,” she added, and then carefully opened the cover.

      Dust motes danced up into the air, tiny sparkles of sunlight in the shadowed corner of the alcove. As she shifted a step closer to the diamond-paned window, the scrape of her sturdy half-boots on the Aubusson carpet momentarily disturbed the hush that hung over the ornate bookcases.

      Her heel snagged, and to her dismay she realized that a streak of mud—and something that looked suspiciously like squashed pumpkin—now marred the stately pattern.

      Hell and damnation.

      Arianna gave a guilty glance around, but the room appeared deserted. The only stirring was a small flutter of breeze wafting in through the casement. It teased over the polished oak, mingling the scents of beeswax, ink, paper and leather.

      The smell of money.

      A wry smile twitched on her lips as she turned her attention back to the book. Set discreetly within the marbled endpapers was a small slip of paper that noted the price. It was expensive. Very expensive—as was every volume and manuscript offered for sale by Messrs. Harvey & Watkins Rare Book Emporium.

      But then, Arianna could now afford such luxuries.

      She slowly turned the pages, savoring the feel of the creamy, deckle-edged paper and the subtle colors of the illustrations. With her new husband’s birthday fast approaching, she was looking for a special gift. And the intricate engravings of Theobroma cacao were, to her eye, exquisite.

      “Chocolate,” repeated Arianna, pausing to study the details of a criolla tree and its fruit. Her husband was, among other things, a serious scholar of botany, and cacao—or chocolate—was his particular field of expertise. The text was Spanish, and the date looked to be—

      A sudden nudge from behind nearly knocked the book from her grasp.

      “I beg your pardon.” The deep voice was edged with a foreign accent.

      Arianna turned, about to acknowledge the apology with a polite smile, when the man gave her another little shove.

      “I beg your pardon, but that book is mine,” he growled. “Hand it over at once.”

      Sliding back a step, she instinctively threw up a forearm to parry his grab. “I’m afraid you are mistaken, sir. It was lying on the display table, free for anyone to choose.”

      “I assure you, there is no mistake,” he replied. “I must have it.”

      Turn over her treasure to a lout who thought to frighten her with physical force? Her pulse kicked up a notch, its hot surge thrumming angrily in her ears.

      “Sorry, but I saw it first.”

      Her husband had jestingly warned her that serious book collectors were an odd, obsessive lot, and this one in particular sounded slightly deranged. Or demented. But be that as it may, Arianna was not about to be intimidated by his bullying tactics.

      “You will have to look around for something else, for I intend to purchase it,” she added, and not just for spite. She had already decided that the engravings were the perfect present for her husband.

      “You can’t!” he exclaimed in a taut whisper.

      Oh, but I can.

      Closing the covers, Arianna hugged the book to her chest.

      As the man edged closer, a blade of light cut across his pale face. Sweat was beading his forehead, and several drops hung on his russet lashes. “I tell you, that book is meant for me.”

      “Then you should have asked the clerk to put it aside.” She gestured at the other volumes arrayed on the square of dark velvet. “Come, there is no need to squabble like savages. You have plenty of other lovely choices.”

      He snarled an obscenity.

      “Be advised, sir, I know plenty of worse words than that,” responded Arianna with a grim smile, and she added a very unladylike curse to prove it.

      His eyes widened for an instant, then narrowed to a slitted stare. “Give me that book,” he repeated. “Or you will be sorry.”

      His strike was quick—but not quick enough.

      Her reactions honed by half a lifetime of fighting off drunks and pimps, Arianna caught his wrist and pivoted, twisting hard enough to draw a grunt of pain. “I wouldn’t wager on that.”

      “Poxy slut.” Breaking away, the man clenched a fist and threw a wild punch at her head.

      She ducked the blow and countered with a kick that buckled his knee. “True—if I were a real lady, I would be falling into a dead swoon.” Her jab clipped him flush on the chin. “But as you see, I’m not. Not a lady, that is.”

      Staggered, the man fell against the display table, knocking several books to the floor. His curses were now coming in a language she didn’t recognize, but the edge of panic was unmistakable.

      What madness possessed him? It was only a book, albeit a lovely one.

      Arianna glanced at the archway, intent on making a strategic retreat. The last thing she wanted to do was to ruffle the rarified feathers of Messrs. Harvey & Watkins by brawling among their rare books. Such a scene would only embarrass her husband, who, ye Gods, had suffered enough gossip on her account . . .

      Bloody hell. A glint of steel drew her eye back to her assailant.

      His fumblings inside his coat revealed not only a book hidden in the waistband of his trousers but a slim-bladed knife.

      “Try to use that on me, and you’ll find your cods cut off,” she warned softly.

      He blinked, looking torn between anger and fear.

      The sliver of silence was broken by the sound of hurried steps in the adjoining room. “Is someone in need of assistance?” called a shop clerk loudly.

      Her assailant hesitated for an instant, then whirled and darted for the archway, bumping into the other man as they crossed paths.

      Smoothing the wrinkles from his sleeve, the clerk frowned at Arianna. “This is not a place for sordid assignations, Miss,” he chided, looking down his long nose at her chipped straw bonnet and drab serge gown. As his gaze slid to the fallen books, he added a sharp sniff. “I must ask you to leave—immediately. We cater to a very dignified clientele who expect an atmosphere of decorum when they visit us.”

      Ah, no good deed goes unpunished, thought Arianna sardonically. On her way home from the rough-and-tumble markets, she had stopped her carriage on impulse to browse through the fancy books. Better to have waited until she had swathed herself in silk and satin for the requisite morning calls in Mayfair.

      “First of all, it is Missus,” she corrected. “And secondly, I am quite aware of what sort of patrons frequent your shop.”

      The clerk winced at the word “shop.”

      “However, you might want to take a closer look at the so-called Quality you allow through your door,” went on Arianna, assuming an air of icy hauteur. “That man was certainly no gentleman. He had a knife, and was probably cutting prints out of your precious volumes.” Her husband had explained how some unscrupulous collectors sliced up rare books for the maps or prints, which were sold individually to art dealers for a much higher profit.

      The clerk’s look of disdain now pinched into one of horror.

      “He also stole a book,” she added. “I saw it hidden under his coat.”

      “B-but he has made several purchases recently, all properly paid for,” protested the clerk. Another glance, another sniff. “You must be mistaken. By all appearances, he is a perfect gentleman, no matter that he is a foreigner.”

      “Well he’s not,” shot back Arianna. “You may take my word for it.”

      His mouth thinned. “And who, might I ask, are you?”

      “The Countess of Saybrook.” Arianna held out the chocolate book. “Now, before you toss me out on my arse, kindly wrap that and write up a receipt. And do make it quick. My carriage is waiting and the earl does not like for his prime cattle to take a chill.”
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      A jolt of the coach bounced the open book in her lap, rousing Arianna, Lady Saybrook, from a fitful half sleep. Wincing, she shifted against the leather squabs and flexed her aching shoulders.

      “Hell,” she muttered as the wheels hit another frozen rut. This was truly the Devil’s own journey.

      Though instead of rolling through fire and sulfurous brimstone,  they seemed to be entering a bleak realm of ice and frigid vapors. With each passing mile, the landscape looked more and more leached of all color.

      Touching her numb fingertips to the page, Arianna couldn’t help but wish that the handwritten recipe for hot Spanish chocolate might transform from ink and paper into a pot of steaming, spice-scented liquid. Despite the fur throw wrapped around her, she was chilled to the bone by the damp cold seeping in through the creaking woodwork.

      And the weather looked to be turning worse.

      December was not an auspicious time to be traveling from London to Scotland. Not that there had been any choice, Arianna reminded herself with an unhappy sigh.

      Peering out the windowpane, she saw that large flakes of snow had begun to fall, smudges of dull white against the grim grayness of the windswept moors. A shiver skated down her spine. There was something about the dark, desolate surroundings that stirred a prickling of unease.

      Her two companions, however, appeared untouched by worry. Alessandro Henry George De Quincy, the fifth Earl of Saybrook—and her husband of little more than a year—was slumbering quietly on the facing seat, his long legs wedged against her bench to steady himself against the bumps. Basil Henning, his good friend and former military comrade, was not quite so peaceful in repose. His raspy snores were growing louder by the minute.

      But then, Henning was always a little rough around the edges—stubbled chin, wrinkled clothing, irascible temper . . .

      A clench of guilt squeezed at her chest. He wouldn’t be forced to make this miserable trek if it hadn’t been for his loyalty to her and Saybrook in previous adventures.

      “Damn Grentham,” swore Arianna under her breath, tucking the wrap tighter around her middle. The government’s Minister of State Security was renowned as a ruthless, manipulative master of intrigue. Most people feared him and didn’t dare to challenge his authority.

      But not me.

      “He is not a good man to have as an enemy,” she acknowledged in a wry whisper. A fact that hadn’t stopped her from jabbing a needle into his puffed-up vanity on several occasions.

      She had won those skirmishes. But as for the war . . .

      Another lurching bump. And then all went very still.

      “Why are we stopping?” she asked in a louder voice.

      Saybrook came instantly awake. Leaning close to the opposite window, he brushed a hand to the fogged pane and squinted into the swirling shadows. “Perhaps a tree has fallen across the road.”

      Henning was slower in opening his eyes. “Auch, or perhaps a bloody rein has snapped, or a spoke has cracked,” he grumbled, rubbing at his unshaven chin. “There are a hundred—nay, a thousand—things that can go wrong on these miserable rutted roads of Yorkshire.”

      “Thank you for the cheery note of optimism, Baz,” quipped Saybrook.

      “If you want sweetness and light, you should have headed south and caught a ship to the balmy shores of Catalonia,” retorted his friend. The earl was, in fact, half-Spanish, a fact that only added to his reputation for eccentricity among the Polite Society of London. “Heaven knows, we would all be far more comfortable there than in this godforsaken wilderness.”

      “I’ll step outside and see what the problem is. If there is an obstacle blocking the way, José may need a hand.” Saybrook buttoned his overcoat and, after a hint of hesitation, eased the carriage pistol from its holster by the door before reaching for the latch.

      Arianna frowned. “You expect trouble?”

      “It is always wise to be prepared—”

      CRACK!

      One of the windowpanes suddenly exploded in a shattering of silvery shards.

      “Get down!” ordered the earl calmly as he ducked low and shoved the door open with his shoulder. “Arm yourselves. The dueling pistols are in their case under the chess set, and the cavalry weapons are in my valise,” he added. “Baz, you guard the left while I reconnoiter on the right.” And with that, he rolled out into the gloom.

      Henning’s sleepy scowl vanished. Like Saybrook, he was a battle-toughened veteran of the Peninsular War. The bullet did not spark panic, merely a short, sarcastic laugh.

      “Ah well, we did ask for things to get a bit warmer.” His lips pursed as he pulled out the rosewood box and checked the priming of the sleek pistols. “Here, you had best keep one of these fancy barking irons, Lady S. You’ve already proved you know how to use it.” The matched pair had been a gift from the Russian Tsar, who had professed his undying admiration for her marksmanship during their recent stay in Vienna. Her shot had saved . . .

      Be damned with old enemies—there were new ones to face.

      Arianna took the pistol and then slipped a sheathed knife from her reticule and pushed it into her pocket. The long, slim blade was deceptively dainty looking. Its steel was lethally sharp.

      “There is something to be said for possessing an unladylike expertise with deadly weapons,” she replied.

      Henning’s chuckle died away in the sound of splintering wood as another bullet smashed through the casement. “Stay here and keep low.” He crawled over her tangled skirts and unlatched the far door. “I’ll go cover Sandro. Whoever is out there is in for a rude surprise.”

      “Rude, indeed,” she echoed before following on his heels.

      Cold spiked through her as she hit the ground and slithered into the shelter of the spoked wheel. The light, gray and grainy as gunpowder, was fast fading behind the weathered clefts of granite, leaving the narrow road through the ravine shrouded in shadows.

      Squinting, she tried to bring the hazy shapes into focus. Sounds were just as muffled—all she could hear above her pounding heart was the nervous snorts of the horses and the rush of a nearby mountain stream tumbling down through the rocks.

      Damn. Arianna drew in a deep breath and held herself very still. No sign of movement up ahead, no stirring of . . .

      A scuff—and then a step, coming from the rear of the carriage.

      Easing back the weapon’s hammer to full cock, she moved forward for a better angle of view.

      Swoosh, swoosh. The faint whisper of wool brushing against leather. A moment later, the dark flutter of a greatcoat, skirling around a pair of well-worn boots.

      Not those of her husband or his friend.

      Arianna tightened her grip on the butt. Her hands were so cold that she could barely feel any sensation in her fingers.

      “Ha.” With a low hiss, the stranger dropped to a crouch by the wheel and raised a rifle. “I see you now, behind that rock,” he muttered under his breath. “One . . . two . . .”

      “Drop your weapon before I count to three,” said Arianna, moving the pistol to within a hairsbreadth of his temple. “Or you are a dead man.”

      His jaw twitched in shock.

      “And in case you are wondering, I’m an excellent shot,” she went on. “Not that any aim is required at this distance to blow your skull to Kingdom Come.”

      Snarling a low, savage oath, he tried to swing around, but the rifle barrel knocked against the iron rim and went off with a deafening bang.

      At the same instant a sharper shot rang out, and a gurgle of blood spurted from the man’s jugular as the earl’s shot tore open his throat. He pitched forward and fell facedown on the hardscrabble ground, a viscous black pool quickly spreading over the snow-dusted stones.

      Wrenching her gaze up from his lifeless form, Arianna spotted Saybrook moving along a ridge of rock.

      “Sandro—behind you!” she cried in warning as a second silhouette rose from the murky shadows, too close for her to dare a shot.

      The earl whirled and lashed out a kick that caught his assailant’s knee, knocking him to the ground. The man rolled out of reach and sprang to his feet, flinging a rock at Saybrook’s head. It missed by a hair, the echoing ricochet sounding like gunfire in the swirling wind.

      “Bloody hell, Jem—what are you waiting for! Shoot the bastard,” cried the assailant to some unseen cohort as he whipped a hand up from his boot and cut a slash at Saybrook’s chest.

      “He’s got a knife, Sandro,” called Arianna.

      “Yes, yes, don’t worry,” he responded, parrying a thrust with a quick flick of his forearm. “Stay where you are.”

      Ignoring the order, she edged along the side of the carriage, alert for any other sign of movement. Where was Henning? she wondered. And what of their coachman? A low groan from the driver’s perch seemed to indicate that José had survived the first attack.

      Question, questions—but they would have to wait.

      A flurry of wild thrusts had forced Saybrook back several steps, giving her a clearer shot at his assailant.

      “Tírate al suelo,” she called to him in Spanish, ordering him to duck down.

      “Aim for his knee and not his heart,” called her husband. “I want him alive for questioning.”

      “Jem!” cried the assailant, his voice turning shrill.

      A shot rang out from somewhere on the other side of the coach, followed by a scream. One of the horses whinnied in fright, spooked by the flash of fire.

      “Ye’ll be getting no help from Jem.” Henning’s voice rose above a wispy plume of gun smoke.

      “I suggest you throw down your blade,” said Saybrook to his attacker. “The lady is a crack shot.”

      “As if any bloody female could hit the broad side of a barn,” jeered the assailant, but he sounded a little shaky.

      “Oh, I assure you, my wife is no ordinary female.”

      Arianna angled the pistol’s barrel a fraction. “I’ll aim a touch high. If I miss, it will hit his cods rather than his knee. Either way, he won’t be walking very steadily for quite a while.”

      Her sangfroid seemed to spook the man. Cutting a last halfhearted jab at Saybrook, he suddenly turned and bolted for the tangled wildness of the looming moor.

      “Dio Madre!” She was about to pull the trigger and drop him with a shot to the leg when her husband took off after him. Cursing her flapping skirts, she scrabbled up to the top of the ledge and followed as fast as she dared.
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      Rain pelted against the narrow mullioned window, as if the gods were taking perverse pleasure in echoing the faint thump-thump of foreboding inside her head. No doubt, mused Charlotte, the thought of primitive, pagan forces controlling the universe would be considered blasphemous in civilized London.

      “Civilized—ha!” she whispered. A leading churchman savagely slaughtered, orphans and widows left to fend for themselves in the hardscrabble streets, the ravages of war draining the country’s coffers. “The concepts of charity and kindness to all seem to have gone to hell in a handbasket.”

      Charlotte put down her pen and stared glumly at the drawing she was trying to finish. Prinny’s accusing eyes stared back at her, half hidden in the corpulent folds of flesh she had made for his face. Normally she felt no compunction about skewering the Royals, but a dark mood had taken hold of her this morning, brought on perhaps by seeing the boys head out into the gloom. Raven had said that he wanted to search for more gossip on the Earl of Wrexford and the ongoing murder investigation.

      She hated that they felt compelled to dig up dirt for her.

      But dirt sold her satirical prints. And money put food in their mouths.

      Ergo unum oportet esse pragmaticam.

      “I must be pragmatic,” she repeated aloud, hoping the spoken words might help chase away her malaise.

      A gust of wet wind rattled the glass.

      So much for incantations and talismans. They were fiddle-faddle for the foolish. Railing at Fate was a waste of breath. If one hoped to shape destiny, one had to do so with one’s own hands.

      After sharpening her quill, she resumed her work.

      An hour passed, though as she glanced out the window Charlotte realized it might have been two. She often lost track of time when she was working. It was the growling in her stomach that had broken her concentration.

      Or perhaps it was the faint rasp of metal on metal.

      She froze and cocked an ear.

      The sound came again.

      The outer entryway had nothing to steal within the bare-bones space. But she always kept the main door locked, and aside from her only Raven had a key.

      Snick. Snick. The latch slowly lifted.

      Swallowing a spurt of panic, Charlotte grabbed her penknife. A meager weapon, to be sure, but if push came to shove, she’d learned a few nasty tricks over the years to fend off attack.

      Steady, steady. She slipped off her chair.

      The wall lamp shivered as the door creaked open. A figure stomped through the opening, his skirling overcoat sending a spray of raindrops spattering over the floor. Great gobs of viscous mud clung to his black boots.

      They were exquisitely made, noted Charlotte in spite of her fear, the leather buffed to a soft sheen.

      A gentleman, not a ruffian from the stews.

      She jerked her gaze upward.

      Well-tailored wool, burnished ebony buttons. Shoulder capes that accentuated the breadth of his shoulders.

      She took an involuntary step back.

      He pulled off his hat and slapped it against his thigh, sending more drops of water flying through the air. Wind-whipped hair, dark as coal, tangled around his face. At first, all Charlotte could make out was a prominent nose, long and with an arrogant flare to its tip. But as he took another stride closer, the rest of his features snapped into sharper focus. A sensuous mouth, high cheekbones, green eyes, darkened with an undertone of gunmetal grey.

      Ye god, surely it couldn’t be . . .

      “Forgive me if I have frightened you, madam.” He didn’t look the least contrite. Indeed, there seemed to be a momentary flash of amusement as he flicked an emerald-sharp glance at the knife in her hand. “I am looking for A. J. Quill.”

      “You have come to the wrong place,” replied Charlotte, dismayed to hear her voice had come out as a mouse-like squeak.

      “I think not.” He came closer. “The two little imps who deliver Quill’s drawings were followed back to this house.”

      “Stay where you are!” she warned, trying to regain some semblance of control. “Another step and I’ll scream.”

      “By all means go ahead and shriek to the high heavens. Though I imagine it will be a prodigious waste of breath.” He placed a fist on his hip. “I doubt there are many Good Samaritans in this part of Town.”

      She thinned her lips, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of being right. “How dare you invade my home! Whoever you are, I demand you leave at once.”

      “How ungentlemanly of me. You’re right—I neglected to introduce myself.” A mocking bow. “I am Wrexford. I daresay you’re familiar with my name.”

      Charlotte maintained a stony face. “No, I’m not. Now please leave, or . . . or . . .”

      “Or you’ll cut out my liver with that dainty little penknife?” He made a tsk-tsk sound. “Yes, well, A. J. Quill is quite skilled in skewering my person. Let him fight his own battles.” Wrexford looked around the room. “Where is he?”

      “I tell you, sir, you are mistaken—”

      For a big man, he moved with feral quickness. A blur of wolf black, leaving the sensation of predatory muscle and primitive power pricking against her skin.

      “Stop!” she began, the protest dying quickly as Wrexford leaned over her desk. And began to laugh.

      “Your husband has captured Prinny’s self-indulgent squint to perfection.” He looked up. “That is, I assume he is your husband.”

      Charlotte didn’t answer. Like a helpless mouse, she seemed frozen by her fate, waiting for the paw to flash out and deliver the inevitable coup de grace.

      “Or perhaps it is a more casual arrangement?” His lidded gaze lingered for a moment on her face.

      Think! Think! But all that came to mind was the overwhelming urge to stick the knife into one of his eyes.

      “Ah, I see you’re in no mood for pleasantries.” Wrexford hooked one of the stools with his boot and pulled it over. “No matter. I’ll wait.”

      Panic seized her. Charlotte felt as if its unseen hands were crushing her ribs, squeezing the breath out of her.

      “You cannot!” she rasped. The knife slipped from her grasp and fell to the floor. Her hard-won existence shattering into a thousand tiny shards . . .

      Suddenly fury crested over fear. She flew at him, fists flailing. Be damned with the consequences. Her life was already over.

      Wrexford caught her wrists, not before she landed a nasty blow to his cheek. “Tut, tut, there is no need for violence, madam. Your husband and I can—” He stopped abruptly, those infernal eyes now focused on the fingers of her right hand. One by one, he pried them open.

      She tried to pull away.

      “Bloody hell,” he breathed, studying the smudges of ink. “Let me guess—it’s not your husband. It’s you who are A. J. Quill.”
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      Charlotte picked up the woven straw hat and carefully shook the dust from its floppy brim. The motes floated through the still air, sparkling like bits of gold in the sunlight slanting though the narrow window. It was, she told herself, only a figment of her maudlin memories that the musty back room suddenly seemed redolent with the summer-warm fragrance of cypress and thyme.

      Italy had been a time of simple pleasures—ethereal light, glorious art, breathtakingly beautiful landscapes, cheap wine. She and her late husband had been poor as church mice. And yet they had been happy there.

      With a pinch of her fingers, she fixed a crick in the paint-stained crown, and then set it atop a neatly folded pile of Anthony’s clothing. The hat been a great favorite of his—he’d worn it every day while painting outdoors amid the classical ruins of Rome. They had both loved the sense of old and new that one saw in every vista of the city. It made life seem eternal.

      But it was now time to truly put the past behind her. Anthony’s death had been . . .

      Avenged? Charlotte hesitated, running her hand over the soft folds of a linen shirt. No, that wasn’t the right word. Perhaps the emotion defied definition. Knowing the truth had at least allowed her to make peace with her demons—and his.

      It had been a senseless death. But life was capricious. All the more reason to look to the future.

      Charlotte quickly finished sorting through the box of Anthony’s clothing and returned to the main room.

      “Raven,” she said, after scribbling a short missive and folding the paper. “Would you and Hawk kindly take a note to Mr. Henning?” The surgeon ran a clinic for wounded war veterans. She was sure that a donation of clothing would be most welcome.

      The boys looked up from their schoolbooks—too quickly, she thought with an inward sigh. With all the distractions of readying for the move, they had been neglecting their studies.

      “Aye, of course, m’lady!” said Raven, shooting up from his stool.

      “And we’d be happy te run any other errand for you,” added Hawk hopefully.

      “Thank you, but the note may wait until after you have finished the chapter on the Glorious Revolution.”

      “History’s boring,” grumbled Raven, reluctantly sitting down.

      “Actually it’s not,” she countered. “It’s all about the fascinating people—the politicians, the philosophers, the artists, the soldiers, the musicians—who shape the world.”

      Hawk looked thoughtful. “William of Orange does seem a like wery interesting fellow.”

      “William—now there’s a good, strong name.” Charlotte seized the opportunity to change the subject. It was a sore point between them, but much as she disliked pressing the boys, it couldn’t be put off much longer. A decision had to be made.

      Raven muttered a word she pretended not to hear. “I don’t want a new name.” His chin took on a pugnacious tilt. “Wot’s wrong with the one I have?”

      They had been over that question countless times during the past week. The new neighborhood was only a scant half mile away. But it was a different world from the stews of St. Giles. To fit in, the boys needed real names.

      “Think of it this way,” she reasoned. “Life is all about change—a caterpillar turns into a colorful butterfly. You are simply shedding your old skin and taking on a new one. It will be . . .”

      A loud knock on the front door saved her from having to utter yet another platitude.

      “That must be the carter.” Charlotte hurried through the entryway and threw back the bolt.

      “You’re late,” she chided as the portal swung open.

      “Am I?”

      The Earl of Wrexford was wearing a superbly tailored coat, a rakish low-crown beaver hat—and his usual sardonic smile, noted Charlotte.

      “That should be of no surprise,” he went on, stepping past her without waiting for an invitation to enter. “You know conventional manners bore me to perdition.”

      “Indeed I do.  So I take it this isn’t a social call?” she replied with a harried sigh. It had been a fortnight since his last visit, and the unexpected appearance caused a tiny hitch in her heartbeat—though she was too preoccupied to think about why.

      Ignoring her question, Wrexford took off his hat and ran a hand through his wind-ruffled dark hair. It looked like it hadn’t been trimmed in weeks.

      “Halloo, Weasels,” he called to the boys.

      “You see, m’lady,” challenged Raven. “His Lordship doesn’t give a rat’s arse about calling us by a heathen moniker.”

      Charlotte bit her lip in exasperation. Given the earl’s penchant for sarcasm, this was not likely to end well.

      “I seem to have intruded on some sort of altercation,” he murmured. “Pray tell, what’s the problem?”

      “Never mind,” she said through gritted teeth.

      He arched a brow.

      “She wants us te have proper English names,” volunteered Hawk. “So when we move te a new neighborhood no one will know we’re nuffink but orphan guttersnipes.”

      “It’s bloody stupid and I won’t do it!” cried Raven hotly. “I refuse te be a Charles or a Nathaniel—or any other cursedly idiotic name.”

      “Merde,” muttered Charlotte and then tried another tactic. “Come, there must be some choice that doesn’t make your skin crawl.”

      Raven’s expression turned even more mulish.

      “Ye god,” murmured the earl. “All this sturm und drang, when the answer is laughably simply.”

      She fixed him with a look of mute appeal. “Please, sir, this isn’t a game.”

      “Allow me to explain,” he replied.

      She hesitated, and then gave a brusque nod. So far, all her arguments had been for naught. There was little to lose.

      Wrexford turned to Raven. “Pick a proper Christian name—any choice will suffice.”

      “But—”

      “Just do it, lad.” A note of command edged his voice.

      The boy drew in a wary breath. “What was yer brother’s name—the one who’s dead?”

      “Thomas,” answered the earl softly.

      “Then I choose Thomas.”

      “Excellent.” Wrexford performed an elaborate formal flourish.

      Drat the man—he was clearly enjoying himself, though Charlotte. At my expense.

      His deep, plummy voice drew her back from her momentary brooding. “Allow me to present Thomas Ravenwood Sloane—known to all as Raven.”

      Charlotte started to speak but he waved her to silence. “In the beau monde, men are very rarely called by their Christian name. It’s a time-honored tradition that you acquire a nickname. I am always called Wrex, John Nottingham Allerton is Notty . . .”

      The earl shrugged. “So there you have it—two birds with one stone, if you will. The lads need only mention their full names once, and then never have to deal with the question again. While you have what you need for any official purposes.”

      “Yeah, I s’ppose I can live with that,” allowed Raven.

      “But I—” she began.

      “If you are concerned about the choice of Sloane as a given name, my thought was, you can explain the lads are orphaned relatives from your late husband’s side of the family. Again, it seems the simplest solution, but it is entirely up to you if you wish to choose another.”

      She drew in an uncertain breath. “No, what you suggest makes sense.”

      “Excellent.” Wrexford shifted his gaze to Hawk. “Your turn.”

      “Wot’s your Christian name, sir?”

      The question seemed to take him by surprise. Charlotte realized that she, too, had no idea of the answer.

      “I can’t remember,” quipped Wrexford.

      “Come, sir, what’s good for the goose is good for the gander,” she murmured.

      He frowned in mock concentration for a long moment. “I believe it’s Alexander. But I ought to check Debrett’s Peerage to confirm it. It may be Agamemnon or Aloysius.”

      Raven snickered.

      “I choose Alexander,” said Hawk solemnly.

      Another flourish. “And here we have Alexander Hawksley Sloane—known to all as Hawk.”

      “Alexander Hawksley Sloane,” repeated Hawk in an awestruck whisper. A delighted smile spread the width of his narrow face.

      “It’s an awfully big handle for an awfully small runt,” teased his brother.

      Although the older boy was very good at hiding his emotions, Charlotte could sense that he was secretly just as pleased.

      “Thank you, milord,” she murmured.

      Hawk took up a pencil and began to write out his new name in large, curling copperplate script letters.

      “I see that no more serious study can be expected,” observed Charlotte wryly. “So you two might as well take your swift feet—and exalted monikers—and fly off to Mr. Henning with my note. Lord Wrexford and I have some private matters to discuss.”

      

      “How do you know that?” inquired Wrexford, as he watched the boys gratefully snap their books shut and scamper for the door.

      “Because, as you’ve take pains to point out, you despise social pleasantries. You’re a pragmatic man, milord. So since you are here, I assume there’s some sordid matter in which my skills or my knowledge can be of use to you.”

      Was he really that unfeeling to his friends? Sheffield’s oblique criticism suddenly cut a little more sharply against his conscience. Despite the complexities that shaded their relationship, he did think of Charlotte as a friend.

      “Perhaps I have come to wish you well in your new residence.”

      She let out a low laugh. “And perhaps pigs have learned how to fly.”

      Some men might have been offended. However, he liked to think hypocrisy was not one of his many faults.

      “I may always count on you to bring my vanity down to earth,” he murmured.

      Charlotte turned away and began straightening up the jumble of books and papers on the table. “It was merely an empirical observation, not a criticism. We both know you despise tender sentiments.” Her hands stilled on the paper bearing Hawk’s carefully written name. “That said, I’m truly grateful to you, sir. Your solution resolved a very thorny problem.”

      “As we both know, seeing a problem from a different perspective often reveals a simple answer.”

      More shuffling. Charlotte shifted her stance, and in the flickering of the shadows, he thought he detected a look of uncertainty pinch at her features. However, it was gone in a flash as she looked up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.

      A thin smile twitched on her lips. “Which, I take it, is why you are here.”

      Wrexford allowed an answering smile. “Close enough to the truth that I won’t quibble over semantics.”

      She sighed and signaled for him to have a seat on one of the stools. “Why is it that I suspect this concerns last night’s murder?”

      “Because you have very good instincts.”

      “I thought you told the lads it was merely a falling out among criminals.”

      “And so I believed at the time,” he replied.

      She sat down opposite him, her expression unreadable. “Go on.” . . . .
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