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	One

	 

	Agitation shook Emerson Whitmore’s hand. “Did you kill him?” He picked up a decanter of amber liquid and poured out a finger of whatever handy spirit it happened to be to keep from strangling his half brother, Benjamin Massey. The man was a disaster waiting to happen, yet shockingly was still alive and in one piece. A note penned on expensive vellum suspiciously resembling—resembling?—blackmail was seared on his brain.

	Greetings, sir.

	There are those who might take an interest in your cousin’s failure to present himself upon his father’s death—and how conveniently that omission places your brother within reach of the title. Once such matters are set before the magistrates, they have a way of proceeding further than a gentleman might wish. Fifty thousand pounds ensures my silence.

	Oh, it was definitely blackmail, and secured within the inner pocket of Emerson’s practical waistcoat. It seemed to burn through his shirt, scorching his torso. The barb was perhaps a taking things a tad too far, since his half brother had an aversion to blood. But Emerson wouldn’t put anything past those upstarts Ben ran with.

	Ben’s eyes flashed fire even as he dusted imaginary lint from the shoulder of his excellently cut wool coat. A far cry from Emerson’s own serviceable brown, since most days he could be found in the sooty confines of an old warehouse near the docks where Whitmore’s Wholesale was housed. “I’m offended you think me capable of such an atrocity,” Ben bit out.

	Emerson snorted, effectively masking the depth of his irritation. He had half a mind to toss the missive in the fire and wash his hands of the deathbed promise his father had extorted from him in looking after Ben. But guilt had a way of digging beneath one’s skin even if it felt like pouring salt in an open wound. “Don’t sound so hurt. Your deviousness knows no bounds.”

	Resentment fleeted Ben’s expression. “Your faith in my character is sadly lacking, but then it always has been, hasn’t it?” 

	Emerson grimaced. Not always. Benjamin was a charming enough fellow, a trait acquired from their father that had bypassed Emerson somehow. Perhaps something to do with his brother’s aversion to blood. He shook his head, holding back a pulse of amusement that would not be appreciated. Ah, well.

	Where their father had been inherently honest, Benjamin’s acumen to truth was almost nil. 

	Occasionally, Emerson’s sympathies stirred—how could they not when their father had not trusted his younger son with the simplest of tasks? Emerson suspected had he not been brought into the household, Ben would have flourished, but after the death of Mrs. Massey, their father had been vastly overwhelmed.

	“You aren’t even listening to me.” Ben’s exasperation jolted Emerson back to the issue at hand.

	Insinuating Ben had disposed of their Oscar, the current earl of Hallandale, when no one had seen him was low, even for Emerson. 

	“I visited the old earl before he died. He said he hadn’t seen or heard from Oscar in an age.” This last was issued with Ben’s annoying smugness, spoiled the effect by frowning. “He’s probably dead.” 

	According to the note in Emerson’s pocket, that was very likely the case. “I don’t believe ‘probably’ would pass muster before the Committee on Privilege of the House of Lords,” Emerson informed him dryly.

	His half brother rallied. “If the powers that be don’t locate the heir, you know very well I’m next in line for the earldom regardless.”

	“Unless”—Emerson paused to ensure he had his half brother’s full attention—“Oscar has sired an heir of his own.”

	Ben froze.

	“I see that possibility hadn’t occurred to you.” Emerson pulled on his cloak of courteous indifference, the one that had served him so well from childhood through the time he’d left the farm and moved to London and opened his business that had led him to great prosperity. Mr. Whitmore. A title Emerson much preferred. He shuddered at the thought of belonging to the peerage. It was enough to having him break out in hives. “Nevertheless, Ben, you must cease going about calling yourself Earl of Hallandale. Neither Parliament nor the Crown will look favorably on it should something have happened to Oscar. The current earl.” This he added, in the event Ben proved too dazzled by the title so near at hand.

	“We shall see.” Ben began his ritual of fidgeting, shoving a hand in the pocket of his coat, out, then in again. A sure sign that Emerson had pricked his brother’s conscience, if not having tugged at a thread of apprehension.

	Emerson poured himself another glass of his excellent brandy. After a slight hesitation, he poured one for Ben as well. Emerson strolled over and handed it to his brother. “Your nerves are showing, drink this.” He sipped at his own, then sighed. “Look, Ben, just don’t go harrying off doing things at the whims of those whelps you run with. They don’t have your best interests at heart.”

	Gorman, Stockton, Collier, and Lampert were the quintessential bored lords Emerson detested. He could only imagine what set in motion Ben’s hair-brained impatience of claiming the title so quickly. While Emerson would love nothing more than disentangling his half brother from around his neck, his promise to Papa ensured Ben’s well-being.

	“You’ll look after him, Emerson.” It wasn’t a question. “Benjamin’s not as tough as you. He requires a strong hand. My cousin would just as soon as toss him in the gutters.”

	It was always the same. Take care of your half brother. I took you in after your mother died. You owe us. “Of course, Father. But you know he won’t like it.”

	“Bah, I vow, someday he’ll appreciate you.”

	Emerson blinked. That day had yet to arrive. “You should return to the farm.”

	Ben bristled as if he’d been prodded with a barbed rod. “I sold the farm.”

	Emerson stared at his brother, wondering if he’d spoken a foreign tongue, yet the words were indeed English. “What?”

	“I sold the farm.” He fidgeted again. “I had every right.” He not only sounded defensive, his fists clenched at his sides and his body lean forward as if poised for attack—rather, fending off an attack.

	A red haze sheened Emerson’s vision, and his jaw tightened. He fought off the irrational rash of fury and said calmly, “I hesitate to ask but where the devil are you living?”

	“Stockton was generous enough in allowing me to reside with him.”

	That was a surprise. “At his family’s home in Russell Square?” And unlikely.

	“No. He’s let rooms off Gracechurch.” Ben downed the entirety of his brandy and looked about, his nervousness on full display. “Look, Emerson, I haven’t time for this nonsense. There’s a masquerade ball I have every intention of attending. Now, if you are finished with your interrogation?”

	“Not quite.”

	“What?” he demanded. His patience had clearly reached its end.

	But then, so had Emerson’s. “I think you should move here. With me.” He couldn’t believe the words coming out of his mouth. But Papa had been adamant about looking after Ben, and the least amount of trouble his brother could expect living in Gracechurch was being run down by some reckless hackney. The most was gadding about with Stockton and his ilk at some of the worst Hells in London.

	Ben’s mouth gaped. “Here? With you? Why, this is just steps above the docks,” he sputtered. “Actually, from the docks.”

	Emerson surveyed his cherished library, overflowing with books in the floor-to-ceiling mahogany bookcases. The warm fire blazing in the grate. The Hepplewhite settees and chairs of the highest quality due to his fleet contacts and investments in the East India Company. Something that had netted him generous profits despite “trade” being considered vulgar in Society.

	Ratcliff Cross suited Emerson’s purpose to perfection. The house was large with good bones. Granted, the grounds were surrounded with tall, bricked cement walls and topped with iron pike tips, and were not in what anyone would consider a fashionable neighborhood. Still, it wasn’t the slums, and it certainly wasn’t the docks. Most importantly, it was ideal for Emerson’s concerns.

	“Why not?” Emerson asked him. “Come assist me in the office and earn a decent living wage. At least until we learn whether Oscar has met his demise or has an heir in the wings.”

	Ben snorted. “I think not.” He pulled out the watch fob he’d received upon their father’s death and flipped it open. “I must go.”

	“Who’s giving this masquerade you are attending? Dammit, Ben, you aren’t accustomed to the seamier sides of London. You could be robbed blind and tossed like so much rubbish in the Thames.”

	“Your greatest desire, I take it. It’s in Mayfair.” An evasive reply. “I shall be fine.” Ben turned on his fashionable bootheel and was gone, leaving Emerson still holding the brandy he’d offered.

	The outer door opened then shut in a relatively calm manner, which meant Amir had been able to save the windows on either side from shattering. He appeared in the arch of the library seconds later, white teeth gleaming in his brown face. “Tea?”

	“No, thanks.” He glanced down at the glass he’d offered Ben, then tossed back the contents.

	“What of the other matter?” Amir said. Truly, he was much too familiar. Friends. A petty nuisance of late.

	Emerson smirked. “Are you inquiring of the little matter of Ben being accused of murdering our cousin and me paying to keep him from being strung up?”

	“Obviously, the extortionist doesn’t know you at all.”

	“Or knows me too well,” Emerson muttered. “What do you hear of a masquerade being held in Mayfair tonight?”

	“The Marquis of Shufflebottom’s. Known as a dandy of the first order.”

	“Gambling?”

	“Of course.”

	“Courtesans?”

	“Likely.”

	“Blackmailer?”

	Amir stopped, amusement tipping his brown lips. “Not that I’ve heard. However, he was involved in a scheme for trafficking children a couple of years ago.”

	“Dear God.” Emerson pinched the bridge of his nose. Not only could he picture his brother touting his nonexistent title as the new Earl of Hallandale about the beau monde, landing them both in Newgate, there was also the distinct possibility that Ben was up to his pale, skinny neck in a plot not of his own making. “Well, hell. It appears I’m bound for Mayfair. What do I have in the way of a costume?”

	“Nothing, sir.”

	“Perfect. I’ll wear black.”

	 


Two

	
“Are you certain of this, Rose?” 

	Baroness Lady Rose Stanford, now a widow due to her husband’s most timely death, turned about and peered at her backside in the full-length looking glass. Her hair hung down her back in a riot of curls. It was always a surprise to see just how unruly it was. The temptation to snip it all off overwhelmed her at times. While she was doing her utmost to become more adventurous—hence the flouting of mourning her cur of a dead spouse—cutting her hair off seemed a bit drastic. At the moment, however, the freedom of leaving her hair unpinned was…exhilarating. “Of course I’m certain. It’s rumored that the Earl of Hallandale is to attend.” She swung her hair then faced the youngest of her three sisters, Lady Huntley, Gabriella. “Why would you think otherwise?”

	“That old geezer? I’m surprised he’s not met his maker.”

	“Er, he did. I’m speaking of his heir, Oscar Percival Massey, Viscount Monclair, and now, the Earl of Hallandale. He is whom I’m hoping to snag. Though according to current gossip, Mr. Massey hasn’t been seen in, well, forever. Some fallout or other.” 

	Gabriella let out a long, impatient whoosh of air, though she spoke gently. “Oh, Rose. When are you going to realize you are a jewel in your own right?” 

	“Says the current Countess of Huntley.” Rose shoved her sister’s disgusting pity to the far reaches of her mind and grabbed a handful of her hair. “Maybe we should plait it. It seems scandalous to leave it loose.” She caught her sister’s expression in the mirror.

	Gabriella appeared to shake off her faux pas. “Never mind about Hallandale. Back to this masquerade. First—” She ticked off one finger. “This is a Shufflebottom affair. The man is not known for his decorous behavior. Second—” She ticked the next finger. “You’re already bucking norms by way of ditching your black bombazine some seven months before proper dictate. Third—” Her finger stopped just short of touching the next finger. “Well, I’ve forgotten my third point.” Her hands fell to her sides. “All I’m saying, Rose, is that his party is not the sort good ton attend.” 

	Rose wanted to stomp her foot. Only, what Gabriella was saying was true. “But I want it to be. Besides, you’re going.” Erg, she hated how she sounded like a child. Worse, Rose was the eldest, not the youngest of the four sisters. Gabriella was the youngest. That was what Gabriella’s lofty title of countess allotted her.

	Confidence. Somehow Rose had lost her own…so many years ago.

	Well, that stopped now. She had a plan. Soon, she too would have the prestige and status due her station. Then her sisters would see that she was just as worthy as they. This party served one other purpose: It gave her another step in the process of her journey in becoming more spontaneous. 

	A masquerade ball was the perfect launch for her new life. 

	Her new self. 

	She deserved more than the legacy of her late husband’s abhorrent treatment of her, of their marriage, of their very life after his being conveniently stabbed in the chest backstage at King’s Royale Theatre three months ago. “Why are you badgering me? You and Huntley are going.”

	“Yes, but that’s because the Prime Minister—” Gabriella broke off as if she’d said too much.

	Rose turned from the mirror and faced her. “What about the Prime Minister?”

	“Nothing,” Gabriella said. She snapped her fingers at Jane, Rose’s lady’s maid. “Do something with her hair. Waist length hair of unruly waves do not belong on—” She turned to Rose. “Who exactly are you portending to be?”

	Rose gave an indignant sniff. “A lady’s maid, and I’ve decided to leave my hair down.”

	Jane gasped.

	“Rose.” Gabriella’s voice was a warning Rose chose to ignore.

	“I want to be something no one would ever expect.” Rose spun back to the mirror. “Jane, I insist on borrowing a mobcap.” She would find Hallandale’s heir. She would be a countess before the blasted month was out. She vowed it.

	No one would find her out. It was a masquerade. 

	How difficult could it be?

	~~~

	Quite difficult, Rose quickly discerned. Despite her bravado in the privacy of her bedchamber with Jane and Gabriella, Rose was a bundle of nerves, walking through the door of an already ballroom crush that was suffocating after the cool mid-October night. Everywhere she turned, she bumped into an exotic bird, a menagerie animal, a Henry the VIII, or a Marie Antoinette. Court jesters, harlequins. All crowding about her without leaving an ounce of room to breathe. At least her feet were protected in her ugly yet serviceable maid’s shoes where her toes weren’t pinched.

	The most enticing thing about her belowstairs costume was her mask. Silk-covered papier mâché with swirls and curls tipped with diamonds no lady’s maid would ever dream of donning. 

	The Earl of Huntley, Gabriella’s husband, guided Gabriella and Rose across the vast hall by way of skirting an already packed dance floor. He snagged two glasses of champagne from a passing waiter and offered them to Rose and Gabriella. He leaned in and whispered something to his wife then straightened. “I’m off to the card room, ladies. I shall return.” He narrowed his eyes on Gabriella. “Try to stay out of trouble, love.”

	“Really, my lord, you are too much,” Gabriella said on a huff. Her indignation was a ruse, considering the curve of her lips as her husband returned a smile that was much too intimate before sauntering away.

	Envy permeated Rose’s insides. Stanford and she had never even had a friendly relationship, though classifying Gabriella and Huntley’s relationship as friendly was laughable considering the current that stretched between them like a taut rope burning on either end.

	Rose sipped from her flute, surveying the throng, her gaze stopping at the ballroom doors. “Oh, blast.”

	“What?” Gabriella spoke sharply.

	Rose winced. “Sebastian.” At least, she believed it was their brother. Mostly due to the woman at his side. His duchess, Rebecca, was dressed as a Roman warrior, female edition. She pulled the feat off perfectly with that unwomanly height of hers.

	“Sebastian is going to kill you when he sees your hair,” Gabriella said. A little too gleeful for Rose’s taste.

	But her sister was right. As Duke of Ryleigh, Sebastian was even less spontaneous than Rose, but for his quick and unexpected wedding to Rebecca last year. He was as staid and proper as Gabriella was rash. 

	“I do believe I shall bide my time in meeting up with him and the duchess.” Rose downed the contents of her glass and melted into the crowd and away from Gabriella. Something she would never have attempted at a typical ball. The mask gave her a freedom and confidence she hadn’t anticipated. And her hair… Well, it was scandalous.

	For the life of her, Rose failed to recognize a single person, except for Shufflebottom. Possibly. Her stomach dropped. The man did not have the most stellar of reputations, as Gabriella had so succinctly implied, and Rose had no desire in getting tangled up with that fop. The only thing in his favor was his title, and even the possibility of becoming a marchioness was not enticement enough to sway her in his direction.

	Status was everything, and Rose had an opportunity to right her wrong in marrying Stanford. One she fully intended to see through.

	Rose was thrilled to have made her peace with Gabriella after Stanford’s death, but it still irked that Gabriella had snagged Huntley. Something she would never say…now.

	Yet how else was a woman supposed to locate an elusive title in this throng, and masked no less? It wasn’t as if the man she was looking for would be wearing a sign proclaiming his earldom across his forehead.

	“Well, if it isn’t the earl himself.”

	Rose jerked straight. A group of men hovered near a terrace door. Again, their costumes didn’t allow recognition, but their earnest conversation and body language were intriguing, and she edged her way closer. They slipped out open glass doors to a large terrace beyond. She found a small alcove and hung nearby in the hopes they would reveal their identities. Hallandale had to be there somewhere, and this was as good a place as any to glean some sort of information. Even it if was of the elimination variety.

	“Don’t be a chucklehead. Who’s going to find out?”

	Rose didn’t recognize the voice. Clearly, he was the taunt-or.

	“Leave him be, Stockton.”

	The earl? Surely not! But he was young, had inherited his title after leaving Cambridge and the country, if her memory served.

	“It’s not your neck on the line. My brother—” 

	“Half brother,” Stockton said. “He’s nothing but a hector.”

	“No argument there,” the taunt-ee muttered. “Bastard is as closefisted as Shylock.”

	“Think he’s scamming those boats coming in from the East India Company?” another unrecognizable voice said.

	The conversation was fascinating, and Rose edged nearer. She glanced around and froze. She may not have recognized anyone, but the tall coxcomb heading in her direction must be Shufflebottom. No one wore ruffles at his cuffs like the marquis. She was feet away from another door that led heaven knew where, but it was, truly, her only escape.

	She stole through and found herself in a darkened hallway that would prove dangerous if the wrong person happened by—or caught up to her. The comfortable but horrendous shoes sounded clunky on wood planked floors. Quickly stepping out of them, Rose scooped them up and took off—apparently, she’d shed all ladylike behavior when she’d donned her maid’s uniform—and opened the first door she came to.

	Silently, Rose latched the door behind her then fell against it, her head thunking on the English oak, her heart pounding. 

	Now what?

	Through slitted eyes, she caught a movement behind a large mahogany desk situated between large bookcases. Her first thought: She’d no idea Shufflebottom could even read. Her second: The figure, clad in all black, was dark and menacing. He straightened to an impressive height and moved slowly around the desk as if fearing she would scream the house down. 

	His black domino cut an imposing picture aided by the form-fitting mask he wore. Her pulse spiked, but the initial panic leveled to something that didn’t suffocate her.

	Fight or flight? Dark hall or bluff her way through this unfortunate encounter? “Did you find what you’re looking for?” The annoying breathlessness of her voice had her gripping the knob at her lower back.

	Just in case.

	 


 

	Three

	Emerson stopped. He should have locked the door. But if his host happened upon him—No. He was an idiot to have forgotten. “I did not.” He’d already checked the drawers of the massive desk and found nothing but a few vowels in varying amounts. The three drawers on the right-hand side? Also, nothing. The other two held account books, but certainly not any incriminating evidence he was on the hunt for.

	Thankfully, he’d pulled his black mask into place when he’d searched the bookcases. He should have stopped there, of course. Instead, he’d moved to the painting on the wall behind the desk. The largest one: a pastoral scene of a dog hunt, rifles poised. 

	It was by sheer luck he hadn’t yet pulled it from the wall. To his relief, the woman dressed as a lady’s maid had closed the door behind her, softly. 

	At first, he didn’t think she’d even noticed him. Hell, the back of her head had dropped against the hard oak with a thud her harsh breathing nearly drowned out.

	Her black woolen skirt with its white sash failed in disguising enticing curves. The white mobcap atop her head never showcased hair like hers—long dark waves that hung lose. His hands tingled within his soft leather gloves with an urge to have her turn, allowing him to see how far those curls fell. Made his fingers itch to run them through strands that gleamed like silk in the low glow of the room’s single lit lamp.

	Eyes of moss flashed fire, and a hand splayed across a dainty bosom that warranted further inspection. “What are you looking for?” Her voice held a small tremor.

	He considered her question, her demeanor, the upper crest diction that did not belong with the riot of curls or the scullery maid’s costume she wore. “I’m being blackmailed.”

	She gasped. “By Shufflebottom?” An adorable scowl compressed her full lips into a straight line, making her chin appear more pointed as that was all that was visible beneath her diamond-tipped mask. “That dandified churl.”

	“You know him, then?” Of course she did. She and Shufflebottom ran in the same circles. It was the accent, he decided. Glancing about, he spotted a tray of spirits and sauntered over to pour out two small glasses of brandy. He brought one to his nose and sniffed. Nothing but the best in the house of a notorious marquis.

	He held up the glass. “Shall we indulge in his hospitality?”

	She eyed him with obvious suspicion. Smart girl. Lady, he inwardly corrected. He wasn’t of the peerage after all. Another thud sounded—she’d dropped what Emerson could only assume were shoes, though he hesitated to grant them the dignity of the term. She glided in his direction. “Thank you.” It was said grudgingly enough to have him biting back a smile.

	Her appearance put a damper on his search, and he likely wouldn’t have another such opportunity.

	She took a large swallow of the brandy and let out a coughing fit that had her eyes watering. “I thought this was Madeira,” she choked out.

	“In a brandy glass? No.” He sipped his. “Definitely brandy. Were the hounds after you?”

	“Er, no.” She pulled a small, laced handkerchief from a hidden pocket of her frock.

	Emerson took her glass and set it on the desk, then the hankie, noting the embroidered initials of RS and dabbed at the tears trickling from behind her mask. “Now, what has you so flustered?”

	“The fop was after me.”

	His fingers stopped, poised as if encased in marble…or seized by rigor mortis. “Shufflebottom is on his way…in here?”

	“No, thank the heavens. I lost him in the crowd.” Her voice fascinated him. Modulated, educated. And, sadly, definitely nobility.

	Emerson pocketed the handkerchief and let out a breath. With no ties to the beau monde, he had no entry into many of the upper echelon’s residences. Yet perhaps that wasn’t quite so true any longer. If Ben did happen to become earl—

	Impossible. As the bastard son of Mr. Jaxon Massey, Emerson would still have no reason to rub elbows with lofty lords. He needed another way in. This enticing creature opened an interesting prospect.

	The masquerade event had allowed Emerson to avoid dealing with the aristocracy. The nobs were a fickle, irresponsible lot who typically put the screws to the lower-class populous. Hence the case of the Marquis of Shufflebottom.

	For the second time in as many minutes, the door flew back.

	In a most discourteous move his father would yank his ear for, Emerson quickly snagged his RS lady’s maid, tugging her into his chest, and covered her mouth with his. He dove his gloved hand into the mass of hair he couldn’t feel but was certain would haunt his dreams for the foreseeable future. 

	Her lips stilled beneath his.

	“What the devil is going on here?” Shufflebottom’s voice grated like rusted iron.

	The full mouth under Emerson’s went instantly compliant, and her fingers stole beneath his domino, clutching at him. Emerson, true to the gentleman he was not, swept his tongue into the sweetest mouth he’d ever tasted. But she stiffened as if she’d never been kissed. He stroked with an ever growing need that fired his blood to near anarchy over his own body. 

	Slowly, Emerson pulled away, meeting her stunned, wide-eyed gaze. Her kiss was as innocent as that of a virgin, but her eyes spoke of a different kind of experience. He wanted to rip away her jeweled-tipped mask. See if her skin was as soft as her lips. See her cheeks flushed with a blush. She was all woman. Jesus, how long has it been?

	“Can I help you?” Emerson growled at the intruder, unable to tear his eyes from his captive.

	“My pardons, sir. I thought I saw… It couldn’t have been. Carry on.” The door latched softly on his retreat, breaking the spell that seemed to have ensnared him and…her.

	She jumped back, clearly embarrassed. The back of her wrist swiped at her lips. “What are you about, sir?” What should have been fury came out in a husky wisp that had desire twitching in his britches.

	Emerson used amusement to hide the sudden onslaught of lust and said lightly, “I thought it was clear. I was saving you.” I was saving me.

	Slowly, her hand lowered, leaving him a view of fully reddened kissed lips. “What makes you believe Shufflebottom is blackmailing you?” A mangy dog with a raw slab of meat, she was. She sounded calm, but a flush rising up her neck told another story.

	Questions tore through his mind with the speed of a runaway phaeton. How high in the peerage did she place? Could she get him into other houses to search for his cowardly nemesis? More importantly, would she? He stared into the depths of green eyes that rivaled a forest of sunlight dappling through leafy trees. 

	Could he trust her?

	He was a merchant. Lived near the docks, as Ben so indelicately reminded him. But realistically, Emerson would never be able to locate the culprit on his own. He hated it, hated the nobility, hated the pit of chaos someone was determined to throw him in. 

	After the slightest hesitation, Emerson tugged the missive from an inner pocket and handed it to her, then made his way back to the spirits and poured himself another brandy.

	The vellum wisped softly through the room.

	“What does this mean that he has intimate knowledge of your cousin? Who is your cousin?” Demanding little thing, wasn’t she? 

	“Exactly what it says. Hallandale died.” 

	“Hallandale is your cousin?”

	Impatience pricked him. “Yes, yes. Please, try to follow. I am attempting to explain.”

	She huffed out her frustration and crossed her arms beneath her breasts.

	It took him a second to force his gaze up. “My cousin, Oscar, has not been heard from in years. I am looking for him.”

	“This note indicates that your brother may have done something to him. Would he?”

	“So practical you are, my lady.”

	“Just making certain I can follow,” she said with a smirk that tempted him beyond reason.

	“A point well made,” he murmured. “He faints at the sight of blood.”

	“Poison doesn’t necessarily draw blood,” she pointed out. “Who is your brother?”

	“Benjamin Massey.”

	“And you are…”

	“Emerson Whitmore. And, frankly, I could use your help.”

	She strolled over to the spirits and found the Madeira and poured herself a glass. “I don’t know what I can do to help.”

	“I take it you are part of the beau monde.”

	“What of it?”

	“I am merely a merchant of trade.”

	She held up the missive. “Apparently, quite a successful one if someone believes you can be bought for fifty thousand pounds.”

	“I don’t deny my success.” He wasn’t boasting, it was fact. “But I have no intention of paying blackmail, be it fifty pence or fifty thousand pounds.”

	“I see.” She glanced at the note then back at him, then held it out. “It was nice of you to share this…er, highly delicate matter with me, but I don’t understand.”

	He took the note, refolded it, and tucked it back in his pocket. “I need a way in—”

	“In?”

	“Peerages’ homes. You have all the signs of belonging.”

	She stopped. “You wish to break into peerages’ homes?”

	“That’s what I’m attempting to avoid.”

	Curiosity lit her eyes like a beacon. “Like whose?”

	“Earl Stockton’s for one.”

	Her spine straightened. “Stockton.”

	Every instinct in him sharpened. “You know something?” he asked softly.

	Another blush stole up her neck. “I doubt it’s anything.”

	“I’d like to hear it.”

	“All right. Before Shufflebottom spotted me, I saw several men talking. It looked somewhat serious, so I, er, sort of crept over and eavesdropped. One of them was referred to as Stockton. Stockton referred to another man as an earl and his brother. Were they speaking of you?”

	Emerson groaned. She’d obviously overheard Ben with the upstarts. He ignored her question. “What else?”

	“Um.” She strolled away and stopped in front of one of the bookcases, then ran a delicate tipped fingernail across several spines. No gloves. “They might have speculated on how you, er, acquired your funds.”

	He narrowed his gaze on her. “Speculated?”

	“It may have been tossed about that you are swindling the East India Company.” She glanced at him and winced. “Are you?” 

	He let that roll off and ignored this question as well, so ridiculous it was. Ben had resented Emerson since the day Father had learned of his existence and brought him into the household. “The Martindales are hosting a musicale on Thursday.” He went to the window and glanced out at the host of carriages lining the street.

	“Did you hear what I said?” A huff of exasperation touched her tone.

	“I heard you, and no, I am not swindling the East India Company. We share a mutually beneficial relationship.”

	“What kind?”

	“They provide me with goods, and I sell them. All legal and aboveboard,” he assured her.

	“Silks? Muslin?”

	He turned and faced her. “Of course,” he said without any modicum of patience. “Now, if that is the end of the inquisition, I shall ask again. Would you consider helping me?”

	A long pause ensued, then she inclined her head. “I’ll help you. Provided you allow me a reduced amount on some of your finer fabrics.”

	“You’re bribing me?”

	She shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it that. I’m…er, bartering.” She started across the room toward the painting he’d been examining when she’d burst in on him. 

	“Bartering,” he muttered under his breath. But it was a way in. “Fine.” He stalked in her direction. “You’re certain you can wrangle an invite into the Martindales’ home?”

	Amusement tipped her lips. “Oh, yes. I’ve already accepted my invitation. Baron Stanford was my late husband.”

	The name was markedly familiar as snippets of the London Times headlines filtered through him. “Stanford was stabbed in the chest—” Mortification stalled the rest of his response, and he stared at her.

	“Yes. That Stanford.”

	“You’re the baroness.”

	“For now.” She turned back to examining the painting. Correction, the frame of the painting. “But I have other plans. I’ll help you locate your cousin. Assisting you lauds me first crack at the earl with no competition. I’m not so young any longer.”

	“Take off your mask,” he said. “I wish to see this harridan for myself.”

	Her fingers stilled, and she slowly turned back to him, her gaze never wavering.

	The silence built between them was fraught with his anticipation and her…unease? He waited, not convinced she would actually do as he requested. Requested? Laughable. 

	If she were smart, she would run for the door.

	But long, delicate fingers crept up to the ties behind her head. A second later, the mask dangled from an index finger through one of the cutout eyes.

	The sight of her creamy skin, defined cheekbones, perfectly arched eyebrows, and pert nose punched him in the belly as if it were James Stokes’ own fist who delivered the blow. He couldn’t tear his gaze away. Add those riotous curls and the stark memory of that quick kiss… Taken together, all garnered the effect lethal.

	A blaze of red flamed her face. “Your disappointment is noted,” she said, lifting the mask back in place.

	“No.” He was across the space in a shot. “I mean…yes, you should put your mask back on. Only should someone burst in again.” His finger brushed her cheek with a light touch. “I can honestly say I’ve never been less disappointed.” The husky growl emitting from him caught him by surprise. He took her mask, spun her about, set it in place, and tied the ends—fumbled, rather, until he had to strip off his gloves to do the deed. Appallingly, his hands trembled.

	The subtle fragrance of orange blossoms wafted up and he couldn’t resist taking a fistful of her hair and bringing it to his nose. He closed his eyes to steady himself against another onslaught of sudden lust.

	He dropped her hair, quickly tied her mask in place and stepped back. He hadn’t been ruled by lust since he was fourteen, and he refused so now.

	“Look at this.” Her excitement rippled the air.

	He opened his eyes.

	She’d parted the painting from the wall, exposing the safe behind.

	“Well, well, well,” he said softly. “Well played, Lady Stanford. Well played.” He placed his hands on her shoulders and gently moved her aside.

	“Hey!”

	Urgency gripped him. “Lock the door.”

	She hurried over and twisted the latch.

	Emerson pulled the painting fully away from the wall and studied the safe. It was a Chubbsafe. He glanced at Lady Stanford. Her lips were pressed in a stubborn line. There was no hope for hiding his intention, and he wouldn’t have another prime opportunity as this.

	~~~

	Rose couldn’t believe it. She had literally stumbled into a path to the Earl of Hallandale. Her scalp tingled at such deliciousness. Oh, my. She wondered if the earl kissed like his cousin. It certainly enlightened her regarding Huntley’s and Gabriella’s relationship—in a most illuminating light—not to mention that of her paltry marriage. What a fool she’d been. She cut a gaze to this most intriguing man. 

	Mr. Whitmore was difficult to overlook. Taller than even her brother, the duke, and far broader through the shoulders. She imagined it was the result of years spent overseeing ships and warehouses rather than lounging in drawing rooms and White’s. He seemed to carry the solid strength of a man who did what he proclaimed—worked for his living. 

	That dark hair looked perpetually in danger of unruliness and framed a face made more arresting by equally dark eyes, sharp and assessing. There was nothing of the idle gentleman about him; every line of his frame spoke of purpose, industry, and an independence Rose had no business finding so…distracting.

	A sigh escaped her. It was a shame and a waste he was only a merchant.

	Whitmore reached inside his pocket once more and this time pulled out a small packet of…tools.

	All thought flew from her head with her gasp. “Good heavens. Do you just poke the pointed end in? Why do you have to fiddle with it so? Could you instruct me on how to do that?”

	“Lady Stanford, please! It takes a delicate touch and a keen ear.” His tone raised her defense hackles and left her speechless. 

	She drew in a breath, ready to blast him to the devil—

	Click.

	“Ah, there you are, my sweet,” Whitmore breathed. His words sent a spiral of thrill that wrapped Rose’s spine and raised bumps of awareness over her skin. “Stand aside.” He pulled the small steel door back.

	Unable to resist, however, Rose crowded him again and could make out loose sheaves of papers atop a tall stack. 

	He grasped the loose papers and brought them out.

	“Vowels.” He paused at the top one then handed it to her.

	“Mr. Collier? Eight thousand, seventy-five pounds,” Rose read, her voice trilling a high C on the pianoforte. 

	“The point of this task is to keep from bringing the house down around us, my lady,” he growled.

	“Er, sorry,” she whispered, taking the next note. “Earl Stockton: three thousand, twenty-two. Viscount Winchester: twenty-five hundred. Maudsley—” She glanced at him. “He’s an earl with highly questionable ethics—” She dropped her gaze and her eyes widened. “Fifteen thousand.” She waved the stack she held in the air. “How many are there?”

	Mr. Whitmore snatched them from her and stuffed them back in the safe. “Several more, and I would advise you to keep what you are seeing to yourself. Men don’t care for their private business being bandied about. Not for sums of these amounts. Many have gone to great lengths to keep such information buried.”

	She scowled at the back of his head. “I take it these men are funding the masquerade.”

	He closed the safe, pushed the painting in place, then faced her with a grin that could only be described as wolfish, gleaming teeth flashing past firm lips. The tool pack disappeared in his breast pocket. 

	She itched to strip that mask away, shake him. Kiss him—

	Erg. Such lascivious inklings toward a virtual stranger showed she was truly bound for Bedlam. She was a widow. A woman in her thirties! A woman who longed for…passion— 

	Dear heavens, she’d lost her mind.

	“We need to get out of here,” her companion said with a sudden urgency. “Shufflebottom will no doubt return and will be determined to learn who was enjoying his private hospitality.”

	“Private hospitality,” she sputtered. Oh, right, the drinks. “You have a point.”

	“You must leave the ball,” he said.

	“What? No!”

	“Fine. He will hunt you down, you know.”

	The mystery man took her hand within his warm, bare one, stunning her—he hadn’t yet replaced his gloves. She was tugged unceremoniously around the desk. “Do you have a way home?”

	“I came with my sister and her husband. Why?”

	“All right. I shall return you to them. But you must leave. If your costume was not so distinguishable”—he brought his hand up, clutching a handful of her hair—“this certainly will be.”

	He dropped her hair and dragged her to the door, then came to a sudden stop. “Good God. Your shoes.”

	Blast, she’d nearly forgotten. She yanked her hand from his and found them behind the door, where they must have been pushed when Shufflebottom burst in. Slipping into them proved impossible, and she nearly toppled over. 

	With a muttered oath she’d never heard before, he was down on one knee, taking her ankle and sliding her foot into place and tying the strings. The palm of his hand seared her skin through her stocking—silk, wool could not be borne. It seemed to rest there for an interminable, dizzying amount of time.

	It must have been her imagination, because just as abruptly he was again on his feet and untwisting the locked door. She didn’t even recall him managing her other shoe. He glanced over his shoulder at her with such a gleam in his eye, it had her checking her mask was securely in place. He cracked the door and peered out. “If we run into anyone, be prepared.”

	“Prepared?”

	He shot her another of those quick grins that twisted her insides into knots. Ah, another kiss. “One last thing.”

	“What?”

	Quick as a surge of wind, Jane’s mobcap was stripped away and thrown over her head with a powerful thrust. Yet it floated like a cloud, landing softly in the center of the room. “Now, we’re ready.”

	To her greatest and most shocking disappointment, they didn’t run into a single soul on the way back to the ballroom. Mr. Whitmore pushed open the door she’d previously escaped through. If the room had been crowded before, it was impossible to navigate now. The crowd looked to have doubled.

	“We shall work a path to the door by way of the dance floor,” he said. “If you don’t see your sister by the time we make it across, I shall see you home myself.”

	Seconds later, she was swung into a waltz amongst the packed parquet. She would never locate Gabriella in this throng. And then she did at the exact moment Gabriella spotted her. The air went out of Rose’s body. 

	“What is it?” her partner demanded softly.

	Her gaze flew to his.

	“Your sister?”

	“And my sister-in-law.”

	“Excellent.”

	“How shall I introduce you?”

	“That won’t be necessary.” That grin of his was starting to grate on her. “Where are they?”

	“Next to the Duke of Ryleigh.”

	He missed a step.

	Rose tilted her head up at him, stuffing her own grin. “Oh, you know of my brother?”

	“You little minx,” he bit out. He broke their eye contact and surveyed the perimeter. Tension poured from him. He spun her about and stopped just feet away from Sebastian. “I’ll see you Thursday night at the Martindales,” he whispered in her ear. “Open the terrace doors in the library by ten o’clock.” 

	“I’ll take my kerchief back now,” she whispered fiercely.

	He pulled it from his pocket. Spread it out and appeared to study her initials. He brought it to his nose and breathed in. “Will you?” He stuffed it back in his pocket. “Until Thursday, my lady.” He melted into the horde like a dark specter.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 Four

	The carriage ride home was heavy at two in the morning with the heightened traffic. “You lost your cap,” Gabriella said. “When did that happen?”

	Rose tugged her cloak more firmly around her. “When Shufflebottom started after me.” 

	Gabriella gasped. “He didn’t!”

	“I’ll see that bastard in hell,” Huntley growled.

	“Don’t be ridiculous,” Rose told the two of them. “He had no idea who I was.” One hoped. She looked out at the dark night and wondered where Mr. Whitmore lived in the vast city. How had he come to be at Shufflebottom’s masquerade? 

	Gabriella’s eyes narrowed on her. “Where did you disappear to?”

	Well, she couldn’t very well tell them she was with a merchant who didn’t belong anywhere near Mayfair and that they’d broken into the marquis’s safe. Her lips tingled, and she clutched her cloak tighter to keep from touching her lips. She closed her eyes. “Hmm?” She shrugged. “Mingling.” 

	“Mingling? You aren’t a mingler, Rose.”

	Rose snapped her head around. “Used to not be a mingler, thank you. I’m making inroads on my efforts in becoming more adventurous. Something you never said but should have.”

	Gabriella’s nose wrinkled. “Are you sure I never said so? Though it does sound like something I would say. Especially in the throes of a row.”

	Rose smiled. “True.”

	Gabriella took her hand. “Rose, darling? Are you all right?”

	She blinked. “Of course.” 

	Gabriella’s gaze seared her, and Rose turned her head to find Huntley’s was too. “That’s enough out of both of you. I’m perfectly fine.” Heavens, she couldn’t arrive home soon enough. She needed a change of topic, and quickly. “I think I shall donate a few books to Hope House. I’ll bring them by tomorrow. Also, I should like to donate material for the Hope House girls. They could use new frocks.” The idea just tumbled out of her, and it was brilliant. Made her heart swell with…with pride.

	“That will be lovely,” Gabriella said, clapping her hands. “I also had a thought that perhaps you could spend time with the young women. They might enjoy a few lessons in etiquette.”

	Rose peered at her in the darkness. “Etiquette? Oh, yes. I would be quite good at that.”

	Her sister grinned. “Very good,” she quickly agreed.

	The carriage drew up to Stanford House on Upper Brook Street, and Rose couldn’t alight fast enough. Only, she was forced to wait for the steps to be set down and Huntley to assist her. Thankfully, Winston had the door open, and Rose waved her sister and brother-in-law off without further fuss.

	“Order Jane a new cap,” she told her butler by way of greeting. “I’m to bed.”

	Within an hour, Rose lay atop the counterpane in her chamber, her hair safely plaited, her night rail secured to the neck. But sleep alluded her.

	Her hand was hot from where Whitmore had held it. Her ankle imprinted with his heat. Her lips still tingled from that devastating kiss. There was a warmth between her legs, and her nipples tightened with a sudden need to feel his mouth there.

	She rolled over, groaning at the incongruousness of it all. Maintaining her focus was critical if they were to carry out his reckless schemes. She certainly couldn’t be seen with him. That shouldn’t be an issue. He would be sneaking into the homes, not attending the actual events.

	Rose turned her thoughts to the new Earl of Hallandale. He was rumored to be young. Was he light or dark like his cousin?

	Erg… This had to stop. 

	Immediately.


 

	Five

	Emerson did not leave the ball as he’d instructed Lady Stanford to do. A duke’s sister! Could the night have gone any worse? Well, that was to be determined, he decided, after watching Ben trailing Stockton, Gorman, and Lambert, even Collier the rest of the evening. A difficult feat because he’d kept watch on his charming cohort too, who hadn’t departed until near two in the morning. 

	Charming? No, more like…bothersome, annoying, provoking. Yes, his provoking cohort. Emerson was not a libertine. Nor a philanderer. In fact, he’d not been with a woman in… Good God, just thinking how long it had been had his breeches growing tighter. All that hair hanging loose. It was scandalous. And alluring.

	A shift in the atmosphere tugged at his peripheral vision. He cut his gaze in the direction of Ben, but he was gone. His brother and the “gaming four” were striding through the terrace doors. Just what the devil was their game? Ben had no funds to speak of. Thank God, he hadn’t seen his half brother’s name on any of those vowels. Still, that didn’t mean his so-called friends wouldn’t stake Ben only to set him up for a fall. 

	Not if they believed Emerson would bail him out.

	Emerson would be as big a fool as Ben if he believed differently.

	The music and glitter of Shufflebottom’s masquerade had scarcely been left behind Emerson before Ben slipped into the night with his companions. The four nabbed a hackney and made their way through Covent Garden to a hell labeled “The Devil’s Ledger’—and wasn’t that encouraging?

	Emerson followed them inside and through a crush that allowed Emerson to hide among the “sheep.” The low cigar smoke didn’t hurt, but it was thick enough to choke a man.

	Almost immediately after entering, Ben followed Stockton, Gorman, and Collier to the back of the house—they’d lost Lambert somewhere along the way—something that never boded well.

	Brilliant. That was all Emerson needed—to burst in on his resentful half brother’s tête-à-tête with some Cyprian. 

	Despite the den of noise inundating him, all he kept hearing was his late father’s pleas on looking after his younger brother. With an expressive curse under his breath, Emerson made his way through the crowd to the back staircase and continued on the path set forth by their father on his deathbed.

	Two flights up, Emerson found the hallway devoid of people—especially younger half brothers.

	He made his way down a long corridor on a threadbare rug that ran the length of the hall. It helped in muting his steps. At each door he put his ear against the panel, before twisting tarnished brass knobs, some that creaked ominously. Most of the chambers were empty. 

	One, however, seared his vision. An aging gentleman, breeches pooled around his ankles and a young woman on her knees, moaning so theatrically it couldn’t have been real. 

	She glanced over with widened eyes, then winked at him, the old man never the wiser. 

	With a shudder, Emerson quietly pulled the door closed. He was down to the last chamber. The group occupied it or they’d stolen down another set of servant stairs.

	Again, he put his ear to the wood, and relief rushed through him. The murmurs were low, as was the laughter. He definitely detected Ben’s voice but couldn’t make out the words. Emerson dared not chance opening the door. But chairs scraped against wood floors, and Emerson slipped inside the empty chamber across the hall but left the door cracked.

	The upstarts entered the hall and did not trouble to lower their voices. Foolish of them—but very much to Emerson’s advantage. 

	“But how do you know?” Ben demanded.

	“We just do,” Stockton slurred with a jovial, inebriated laugh. “Don’t worry so. We’ve got your back, don’t we, fellows?”

	Gorman and Collier quickly agreed. The hair on Emerson’s neck raised. 

	They didn’t linger and clomped down the servants’ stairs without a care.

	Emerson’s instincts were sound, and he did not have a good feeling regarding the short exchange. Perhaps he should take a house in a better neighborhood. Just to keep an eye on Ben, follow through on his promise to their father. It certainly had nothing to do with a green-eyed, sharp-witted widow. 

	Absolutely nothing.
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