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      The Earl of Huntington (Hunt) is a silent partner in a successful gambling hell run by his two brothers. A well-respected member of the ton, he moves about in Society as an unknown agent for the Crown on its most sensitive matters.

      

      Lady Diana is a long-time friend of Hunt's with the ability to embroil herself in difficult matters that require his assistance. Once again, she needs his help, but this situation could be a major scandal if discovered.

      

      Against his better judgment, Hunt agrees to her scheme, but this time the circumstances cause him to see the woman he’d always considered just a friend in a different way. The strong attraction he feels must be squelched since she would never do as his Countess. Scandal follows her every move.
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        April, 1891

        London, England

      

      

      A glass of warm champagne dangling between his fingers, Sebastian, the Earl of Huntington, known as Hunt to family and friends, inwardly groaned as he studied Lady Diana Pemberton, daughter of the Marquess of Rockingham, as she single-mindedly made her way across the Billingsley ballroom, headed in his direction.

      Dressed, as always, in the height of fashion in a rose-colored gown, trimmed with deep rose and green flowers, Lady Diana wore a frock that was low enough in the neckline to entice but not cause too many raised eyebrows among the self-appointed guardians of ton virtue. Her curly golden blonde hair had been swept away from her heart-shaped face to cascade down her back in a riot of bouncing curls. Leave it to Diana to eschew the dignified topknots and chignons the other young ladies sported.

      As attractive as she was with that sweet face and mass of hair, her remarkable appeal lay in her wide-set crystal blue eyes framed by unusually dark lashes for a blonde. One had only to study those eyes to know every thought in Diana’s head. There was no subterfuge or coyness about the woman.

      Although slender was the current fashion, Lady Diana’s full bosom and child-bearing hips made the other young ladies appear spindly in comparison. The gentle sway of said hips as she moved across the room hid the true woman beneath the façade of demureness.

      Lady Diana was anything but demure.

      He studied her covertly. As usual when he spotted her, his heart gave a thump, and his male part rose from its slumber. Yes, she was anything but demure and she was trouble, but for some reason his body was not in sync with his brain. She also captivated him with her high spirits and wicked sense of humor that sometimes bordered on the improper. Another way she was unique and quite different from other young ladies.

      She wended her way through the throng with dogged determination, barely acknowledging the young men who attempted to gain her notice. Her steely resolve did not bode well for him. He’d known Diana for years and, over time, he’d had the unfortunate task of rescuing her from one disaster after another. He had gotten into more predicaments than a room full of toddlers due to the young lady headed in his direction.

      He tried, somewhat unsuccessfully, to convince himself that it was merely memories of mishaps avoided, and disasters averted, that caused his muscles to tense and his heartbeat to quicken. His usual response to Lady Trouble. He continued to dismiss any other reason, despite the twitching below his waist.

      “Ah, it appears we’re about to have company.” Lord Denning took a sip of champagne and nodded at Diana, now only about ten feet distant.

      Both men straightened as she stopped in front of them.

      “Lord Huntington, Lord Denning, may I wish you a good evening?” She gave a slight curtsey. Two pairs of male eyes assessed her neckline where it dipped as she did. Two generous creamy globes spilled over the top of her gown, moving more of Hunt’s blood supply south. Also causing him to glare at Denning. “Close your mouth, man.”

      Diana rose and smirked, bringing a flush to Hunt’s face at being caught ogling. The minx had done it again, put him on the defensive. One of her mischievous talents.

      He bowed to her curtsey. “Good evening, Lady Diana. How was your visit with your family in Italy?”

      After Diana had been caught in another tangle that could have resulted in a scandal, her father had hurried her off to some distant cousin in Italy where the girl had remained for a bit more than a year.

      “It was quite pleasant, actually. I enjoyed my time there but am happy to be home.”

      She apparently did not wish to embellish that comment with stories, so he switched topics. That made things safer for him anyway. The less he knew about her adventures, the happier he was. “Are you enjoying your return to Society?”

      She flashed him a brilliant smile, knocking the breath from his lungs. “As always. New ballroom, new gown, new hostess. However could I not enjoy it?”

      He went on full alert at the look in her eyes. The vexing woman always tied him into knots, and this exchange was no different. How the devil was one supposed to respond to that cryptic statement? Instead of coming up with a smart, clever retort, which his befuddled brain was presently incapable of—most likely due to a lack of blood—he murmured, “Indeed,” wincing inside at her raised brows and Denning’s cough.

      “If you will excuse me, Lady Diana, I fear I must leave you both to your scintillating conversation as the orchestra is beginning the next set, and my partner awaits me.” Denning made a quick bow, leaving Hunt to deal with the woman as he scurried off to the sound of instruments beginning a waltz.

      “Coward,” Hunt mumbled as the traitorous Denning took his leave.

      Dancers gathered on the floor in the space allotted for dancing. Diana placed her hand on his forearm. “Dance with me, Hunt?”

      He stared down at her, hating how she made him feel. Those blue eyes looked as innocent as she was not. Oh, he was certain that she was innocent in the right way of how a young lady must preserve her virtue for marriage, but aside from that, she was a problem looking for a place to set up housekeeping.

      He felt as though he wanted to run as far from her as he could but only after he’d crushed her tempting body to his to show her that he was the one in charge; not her. He would not label her as manipulative, she was basically too sweet for that, but she did have a way of getting him to do things he preferred not to.

      Despite his ability to run his estates profitably and speak in Parliament with aplomb and grace, his and Diana’s lifelong relationship of push and pull rarely left him in charge when it came to Lady Diana. And now she wanted something from him. Of that he was certain. She always chewed her lower lip when she was ready to dump another problem in his lap.

      He hated that he knew her so well, because that likely meant she knew him that well, also.

      The privacy of a dance would provide her with an opportunity to embroil him in another of her scrapes. There was no doubt in his mind. Why he felt the need to constantly rescue her baffled him. They were no longer children, but she continued to turn to him, knowing with certainty that he would never let her down.

      He’d had a peaceful year while Diana was in Italy, visiting her family and cooling her heels. Her banishment from the ton had given him many restful nights and a sense of order in his life. Thus far, he’d been able to avoid her since her return a couple of weeks ago. Rude, perhaps—he should have called on her—but his sense of self-preservation was strong.

      Whether he was reluctant to be dragged into another disaster or merely happy to put his conflicting feelings about the girl on the shelf for a while, he had to admit he missed the chit.

      However, seeing her now, with her impish smile and teasing manner that he knew was a prelude to asking for his help once again reminded him why he hadn’t called on her since her return.

      He’d been busy himself, since this Season he’d decided it was time to take a wife and set up his nursery. Hence the suffering he’d endured at numerous balls, garden parties, soirees, and dinner parties over the past weeks.

      He had promised himself to take a serious look at the current crop of debutantes and see if any of them appealed. Unfortunately, none had gotten past his initial contact of a dance, dinner partner, or introduction from a determined mama.

      He’d almost caught an ague from all the eyelash fluttering, and if he had to hear just one more young lady exclaim over how talented she was on the pianoforte, water colors, embroidery, and selecting just the perfect shade of ribbon to match a dress, he would abandon the idea of marriage and name his brother, Driscoll, as his heir.

      “Of course, my lady. I would love a dance.” He pulled himself from his ruminations and responded to Diana’s question.

      She smirked as he took her arm and led her to the dance floor. “You don’t lie very well, Hunt. The look on your face tells me you would rather chew nails than dance with me.”

      Maybe not chew nails, but he would certainly prefer banging his head against the wall a few times.

      He took her in his arms and experienced a shiver he’d oftentimes felt when this close to Diana. Like an electric jolt. The softness of her body, the musky, mysterious scent that was only her, and the way her blue eyes sparkled with merriment, as if she knew what sort of an effect she was having on him, all added to his discomfort. He refused to question it, preferred not to think about it, and pushed whatever it could mean to the back of his mind.

      The very last thing he needed in his life was an attraction to Diana. Or, God forbid, a lifelong commitment.

      “I had hoped you would call on me after I returned from Italy.” She viewed him with mirth as he led them through an intricate turn. No pouting or sulking for Lady Diana. Everything was always straightforward with her. Instead of frowning, she regarded him with laughter. Most likely because she knew why he’d been avoiding her.

      Despite the music and various conversations in the room, her familiar, melodious voice carried easily to him, sliding over him like warm honey. He couldn’t help but wonder if that was how her mouth would taste. Then he mentally shook himself. ‘Twas always best to be alert when dealing with Diana, not distracted by her appeal.

      Before he could respond with something believable, she chose to discontinue that stream of conversation and said, “Will you call at my townhouse tomorrow afternoon? Say about two o’clock?”

      Ah, he knew this was coming. “What have you done now, dear girl?”

      She had the nerve to huff at him and raise her chin. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      If he wasn’t so terrified at what her newest entanglement meant for him, he would have laughed at her righteous indignation. Surely, her memory was not that addled.

      Her guileless look was greeted by his own aristocratic raised brows. “Given your history, my lady, my question is, unfortunately, appropriate.”

      She sighed as he pulled her close into another turn to avoid Lord and Lady Hanson. Once past the couple, he was reluctant to release her. She stared at him, but the slight pink tint to her cheeks told him she was aware of how their closeness had felt. “Will you come or not?”

      There was no point in dithering since Diana with a request was like a dog with a bone. She never gave up. “Of course. I will be honored to call upon you and be of service.”

      Liar. I would rather shave my face with a blunt, rusty razor.

      She grinned, which immediately raised alarm bells. Perhaps it was the year’s absence, but in the short time they’d spoken, this newly-returned-to-Town Diana had evoked more conflict within him than all the years he’d known her. And that was certainly a frightening thought.

      “Thank you.” She smiled and dipped her head.

      They finished the rest of the dance in typical useless chatter. Once he escorted her to her chaperone, he bowed. “Have a pleasant evening, my lady.”

      She tapped him lightly on the arm with her fan. “Have a pleasant evening as well, my lord. I look forward to your visit.” She sashayed away as if she knew his eyes followed every move her delectable hips made.

      Which they did.

      Bloody hell. What was he getting himself into this time?
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      Diana breathed a sigh of relief as she made her way through the crowd and headed to the front door. Hopefully, it wouldn’t take long for her carriage to be brought around and she could leave this blasted place. She grew more and more weary of these events as the Season wore on. Her feet hurt, the room was far too warm, and the beginnings of a megrim teased the back of her head.

      She’d finally been able to take a deep breath when she spotted Hunt across the ballroom. For someone who was rumored to be searching for a bride this Season, he’d not been easy to run down. It seemed every event she’d attended, he was somewhere else.

      “The carriage is ready.” Her companion and chaperone, Mrs. Rachel Strickland, waved to her from the front door. Someday, she really must take the woman in hand and instruct her on proper behavior. One did not wave and shout across the entrance hall like some sort of fishmonger touting her wares. Diana’s grandmama, Lady Priscilla Abbottt, had been exacting about good manners and would have been appalled.

      She smiled every time she remembered her grandmother. Grandmama had been notorious in her time, which led Diana to believe she’d inherited some of the woman’s infamous traits. Lady Priscilla Abbottt had been well-known throughout Polite Society for her shocking beliefs in equality for women and had held meetings on a regular basis espousing such outrageous ideas based on the writings of Mary Wollstonecraft and the scandalous Lady Caroline Lamb.

      Lady Abbottt had indulged in scandalous affairs and, over the years, she’d broken several hearts. There had been quite a bit of grieving from the men of the ton at her passing.

      And relief by their wives.

      Diana held onto the footman’s arm as she descended the slippery steps from the Billingsley townhouse and entered her carriage. A light drizzle had turned the pathway dangerous, and her dance slippers held no more purchase than stockinged feet. However, the coach was warm and dry, and she settled comfortably across from Mrs. Strickland.

      She thanked God every day for the substantial fortune she’d inherited from her grandmama so that marriage was not something with which she needed to concern herself to maintain her comfortable lifestyle. Diana had not espoused Grandmama’s ideas about no marriage and taking lovers instead, since she would like a family one day, but so far no man had tempted her enough to give up the freedom she enjoyed as a wealthy, unmarried woman.

      Diana leaned back on the squab and closed her eyes to rest her head. At least the first part of her plan had worked. Despite his reluctance, Hunt had agreed to call upon her the next afternoon. Not that she’d expected him to decline her request. He’d always helped her in the past.

      In fact, when she’d departed for Italy the year before—running from another potential scandal—he’d helped make the arrangements and had seen her off with his blessing. She tried not to be annoyed by his elation at her departure.

      Lord knew she could not afford another opprobrium. Papa had already washed his hands of her and one more mishap would likely encourage him to send her to one of his far-flung estates near the Scottish border. It annoyed her to no end that even at four and twenty, he maintained control over her person. Thank God, not her money, though.

      

      The following afternoon, Diana dipped her fingers into the blue-tinted powder box holding her Pear’s Almond Bloom, the little bit of makeup she allowed herself. She rarely used it, but with the dark circles under her eyes giving testimony to her many sleepless nights since the problem had arisen, it kept her from answering countless questions from nosy matrons about the state of her health.

      She’d always been outside the inner circle of young ladies who did everything they were supposed to do to maintain their standing with the virtue vultures, as Diana had tagged them. Those were the older ladies who set the standard for young girls’ behavior. While never being given the cut direct by those ladies, they certainly did not view her with warmth or welcome her with open arms.

      She checked the small pink and white flowered china clock on her dresser. It grew close to two o’clock. With her stomach in knots, she descended the stairs in search of her lady’s maid, Marguerite, to act as chaperone when Hunt visited. Even though he was an old childhood friend, she did not want any sign of impropriety. She’d given Mrs. Strickland the afternoon off, since Diana did not trust her as she trusted Marguerite, who had been with her since she’d made her come-out four years before.

      Plus, Marguerite already knew about the humiliation looming on the horizon. “Marguerite, Lord Huntington will be here momentarily. Please have Cook send in tea once he arrives, then join us in the drawing room so there will be no talk of us being alone together.”

      Tea, indeed. What she really needed was a glass of sherry, or even brandy, but it was necessary to keep her faculties if she wasn’t going to make a complete cake of herself.

      “Yes, my lady.” The girl curtsied and hurried to the kitchen.

      Diana wandered the drawing room, picking up objects, not really seeing them, then placing them back down, trying her best to calm herself. If Hunt refused her plea for help, she had no idea what she would do.

      Her head jerked up and her pulse jumped, butterflies taking up residence in her stomach. The echo of a horse riding to the mews behind her house announced the arrival of her guest. Just be calm. State your problem and appeal to his sense of duty and honor, on which he always prided himself.

      Within minutes, a knock sounded at the front door. Her butler opened the drawing room door and stood aside to let her guest enter. “His lordship, the Earl of Huntington, has arrived, my lady.”

      “Thank you, Briggs.”

      She sucked in a breath as she beheld the man she needed to save her from ruin. Tall—indeed much taller than he seemed in the ballroom last night—his presence overwhelmed the space in her drawing room. His thick, light brown hair, known for its inability to be tamed, fell over his broad forehead and teased the back of his cravat.

      No tailor needed to pad his chestnut sack jacket, which his broad shoulders filled out nicely. His deep tan trousers below a snug brown and black checked waistcoat outlined well-muscled thighs. A starched white pristine shirt set off his slightly tanned skin.

      He’d gone from the gangly youth who had plucked her from trees and tended to her scrapes to a man who knew his place in the world and commanded a good part of it with aplomb and a touch of arrogance.

      He offered a slight bow. “My lady.”

      She waved to a chair in front of the fireplace. “Won’t you have a seat? I am expecting tea any moment.”

      She hated how breathless she sounded but convinced herself her disquiet was due to what she was about to reveal, not from his overwhelming presence. Had he truly been so very masculine prior to her trek to Italy? She attempted to remind herself this was Hunt. Her childhood friend.

      And savior.

      No sooner were the words out of her mouth than the door opened and Michael, one of her footmen, entered. He carried a tray with her favorite tea things that she and Grandmama had used for years. Alongside the lovely blue and while teapot sat a plate of small sandwiches and another plate of tarts. She gestured to the table between the two chairs, where the footman placed the tray. Her lady’s maid, Marguerite, slipped into the room and took a seat near the door.

      With shaky hands, Diana poured the tea, adding cream and sugar as was Hunt’s wont. Once they were settled and initial pleasantries had been exchanged about the offerings on the tea tray, she placed her teacup firmly in the saucer and stiffened her back. “You must be wondering why I asked you to call.”

      He nodded, a slight smirk on his lips. “What trouble are you in now, Diana?”

      She jumped up, causing him to quickly put his teacup down and stand, the serviette on his lap falling to the floor.

      “No, no, sit, please.”

      He offered her a bemused smile. “You know I am unable to sit while a lady stands.”

      “Oh, for heaven’s sake. All right, I’ll sit.” She returned to her chair and then fidgeted so much she annoyed herself. She took a deep breath and smiled. “I learned about your rescue of Miss Manchester last month.”

      “Miss Manchester? Rescue? I’m afraid I do not understand.” He picked up the teacup and frowned, obviously feigning ignorance.

      “Perhaps you did not see it as a rescue, but I’m sure Miss Manchester felt it was.”

      He continued to look perplexed until she wondered if perhaps Marguerite had gotten the story wrong from Miss Manchester’s lady’s maid. Please, God, don’t make it so. She needed Hunt’s help. Desperately. “You seem confused, so perhaps I may refresh your memory?”

      He nodded. “Please, do.”

      “The information I received was Miss Manchester was present at a house party where you were also a guest.” When he continued to stare at her, she sighed. “Hunt, for heaven’s sake, you are nowhere near your dotage. Did you or did you not attend a house party at the Bedford estate last month?”

      “Yes, I did.” He dragged the words out, his eyes narrowing.

      “Was Miss Millie Manchester also a guest?” She tried to keep her voice calm, but the entire situation had been unnerving her for a week, and the sooner she could get his promise to help her, the happier she would be.

      “I believe she was, along with her brother, Mr. David Manchester.” The caution in his words was telling. A man protecting a woman’s reputation. Perfect. The sort of behavior she desperately wanted to encourage.

      “If you are trying to guard the young lady’s name, I admire you for that, but I assure you I know the story of how she left her scarf in a young man’s bedchamber and, at her behest, you retrieved the garment for her before her brother discovered her indiscretion.”

      If he’d been surprised at her knowledge of the event, he did not show it. Instead, he viewed her with curiosity. “If you are in possession of that story, it has not come from me. May I ask why you bring it up now, and how that connects to the reason you have requested my presence this afternoon when I would much rather be on the way to my club? Are you missing a scarf, also?”

      Once again, she hopped up and Hunt followed, spilling tea on his shiny shoe.

      Diana sighed. “We are getting nowhere. Will you escort me to the garden? I think what I have to say would be easier if I am on my feet.” Anything would be easier than the two of them jumping up and down like a couple of court jesters.

      He hesitated a moment and glanced at the door as if considering making a dash for it. Eventually, he sighed. “As you wish.”

      He extended his arm, and they strolled out the French door, into the garden, Marguerite keeping a respectful distance behind them. The scent of bay rum wafted from him, temporarily distracting her. The muscles under her fingertips flexed as he maneuvered her around the flower beds. Goodness, he was warm. Heat radiated from him in waves.

      You are stalling, Diana. Get on with it.

      The time had come. No more hesitation. This needed to be done. She stopped in the pathway and turned to him. She raised her chin. “I have a favor to ask of you.”

      His slight smile gave her courage. “Ah, so now we’ve come to the crux of the matter. Due to your nervousness, I assume you are once again in deep trouble. What do you want from me now, Diana?”

      She took a deep breath and said, “I need you to steal a portrait from Mr. J. D. Mallory’s art studio.”
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      Hunt stared at Diana for almost a full minute. “I’m about to ask you to repeat what you just said, except I’m afraid I heard you right.”

      “Um. Yes, you most likely did. So, what do you say?”

      His mouth opened and closed a few times. “No. Absolutely not.” He backed up and, after a moment, he bowed. “I will leave you now.” He stalked off before Diana even had a chance to say a word.

      Stunned, she shook her head in confusion and stared at his retreating back with her mouth open. After a moment, she gained her senses and raced after him, almost losing her footing as her slippers slid on the carpeted stairs. Attempting to catch her breath, she looked around the empty entrance hall. “Did Lord Huntington leave?”

      Briggs bowed. “Yes, my lady. And he seemed to be in quite a hurry.”

      Quite a hurry, indeed. She gritted her teeth and quelled the urge to kick the door since his shin was nowhere near her foot. Except that would only hurt. Well, this had only just started. She had every intention of getting that portrait back, and Hunt would help her.

      

      Two nights later, Diana searched the St. John ballroom for Hunt. She’d gone to three balls the night before and, tonight, this was her second. She would run the man down if she had to find him at one of his men’s clubs.

      Or she might even be daring enough to demand entrance to The Rose Room, the exclusive and extremely popular gambling hell Hunt owned with his two brothers, Driscoll and Dante Rose. It was not well known that Hunt was involved in the business, since he was mostly a silent investment partner.

      Hunt hated any sort of scandal attached to his name and an earl owning a gambling hell did not portray how Hunt wanted to be presented to Society.

      But Diana knew, and she also knew he visited the place and consulted with his brothers, a few times a week, at the very least.

      Only women of the demimonde and disreputable mistresses dared visit the establishment, but surely Diana could weather that scandal much better than the one currently hanging over her head. She might even throw all caution to the wind and visit him at his home.

      Oh, she would find him. There was simply too much at stake this time.

      Giving up on this event, she decided to return to the entrance and request her carriage brought around, most likely to the displeasure of her chaperone who hated being dragged from place to place, but that concern was nowhere near as daunting as Diana’s looming disaster.

      There were two more events on her notecard. One soiree and one—she winced—musicale. Goodness, but she hated those things. But if Hunt was there suffering through it, she would too.

      Diana was headed toward the corner where Mrs. Strickland sat with the other matrons and chaperones when Hunt’s name was announced. She looked up to the top of the stairs.

      There he stood in all his aristocratic arrogance, his eyes scanning the crowd and settling on her. He was dressed completely in black except for a white cravat tied in the most fashionable manner and a silver waistcoat. But more than the clothes he wore and how they fit was the manner in which he strolled down the stairs, aware, she was sure, of all the fluttering eyelashes, waving fans, and sighs coming from the young ladies watching him.

      Handsome, titled, and wealthy, he was in the eyesight of many a desperate mama, as well as matrons and widows looking for one of the most sought-after lovers to warm their beds. A few began to move in his direction, but he merely nodded at the swell of ladies and made his way directly to Diana.

      Damn her heart that sped up and her breathing that increased. It wasn’t merely from fear of him rejecting her again as much as how he affected her. They’d been friends for years, for goodness sake. Why now did he turn her into a blubbering idiot when it was imperative she remain calm and simply use her well-honed skills to convince him to help her?

      “My lady.” He bowed to her curtsey. His serious mien was a contrast to the twinkle in his eyes. Good, maybe he would at least listen to her now.

      “Good evening, my lord.”

      He extended his hand. “Walk with me.”

      He tucked her arm into his and moved them to the edge of the ballroom. Since it was still early in the evening, there was room for walking. Within a couple of hours, it would be almost impossible to move, let alone actually dance in the area set aside for such activity.

      The bay rum scent from him as well as his fine-tailored, expensive clothing immediately put her body on alert. Aching nipples, rapid breathing and the butterflies setting up housekeeping in her stomach needed to be ignored. She must stay centered on what she needed from him.

      “First of all, I must apologize.” Hunt murmured the words but continued to face forward.

      “Indeed?”

      “Yes.” He turned to her. “It was quite rude to leave your home the other day. ‘Twas not well done of me.” He grinned. “You do frighten me sometimes, Diana.”

      “Me?” She placed her hand on her chest, immediately drawing his eyes to her neckline. She dropped her hand and fought the heat rising from her middle. “Why would you be afraid of me?”

      He pushed open the French door leading to the terrace beyond. The music started up, and several couples who were strolling in the garden and chatting on the terrace moved back into the ballroom.

      Still awaiting his response, she let him move them down the few steps to the garden area, which was lit well enough to avoid scandal, yet sufficiently shadowed so that they would have privacy.

      “You frighten me, Diana, because you’ve given me more than my share of sleepless nights.” He raised his hand. “Before you begin huffing, please remember all the times I bailed you out of your messes.” He smirked and looked down at her.

      She must not be distracted by his rakish smile. Or his very male scent. Or his hooded eyes. Or the taut muscles under her hand. Let the other ladies swoon at his feet, she must keep her senses where he was concerned. “What messes?”

      After a few moments, he said, “Must I number them?” He began to count on his fingers. “First there was the time you climbed a tree just as your parents’ guests were arriving for a house party. If I remember correctly, you were stuck up there for hours before I found you.”

      “For goodness sake, Hunt, I was ten years at the time!”

      “Ah. That is true. In that case, I will not number all the other rescues from then until you made your come-out.” He turned them so they moved on the path around the side of the house where another set of French doors revealed couples waltzing by in the ballroom.

      “Do you remember Lady Abercrombie’s garden party?”

      She offered a stiff nod.

      “Do you also recall falling into the creek behind her house, drenching yourself, forcing me to sneak you out the back gate to my waiting carriage to get you home?”

      “It was not my fault that the rocks alongside the creek were so slippery.”

      “Yet no other young lady took a swim that day.” Hunt moved them to a stone bench under a tree, under a brightly lit torch. He apparently was not going to put them into a situation that would cause a scandal. At least nothing near what she was facing.

      Once they settled, he took her hand in his. Improper as it was, since he was an old friend, she wasn’t concerned.

      “Then there was the time you took a ride on Rotten Row with the horse your papa forbade you to ride because the spirited mare was beyond your abilities.” He gazed out into the garden, as if picturing the disaster that day. “If memory serves—”

      Diana raised her hand. “Stop!” Whatever did the man do? Keep a list of all her indiscretions? She swore he was laughing at her.

      He didn’t seem annoyed at the recitation of her blunders but viewed her with amusement. “Therefore, Lady Diana, since you appear to not want to hear the rest of my stories, I rest my case about the fright you trigger within me and the sleepless nights you have caused.”

      Diana took both of his hands in hers. “This is serious, Hunt. Not some mishap on a horse or falling into a creek. I am in serious trouble.”

      His amusement turned to something else. Something protective and, if she was wont to admit, possessive as well. “What happened, Diana? Did someone harm you? Do I need to call someone out?”

      She shook her head and pulled her hands from his to hug her middle. “A little over a year ago—before I left for Italy, I arranged to have a portrait of myself painted.” She glanced over at him. “As vain as that sounds, I did it merely to appease my late grandmother who had asked me for years to have a portrait done and hang it next to hers in the library at Waverly Manor, the estate I inherited from her, along with the London Townhouse.

      “I was feeling quite blue and missing her dearly one day and decided to have it done.”

      Hunt felt a tightening of his stomach muscles, scared to death at what she was about to say. “Go on.”

      “I commissioned Mr. J. D. Mallory to do the portrait. I sat for him for hours, but I knew it would be worth it when it was finished.” She took a deep breath. “At his insistence, he had me resting on a lounge, facing him, but with my head tilted in such a way that hair fell over part of my face, which was not clearly seen. I thought it odd at the time, but since I’d never had an official portrait done before, and didn’t want to appear a novice, I merely acquiesced to his instructions.”
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      Hunt studied her as she spoke, staring out at the garden, looking as though she wished to be swallowed up by the roses. He’d begun to realize she’d gotten herself into something deep this time but had no clue as to where her tale was leading. “Go on.”

      “He gave me the portrait before I left for Italy, and it is now hanging in the library at Waverly Manor.” She stood to pace. “It is quite lovely, actually.”

      “Then what is the problem? If it’s hanging in the library at Waverly Manor, why do you want me to steal a portrait from Mr. Mallory’s studio? I don’t understand.”

      Diana stopped and took a huge breath. “I’ve never spoken out loud about this, to anyone, but if you are to help me, I must trust you.”

      He reached out and took her hand again. “You know you can trust me, Diana.”

      She nodded. “Shortly after I returned from Italy, Mr. Mallory sent a note that he wished to visit with me at my townhouse in London.” She turned to face him.

      “Go on, sweetheart.” Hunt stood and took her other hand in his. Even through both their gloves, he could feel her ice-cold hands.

      Another deep breath. “When he called, he told me he’d made some changes to the portrait and would I care to see the difference. I was quite taken aback and confused to be honest, because I didn’t understand why he would do such a thing. Or how he had even gotten it from my estate.”

      Hunt waited as Diana seemed to wrestle with something. He watched her, knowing she’d come this far, so whatever she had to tell him would eventually come out.

      “At first I attempted to dismiss him, but he insisted he had the portrait in his carriage, and he wanted very much to bring it inside for me to see.” She wiped beads of perspiration from her upper lip.

      When she swallowed several times, he said, “Go on, sweetheart, just tell me.”

      “Thank goodness the portrait was covered in a sheet when he came back into the drawing room. He leaned it up against a chair and, once he had my complete attention, he whipped the sheet away.”

      All the blood left her face. and Hunt put his arm around her waist, certain he was going to have to catch her since she appeared ready to swoon.

      “And?”

      “It was my portrait, exactly as he painted it, but—” She chewed her lip until he was afraid he’d see blood. Then she blurted out. “I was naked!”

      Then she covered her face and burst into tears.

      J. D. Mallory is a dead man.
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      Hunt wrapped his arms around Diana as she sobbed against his chest. He was still having a hard time understanding exactly what happened and what else occurred after Mallory showed her the portrait.

      It was the sort of thing, however, that Diana had to tell in her own way and in her own time. While he waited for her to compose herself and continue with the story, he planned several ways to kill Mallory. Hopefully the most painful way possible.

      She accepted the handkerchief he held out to her and leaned back, wiping her cheeks and eyes. “Thank you.”

      Diana seeming somewhat calmer, he released her, and she sat back. Hunt took her hand again. “Tell me the rest.”

      Shuddering to take a deep breath, she fisted the handkerchief in her hands and looked at her lap. “I asked him how he got the portrait from my home, and he said he didn’t, that this one was a duplicate he made when he painted the first one.

      “Then he told me he had plans to sell the wicked portrait to a very wealthy client who wanted it but, considering my family’s status, he would reconsider and sell it to me instead.”

      Hunt’s blood continued to boil at the man’s avarice and downright evilness. “How very considerate. And for a hefty price, I’m sure.”

      “Yes. He wants twenty thousand pounds.”

      Hunt almost fell off the stone bench. “Twenty thousand pounds! That’s outrageous.”

      “Indeed.” She offered him a slight smile. “That sum would also drain my accounts. For all intents and purposes, I would be left almost penniless.”

      Hunt’s jaw worked as he considered the situation. To think with clarity, he had to push aside the tempting idea of racing to Mallory’s gallery and pummeling the man. Even though, given what she’d just told him, it was apparent why she’d asked him to steal the portrait, he still wasn’t sure that was the best solution.

      “Can you not notify the police? The man is blackmailing you, and I am sure there is a crime he has already committed by painting a second portrait without your permission.”

      She shook her head vehemently, her eyes wide. “I cannot let anyone know about this. Word will leak, and I will be disgraced.” She stood again and paced. “This is not some girlish caper I can recover from by escaping to Italy. With my reputation for the little bit of trouble I’ve already been in,” she looked in his direction, and he quickly removed the smile from his face, “everyone will believe I actually posed for the portrait. You know how the ton is. Given the choice between believing the truth or considering what causes the most gossip, scandal wins every time.”

      “What if I went to the studio and talked to the man?” He had no intention of ‘talking’ with anything other than his fists. Once the problem was solved to Diana’s satisfaction, Hunt still planned to beat the hell out of the cad.

      “No. If he thinks there might be a chance that I won’t pay him, or if I send someone on my behalf, he’s already said he would turn the portrait over to the interested buyer.” She threw her hands out. “And who knows what the buyer would do with the portrait?”

      This was indeed a muddle. As she clearly stated, this was no minor infraction of a young girl pushing at society’s strictures. Her life would be ruined, and her only recourse would be sinking to the level of the demimonde.

      He would never allow that; despite all her ‘adventures’ Diana was a well-bred, innocent young lady.

      Diana sat next to him and gripped his hands. “You must promise me that you won’t tell anyone about this. Not even your brothers. No one. Promise me, Hunt.”

      He hesitated for a second. He’d just been considering asking his brothers for advice since he still didn’t care for the idea of breaking into a studio and stealing something. “I promise.”

      She wiped her nose. “Now will you agree to steal the portrait?”

      Hunt sat back and regarded her. “I’m still not comfortable with your solution.”

      “Do you have a better one? I cannot pay the man twenty thousand pounds. That’s impossible. I will not turn over my entire life to him.”

      “I agree. But you must give me some time to consider our next step.”

      She smiled brightly for the first time in days. “Our next step?”
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      Diana awoke the next morning with a sense of well-being that had been noticeably absent for the past week. Hunt was going to help her. She still believed the best—and possibly only—resolution was to remove the portrait from the studio and burn it.

      She told Hunt that when Mr. Mallory came to her house with the portrait, he said he would give her two weeks, and then he would sell it. One week had already passed while she went around in circles trying to think of what to do, and then chasing down Hunt to help her.

      She tossed aside those gloomy thoughts, along with the counterpane, and leapt from the bed. Marguerite knocked softly and entered the room. “Good morning, my lady.”

      “Good morning to you, as well. ‘Tis a fine day, is it not?”

      Marguerite crossed the room, opening the drapes. “You seem quite chipper this morning.”

      “Yes.” Diana stretched. “I feel good. In fact, I believe I will take a ride to the park this morning. Can you ask Briggs to notify the mews to tack my horse? And I’ll take one of the footmen with me.”

      “Yes, my lady. I will lay out your riding habit.”

      Feeling quite uplifted, Diana washed and dressed and sat for Marguerite to do her hair in a fashionable chignon. With one quick look in the mirror to adjust the feather in her hat that curled toward her lips, Diana smiled and left the room.

      As if to match her mood, bright sun warmed the balmy morning air, casting a glow over the tree-lined street. Diana headed down the steps to where Charles, one of her footmen, held the reins of her Chestnut mare, Lady Poppy.

      She loved the horse that was given to her by her father before he became more interested in his second family. Diana spent many hours flying over the hills at her estate, her hair streaming behind her as she flew over hedges. Of course riding in London was a bit more decorous, but it felt good to be out and about.

      She fed Lady Poppy the apple she had in her pocket and ran her palm down the mare’s velvet nose.

      Once Charles helped her mount, he climbed onto another mare from her small stable, and they trotted down the road, turning right, toward Hyde Park.

      She breathed in the fresh air and relished the warmth from the sun on her face. Grandmama would certainly chastise her for not keeping her face covered, but occasionally it felt good not to worry about maintaining her pure white skin.

      Her good cheer dimmed a bit. Grandmama had been her chaperone and champion for many years, and every day without her etched another hole in Diana’s heart.

      Only a few months after Papa’s second wife had taken over the only home Diana had ever known, Lady Abbott had arrived on Diana’s doorstep, along with numerous pieces of luggage, trunks of books, and a small dog clutched snug against her side by a hand with more rings than fingers. She had swept past the butler and announced to the startled governess that she had come to raise her granddaughter.

      Diana had hidden behind her governess’s skirts, taking peeks at the formidable woman who smelled of roses and stood only a few inches above Diana. In a very loud and determined voice, Grandmama declared to anyone listening that, despite a new stepmother—she sniffed—she, and she alone, would see to the welfare of her only child’s only child. It was years later that Diana learned Grandmama had never approved of the match between Diana’s parents. More telling was the fact that Papa had not objected to the removal of his daughter.

      Diana, Grandmama, and Diana’s governess, Miss Blackstone, departed a few weeks later. Papa, and particularly the new Lady Rockingham, were not happy with the addition of the formidable woman to his household.

      They then traveled to Grandmama’s manor home, right next to Hunt’s family estate, far from London and nestled in the lovely hills of Yorkshire, full of wild flowers, woods and snug cottages.

      That was where she’d spent the next nine years before they returned to London for Diana’s come-out, two years before Grandmama’s death. They were marvelous years of learning, growing, exploring, and becoming the woman with whom she was quite happy and satisfied. All thanks to Lady Abbottt.

      Lord, how she missed that woman! Lady Abbott had been eccentric and outspoken and loved her granddaughter to distraction. From the time Diana had arrived at her estate, she’d received more attention and care then she’d seen all the years under her parents’ ministrations. Or lack thereof.

      Pushing those memories from her mind, lest she turn maudlin, she and Charles began their ride on Rotten Row with a few others out for an early ride. ‘Twas not usual to see members of the ton out and about so early since most would have attended some sort of social affair the evening before and arrived home barely before dawn.

      She stopped and chatted with the few people they met and, after about an hour, feeling refreshed and ready to take on the world, Diana returned with her groom to her townhouse in Mayfair.

      “Please ask Cook to send in breakfast. I am quite hungry, and I will be down as soon as I change my clothes.” Diana spoke over her shoulder to Briggs as she made her way up to the bed chambers where Marguerite had already straightened her room and had her day gown laid out for her.

      She loved the yellow, thin-striped, linen dress; ‘twas one of her favorites. Marguerite added a bright yellow ribbon to her hair and, with a very unladylike grumble in her stomach, Diana entered the breakfast room.

      Smells of savory sausages, eggs, toast and beans almost made her groan. She filled her plate with much more than she knew she would eat and poured tea.

      “My lady.” Briggs entered the breakfast room with a salver holding an envelope. “This came for you while you were in your bedchamber.”

      She wiped her mouth with the napkin and took the missive. “Thank you.” She placed it next to her plate and eyed it as she took a sip of tea. She didn’t recognize the handwriting, and it didn’t appear to be an invitation. Shrugging, she pushed it aside and ate her breakfast.

      After she was through reading the newspaper with her breakfast, a luxury many women did not have since in most households the husbands got the freshly pressed newspaper before his wife did, her eye was once again caught by the small cream-colored envelope.

      She broke the seal and flipped the parchment open.

      One week, my dear lady. My client is most anxious to take possession of the portrait.

      The writing was bold and crisp. Nothing elegant or mannerly about the words or the confident strokes of the letters.

      Diana tossed the letter down and took a deep breath. Her breakfast attempted to make a re-appearance on her lap.

      Please, Hunt. You must get it back.
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      Late that evening, Hunt entered The Rose Room, the club he and his two brothers, Driscoll and Dante, owned as a joint venture.

      Driscoll was his full brother and Dante his father’s bastard who was raised with them. There was never a difference in the way Dante was treated by their father, but Hunt and Driscoll’s mother made it known on occasion that Dante was not ‘one of them’.

      To Hunt, they were both his brothers, and he loved them as only brothers can. Over the years they fought, played, attended Eton together and vied for the same opera dancers.

      Three years ago, Driscoll and Dante had come to him with a proposition to open a gambling hell. Hunt thought it was a good idea since, although he was prepared to provide for his brothers, he knew it would be a much more rewarding life for them if they had their own means of support. The ridiculous edict of gentlemen not working be damned.

      Hunt threw in the financial backing, and he’d been well rewarded with their efforts since then. The club catered to the elite of London, the Upper Ten Thousand, and the newly rising wealthy merchant class. The only women permitted were mistresses and members of the demimonde. No true lady would ever step past the front door.

      Hunt walked through the club, satisfied at how busy the tables were, and made his way upstairs to the offices.

      His brothers sat at their desks, Driscoll’s head bent, going over numbers in one of his numerous ledgers and Dante slouching, his feet on the desktop, snapping a rubber band.

      “It’s nice to see that at least one of you is working.” Hunt knocked Dante’s feet off the desk and leaned one shoulder against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “We’re working. I’m taking a break.” Dante stretched and stood. “Now I’m about to go downstairs and mix and mingle. Encourage our customers to spend money.”

      What no one except the three of them knew was, while the gambling hell was the two younger brothers’ true source of income, all three brothers took occasional sensitive assignments for the Crown.

      With his low-key attitude and extraordinary way with numbers, Driscoll Rose was a trained agent who worked on the more difficult assignments that even the bravest of the brave shunned. Dante’s lackadaisical attitude got him the reputation as rake, libertine, and bon vivant. However, the easy-going gambling hell owner possessed skills with his fists and knives, along with the ability to remain cool and calm in any situation that put him at the top of the Crown’s list to call in when an assignment was about to turn sour.

      Hunt, as the head of an old and respected family and title, had contacts among the upper class that provided the Crown with an inside agent when they had no other way to gain imperative information.

      What the world saw were three brothers working together in a successful business, living the life of young, wealthy, handsome men who every debutante in London would welcome as a husband. Even the bastard son.

      Dante opened the door to return to the gaming floor, then turned back to Hunt. “Did you hear about Lady Diana?”

      Hunt’s stomach sunk to his toes. Had word already spread about her up-coming disgrace? “What about Diana?”
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      Dante stepped back into the room and frowned. “What’s wrong? You look angry.”

      “What did you hear about Diana?” The words came out more clipped than Hunt would have liked.

      Dante shrugged. “Only that she is back from Italy.”

      Hunt let out the deep breath he’d been holding. “I know.”

      “Have you seen her?” Dante asked, still viewing him with a puzzled expression.

      Although he would love his brothers’ input on Diana’s situation, he promised to keep silent about it, so he merely shrugged. “Yes. Briefly at the Billingsley ballroom the other evening.”

      “I heard she’s looking quite dazzling.” Dante winked.

      Hunt’s jaw muscles tightened. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      Driscoll’s jaw dropped as his brother looked up from his work and regarded Hunt with raised brows. “Blasted hell, brother, since when are you so touchy about Lady Trouble?”

      “I am not touchy about Diana. And don’t call her Lady Trouble.” Damn, if he didn’t shut his mouth soon, his brothers would start a lot of speculation and asking questions which he didn’t need right now with her predicament looming over his head.

      Also, it was highly unusual for him to be touchy about the girl. She’d been a thorn in his side for years, as well his brothers knew. Normally, he treated her with reserve, or at the very least, provided her with a wide berth.

      Now the situation had shifted. He hated to admit it but, ever since their conversation, he’d thought about nothing except how she would look in the nude. Did she have pale or dusky rose, or deep brown nipples? Was the silk hair that covered her mound the same lovely shade as the hair on her head?

      When he realized his body was beginning to react to his thoughts, he quickly switched the subject before his brothers noticed. “Didn’t you say you were about to go back to work, Dante?”

      “Yes. I did say that.” Dante cast another bemused look at his brother and left the room.

      Hunt pulled out a chair and sat, facing Driscoll. “How are we doing? It looks like a good crowd down there on the gaming floor.”

      His brother laid his pencil on the desk and leaned back. “Very good. We had to cut off young Wentworth last night. He is too far in debt and rumors abound that he has been selling just about everything at his estate not entailed.”

      Hunt shook his head. “What a fool. All that will get him is heavily into the market for a rich bride.”

      Driscoll smirked. “No doubt. Better keep him away from Diana.”

      Hunt stiffened. “What does that mean?”

      Driscoll stared at him. “Damn, brother, you are definitely out of sorts when it comes to Lady Tr—”

      “Don’t. Say. It.”

      Driscoll raised his hands, palms up, in surrender. “Personally, I prefer not to delve into whatever it is that’s bothering you, big brother.”

      “There is nothing bothering me.”

      Liar.

      “As you say. Are you here merely to keep me from my work, or do you have a purpose?” Driscoll tapped his pencil on his desk.

      “No purpose. Just stopped in to have a chat with my brothers, but apparently my timing was off.” Hunt headed to the door.

      “Either your timing or your attitude.”

      Hunt saluted him with a rude gesture and left the room to the sound of Driscoll’s laughter. He hurried down the stairs and decided a late-night drink at one of his clubs was in order.

      White’s was bursting at the seams which told Hunt most of the evening’s balls, soirees and musicales had ended. Before visiting his brothers, he’d spent some time at the Manning come-out ball for their youngest daughter, but when he didn’t find Diana there, he left after an hour.

      Why it mattered to him that she wasn’t there annoyed him since he’d gone to dozens of affairs in the time she was hiding in Italy and didn’t miss her at all. Damn that portrait and the image he could not get out of his mind.

      “Hunt!”

      Hunt turned toward a small group of gentlemen, Lord Allenby waving at him. After instructing one of the footmen to bring him a drink, Hunt wandered in the direction of the group.

      “I hear Lady Diana Pemberton has returned from Italy.” Stephen Blackmoor, a long-time acquaintance since Eton, nodded at Hunt as he took a seat across from Allenby.

      Hunt reached for his drink from the footman’s tray. It would be Blackmoor who made that statement since the man loved gossip more than the old, disapproving matrons of the ton.

      “Yes. She has.” He sipped his brandy, hoping he was not going to have to speak all night about the woman of whom he was trying to rid his mind.

      “I can’t help but wonder what sort of trouble she’s going to get into now?” Lord Belton grinned, and the others all nodded. Belton raised his glass. “Here’s to another fine scandal in the making.”

      The others saluted him, but Hunt glared in Belton’s direction. “It is not proper to speak of a well-bred young lady that way, Belton.”

      Belton gave him a dismissive wave. “Come now, Hunt. You can’t think she will stay out of difficulty, can you?” He downed the rest of his drink and signaled the footman. “Of all people, you should know that. How many times have you played the knight in shining armor to her damsel in distress?”

      “Maybe we should place a wager in the book,” Talbot said, leaning forward. “How long it will take before she is in trouble again.”

      “If you,” Hunt looked around the group, “if any of you, write Lady Diana’s name in that book, or a book at any club in London, you will face the consequences at the end of my fists.”

      Shocked looks and silence greeted him. “Sorry, Hunt. Didn’t know that was the way of things,” Blackmoor said, his brows raised.

      Hunt tossed the rest of his drink down, the burning liquid settling in his sour stomach. “There is no the way of things. I just won’t allow a young lady of good breeding to be maligned in my presence.”

      When silence remained, Hunt placed his glass on the table in front of him. “Gentlemen.” He rose and strode from the room. He was obviously not in the proper frame of mind for companionship.

      Still unsettled as he rode home in his carriage, he pushed aside the picture in his mind of Diana naked and reclining on a lounge, and instead focused on what he could do to help her.

      Steal the portrait.

      Once the carriage rolled to a stop in front of his townhouse, he jumped from the vehicle and addressed the driver. “John, when you return the carriage, please wake the groom and ask him to saddle my horse.”

      As a well-trained servant, the driver offered no reaction to his master requesting his horse saddled for a ride in the middle of the night.

      Hunt bounded up the front steps and proceeded to his bedchamber. His valet, Marcus, awaited him.

      Hunt began pulling off his cravat. “I need to change into riding clothes.”

      Also used to his master’s comings and goings over the years, Marcus merely nodded and walked to the wardrobe where he extracted appropriate clothing.

      If he were to attempt to sneak into Mallory’s studio and swipe the scandalous portrait, he needed to first assess the place. Not that he was committed to stealing it. He just wanted to see what the possibilities were before he spoke with Diana.

      Damn, the woman could get herself into the most trying situations. Finding herself in the dark part of Vauxhall Gardens with one of London’s worst rakes had forced her flight to Italy. Of course, had she agreed to marry the Viscount Stratford as was expected in those circumstances, she would not have been forced to escape London under a shroud of scandal.

      However, Diana being who she was, refused to marry the man, said he tricked her into being caught, was only after her money, and furthermore, she declared loudly to all and sundry that Stratford was an arse.

      In those very words.

      Now there was a naked portrait of her floating around and, if it wasn’t retrieved before Mallory sold it, her reputation would be unrecoverable.

      Truth be known, this was one time Diana was truly not at fault. Her only crime was trusting Mallory, although she had no reason not to. His reputation as a respectable art dealer was unchallenged. He had chosen his victim wisely, knowing that Diana was without male protection, wealthy, and could not afford another black mark against her reputation. Being the greedy bastard he was, Mallory had asked for just about every pound the woman owned.

      Dressed in appropriate clothing, Hunt swung his leg over his horse, a dark Irish Hunter, named—appropriately—Black Diamond, and headed to Albemarle Street where the Mallory studio was located. It was not a long ride and, with most events of the evening over, the streets were quiet.

      He viewed the building from the front, then climbed down from Black Diamond and surveyed the outside of the place from all sides. He took note of the structures on either side. He strode up the steps and tried the front door, which was, expectedly, locked.

      Back down the worn steps, he took a final look at the building and surveyed the area. His mind made up, he mounted the horse and headed home.
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      The next morning, Diana looked up from the book she was reading at Briggs entrance into the drawing room. “My lady, Lord Huntington has called.”

      “Oh, thank you. Please send him in.” She quickly slid her feet to the floor where they had been tucked under her bottom. She bent to retrieve her house slippers and pulled them on. She closed her book and placed it on the table. Assured she was ready for this visit, she looked up with a smile as Hunt entered the room.

      “Good morning, my lady.” He bowed before her, and she extended her hand.

      “Would you care for tea, my lord?”

      My goodness, aren’t we being formal, she thought, and held back the giggle that was about to erupt from her throat.

      “No, thank you, I have just broken my fast.”

      Diana waved to the comfortable wing-backed blue and white striped chair across from where she sat. She hid her hands in her lap as they began to tremble. She knew by the look on his face that he had reached a decision about stealing the portrait. She briefly offered a prayer that he was willing to do it.

      If he refused, she had no idea what she would do next.

      “There is no point in dithering. The reason for my visit is to advise you that I have not come up with any other solution to your problem except for the one you have suggested. I need to steal the portrait from Mallory’s studio.”

      Tears filled her eyes, and she released all the tension in her body. Her palms together in a prayer-like position, resting against her lips, she said, “Thank you, Hunt. You have no idea what that means to me.” Her voice trembled, and she dabbed at the corner of her eye.

      “I cannot allow Mallory to take every pound from you, or in the alternative sell the portrait to whatever client he has that wants it. I will be honest with you and admit that, in my estimation, there is good reason to believe no client anxious to purchase the portrait actually exists, and he is only using that to push you.”

      Diana nodded. “I have thought of that. But I cannot take a chance.”

      “No. Indeed you cannot.”

      Diana cleared her throat, anxious to get this last request over with. “However, there is one thing I must ask you to do. Well, actually, not to do when you steal the portrait.”

      “What’s that?”

      She took a deep breath. “You must promise not to look at it.”
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