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Chapter One

	January 1814

	Portia settled back on the settee and smiled as her friend Ava, who had been the Duchess of Rothcastle for nearly half a year, gushed with great enthusiasm about her life. 

	“Oh, I’ve been going on and on,” Ava said, at last pausing for breath and blushing deeply when she saw her friend’s amused expression. “I’m so sorry!”

	Portia laughed softly at her friend’s utterly unnecessary apology. 

	“After so many years of comparing sad stories in the corners of ballrooms, do you think I would not wish to hear all the details of your joy? There is no one else in the world that deserves happiness as much as you do.”

	“Except you,” Ava said with a smile. 

	Portia tried to leave the same expression on her face, though her friend’s playful comment brought her no pleasure. Portia no longer had great expectations about a love-filled life to gush over as her friend now did. She tried not to think about that impossible future, to long for it, anymore.

	She waved her hand in the hopes she could change the subject. “Who would have thought when the Season began last year that you would end up married to…happily married to…your family’s greatest enemy? What a world we live in, where anything can change in a moment!”

	Ava nodded, but a tortured darkness entered her gaze. “Almost anything can change. Some things have not. Or have changed for the worse.”

	Portia flinched, for there was no doubt to what…or whom…her friend referred.

	She drew a short breath before she asked what was sure to be a painful question. And not just for Ava.

	“Have you heard from your brother?”

	Ava struggled to keep her composure for a moment, but Portia knew her friend too well not to see the slight tremble to her lip, the swelling of tears in her eyes, the paling of her skin. 

	“No,” she finally whispered. “Not since he disappeared as soon as he knew Christian and I were departing for Gretna Green. So it has been over six months.”

	Portia shook her head. “I had hoped at Christmas—” 

	Ava shoved to her feet. “Yes. So had I. But there was no word, not even a one-line wish to make merry for the holiday.” The tears her friend had been fighting began to fall now. “It seems Liam has cut me off entirely. It is the only source of pain in all my recent happiness.”

	Portia stood and crossed to wrap her arms around her friend. Her heart swelled with pity for Ava, for she knew how much her friend cared for her wayward brother. And she felt for Liam too. He had hated Ava’s new husband for so long, it must have broken him to see her seduced by and ultimately wed to him.

	She could only imagine his pain. How she wished she could comfort him. Not that he would allow it from her, a person he probably never thought about.

	“I’m so sorry,” Portia whispered, shoving thoughts of Liam away. Her friend needed her, she had to concentrate. 

	“It is even worse,” Ava sobbed. “I heard not two days ago that he is in London. So close I could almost touch him. He was seen at the Donville Masquerade.”

	Portia blinked as Ava pulled away and shivered. Clearly that location meant something to her friend. “I-I don’t know what that is.”

	Ava sucked in a breath and looked at Portia with a flash of embarrassment. “Oh God, I sometimes forget you—”

	Portia drew back when her friend cut herself off abruptly. “Forget that I what? What are you talking about? What is a Donville Masquerade?”

	“You are an innocent and I think I shouldn’t…I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

	Portia’s eyes went wide. Words like “innocent” certainly evoked a very interesting image of what this Donville Masquerade was about. 

	“You cannot leave it at that,” Portia laughed. “Now that you have whetted my appetite with the implication that this masquerade has some kind of scandal associated with it.”

	Ava bit her lip and cast her glance to the side, and Portia caught both her hands. “Six months ago, you would have told me everything. Do not say that just because you are married and have…have…knowledge of more carnal subjects that you will lock me out.”

	Ava sighed. “Very well. But if what I tell you shocks you, I refuse to be blamed.”

	“What is it?” Portia insisted.

	“The Donville Masquerade is held down in the hells the entire winter season,” Ava began.

	Portia shivered. Everyone knew about the hells, pits of ruination and despair where men…men like her father lost fortunes. Where women went to be ruined. It was dangerous and violent there, at least based upon everything she had ever heard. 

	“But why would they hold a party there? And why would your brother, a gentleman, have any part in it?” Portia asked.

	Ava swallowed hard. “Again, I hesitate to share this with you. I’m certain your mother would not approve.”

	Portia pursed her lips. “At present, my mother thinks very little of me. She is too lost in her own…her own world.”

	Ava shook her head. “Oh darling, I’m sorry.”

	Portia ignored yet another painful topic. “You will not deter me by offering sympathies on that score. Tell me what this place is.”

	Ava sighed, but Portia sensed her ultimate surrender even before she said, “The Donville Masquerade is held in one of the notorious gambling houses down in the hells. According to my husband, they found that during the winter they would lose some of their clientele after a certain hour to the pleasures of a warm bed and a warmer mistress. Someone had the fine idea to bring the sin into the establishment itself. The masquerade is held several times a week and the debauchery is untamed.”

	Portia’s eyebrows lifted. She was an innocent in body, of course, but she had once caught sight of a few very naughty drawings her brother had hidden away in his chamber. She had thought about them over and over at night while she touched herself. 

	“What do you mean untamed?” she whispered.

	Ava shrugged. “Women displaying their bodies, men taking advantage of that, sometimes in the open between hands of cards.”

	Portia stood and clasped her hands before her chest. Her mind filled with shocking images, vague pictures of hands on skin, tongues and mouths and bodies rubbing together. They were things she didn’t fully understand, but her body quivered at the thought.

	“Ava!” she choked out.

	“I told you I could not be responsible if you were shocked,” Ava said, rising to place a steadying hand on her arm. 

	Portia shook her head to clear it. Apparently there was a great deal she did not understand about the secret world of sin and pleasure. “Is this common, to have…have relations out in public?”

	Ava blushed so deeply that Portia had to wonder what exactly Ava had been keeping to herself about her relationship with Christian. Was it possible they…

	Ava interrupted her thoughts. “Of course it isn’t common, but there are places where men and women feel freer.”

	Portia swallowed. “Like the hells.”

	Ava nodded. “And because they have labeled their gathering a masquerade, the hidden and secret element makes those same places appear even safer to bare their bodies. But they are not safe at all. I have heard the hells and the masquerade can be quite dangerous, and who knows what mindset my brother is in currently?”

	As Ava shuddered in fear, Portia pushed away her interest in the erotic elements of the masquerade. They were terribly inappropriate in the face of her friend’s emotions.

	“Oh, Ava,” she whispered. “What can you do?”

	Ava sighed. “As soon as the rumor reached us, I wanted to go there myself, but Christian is adamant. He refuses to allow it.”

	Portia’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. This place must be terrible indeed, for Christian was normally indulgent to his wife. Even after their troubled past, it was evident he worshiped her, body and soul.

	“He must have very good reasons to deny you,” Portia whispered, thinking of Liam and beginning to fear, perhaps as deeply as his sister now did. “But could Christian not go himself?”

	Ava’s mouth tightened. “With my brother’s deep and continuing hatred of him?”

	Portia swallowed. There was a long history between the two men and their families. A history that had nearly destroyed her friend. And though Christian seemed willing to let the past go thanks to his love for Ava, Liam clung to it. No matter how deeply it hurt his sister or himself.

	“I can see what you mean,” Portia said. “Liam would not abide by that. But what about friends or spies?”

	“Liam is too wary of everyone, but especially anyone associated with my husband. And he cut his own friends off long ago.” Ava’s voice wavered. “I am left feeling as though he is just outside my door, needing me, and yet I am unable to find the key.”

	Ava sighed deeply and sank back down into the settee. Portia took a place beside her and the two old friends linked hands in a silent display of affection and support. Certainly there was nothing she could do to help her friend and Portia felt as helpless as Ava did about it.

	“I’m so sorry,” Ava finally said after the silence had stretched for a few moments. “I have been nothing but selfish this entire afternoon between gushing and weeping. Tell me, how was your holiday? You and your mother traveled to your brother and his wife’s country estate, didn’t you?”

	Portia flinched. If Ava had wished to find a happier topic, she had failed. 

	“Yes,” she admitted softly, but said nothing more.

	Ava leaned closer. “How was it?” she asked, but from her friend’s concerned expression, Portia could see Ava had already guessed the answer. 

	“Dreadful,” she admitted with a shake of her head. Images from the past few weeks bombarded her and she blinked to clear them from her mind. She could scarcely bear them. 

	“Oh, Portia.” Ava sighed deeply. “I had hoped that your brother’s invitation signaled a softening in his tone toward you.”

	“I don’t worry about myself, his coldness is nothing new,” Portia said. “But Hammond’s cruelty to our mother…” She swallowed back tears. “She is still reeling from it. It may take her weeks to return to a more normal state.”

	Though she’d hardly call anything her mother did “normal”. 

	“I wish there was something I could do, some kind of respite I could offer you.” 

	Portia shook her head. “You know my brother wouldn’t allow anything we might concoct. He guards his control over my mother too jealously and I wouldn’t dare leave her alone for any length of time for fear of what he might do without my protection over her.” 

	“But you deserve a reprieve from your troubles. Some fun.” Ava winked. “Perhaps something wicked in your life.”

	Portia wondered again about the Donville Masquerade, but pushed the thoughts away. “There is no room in my life for such things.”

	Her friend’s face fell at the finality of Portia’s statement and tone. Ava squeezed her hand. “Anything can happen, Portia. Don’t forget that and never give up.”

	Portia smiled as she extracted her hand from Ava’s and freshened her tea. Ava might have faith in the power of the future, but Portia had long ago given up on what might be. She knew what was and despite anything Ava might say, that would never change.

	 

	 

	“What about Lady Jane, the daughter of the Duke of Breadworth?”

	Miles, the Marquis of Weatherfield, forced a smile for his younger sister. “She only just came out, didn’t she?” he asked with a shake of his head. 

	Tennille hesitated long enough that he knew he was correct. 

	“How old is she?” he pressed.

	“She is eighteen.” When he arched a brow, she shrugged. “In four months.”

	“For God’s sake, Tennille, that would make her fourteen years my junior.”

	His sister pursed her lips, but her eyes were filled with light and a touch of laughter. “Oh yes, brother, for that would be unheard of in our circles. A man marrying a woman so much his junior. The horror.” 

	He couldn’t help but laugh at her tone. “Yes, yes, of course it is common. But I could not picture myself marrying someone so young. What would we discuss?”

	Tennille sighed and looked down in her lap briefly. “Then what about the widow of Lord Oakdoon?”

	“She has four children.” He moved closer. “Are you reading from a list?”

	His sister flushed and pushed her hands beneath the table. Miles jumped to his feet and darted his hand beneath to snatch a paper from her fingers.

	“You are reading from a list!” he said with a laughing shake of his head as he unfolded it. “You made a list of women I could marry?”

	“I make lists of everything!” she said, trying in vain to snatch the letter as he lifted it over his head and read it.

	“Great God, Tennille,” he said, staring at her as he lowered the paper. “You have Lady Hippleton on here. Her husband died a week ago.”

	Tennille shrugged. “I need to keep it updated. You couldn’t approach her with an intention for months, of course, but in time—”

	He handed the paper back. “I’m not approaching anyone with ‘an intention’.”

	Tennille pushed it away and sighed. “Miles, you are over thirty. You have been Marquis for fourteen years. I understand due to our…past…you wished to be free. But when will it be time to settle down?”

	Miles’ smile fell slowly. He and Tennille rarely spoke of the past. It was a dark place they had both departed years ago. He didn’t wish to revisit it; he had always assumed she felt the same way. Now he saw brief pain flickering in her eyes and he hated seeing it. He hated the power the past, their father, still held over her.

	“My dearest sister,” he said slowly, picking every word and emotion carefully. “I appreciate your love and care more than you shall ever know. But I will choose a wife in my own time and way.”

	“Will you?” Tennille whispered.

	He flinched at the concern on her face. “Yes. I assure you, I will. Someday.”

	“Someday.” She smiled sadly. “Very well. I will leave you be, for now, because I see you wish to run screaming from my parlor.”

	“Not at all.” He leaned forward to press a kiss to her cheek. “But I do have to depart. I have another appointment.”

	She nodded. “Yes, I’m sure. Will we speak again soon?”

	“I will be back here tomorrow for Lydia’s birthday party.”

	His sister’s face lit up at the mention of her young daughter. “Good. She will be very pleased to see you. You are her current favorite.”

	That made any hardness or sadness in Miles’ heart fade. “I feel the same way about her. I will see you tomorrow.”

	He squeezed her hand and then left the parlor. His horse was brought around in moments and he swung into his saddle. Of course he had been lying to Tennille. He had no appointment, he only wanted to escape her questions, her lists, her reminders of things he would rather forget.

	He rode from the drive and turned onto the street. Turned toward the hells. The Donville Masquerade was being held tonight. It was a predictable gathering, but when predictability included wild sex and unfettered sin, that was perfectly acceptable to him.

	



Chapter Two

	Miles adjusted his plain black mask and looked about the big, open room. Around him was a seething den of sin and excess.

	Since its opening a decade ago, the hall had always been an infamous haven for gambling. There were tables spread all over the room, able to hold up to ten men at a time for various card and dice games. But unlike some of the more casual, friendly halls in the better parts of London, this place was filled with tension. Men who hadn’t slept or shaved for days were scattered all around. One man sobbed at a table not ten feet from Miles, probably over the loss of what seemed to be a considerable fortune.

	It was not an uncommon sight in this place. Miles had even heard rumors of underhanded bets over the virtue of daughters and the trading of wives. And if there was any hall to make such dangerous bargains, this was it. Sometime in the past few years, the proprietor of this den of depravity, a mysterious man named Marcus Rivers, had opened up his establishment to other activities.

	Women had been allowed in. Mistresses, whores, even the occasional highbred and bored lady who hid behind a mask and offered herself for pleasure to the gamblers.

	Some were discreet in their couplings, taking advantage of screened areas, private rooms and balconies. Others didn’t seem to care where they fucked. Miles watched as a couple staggered drunkenly against the far wall, kissing with reckless abandon. The woman’s moan echoed even in the din of the room as the man hiked up her skirt. She was bare beneath except for red stockings with a lacy garter. 

	She spread her legs, opening her body. Something her companion took advantage of immediately. He began to finger her slit as he continued kissing her with sloppy passion that had no concern about who saw them in the act. After a moment, he positioned himself between her legs and thrust, rocking himself inside her waiting pussy. He had a fast, driving pace, and his partner arched and mewled loudly as he rutted with her. 

	A few of the men at a table nearby watched with interest and the whores made their way over, hoping to take advantage of any arousal the scene might create.

	Miles’ loins stirred with desire, but it was faint. Strange. He had always been a man of powerful passions, deep and abiding desires. But in the past few years, his need had shifted. He still enjoyed the company of women, but there was something…empty about his conquests now, both in his own reactions and in the way he viewed those around him. 

	He shook his head at his thoughts. Perhaps it was the conversation he’d had with Tennille that put him in this strange mood. 

	He moved farther into the room. He had come here intent on gambling, but he wasn’t opposed to brief pleasure if a woman caught his eye.

	He scanned the room for potential subjects, but again was simply bored with his choices. Women in plunging necklines, their breasts almost bare, panting over any man who gave them a side-glance. They were all so bored and jaded…a bit like he was. There was no one to—

	He cut the thought off as the crowd across the room parted and revealed a woman standing along the wall by herself. She had pale blond hair done up in a simple chignon at the base of her long, creamy neck. 

	Her mask covered half her face, but it was not of the ornate variety that the others wore as calling cards. It was blue and very plain, possibly handcrafted out of leftover silk from a gown. It didn’t match her dress, which was a deep green and cut in a modest style that had little frills. Still, the fabric was high quality. He was left confused.

	Was this a highbred lady or a lower-class one? 

	He moved closer, inexplicably drawn to her. She hugged the wall with her body, exactly like a wallflower at a ball at Almack’s would do. She stared out at the room, her eyelashes fluttering as she blinked and blinked…almost in innocence, shock.

	But was that real or affected? There were plenty of women who came here and pretended to be virtuous in order to play into the fantasies of certain men.

	He had never been one of those, and yet he continued to move toward her. As he reached her, he realized she had dark brown eyes and they were dilated with high emotions that did not seem artificial.

	“Hello,” he said softly.

	She jerked with surprise, for her attention had been so focused on the activity around them that she had not even seen him advance on her. She looked at him, cheeks flushed and those brown eyes widened with surprise and, he thought, recognition.

	“I—hello,” she whispered, her voice husky.

	He smiled, sly. “You seem surprised to see me approach you. Do we know each other, my lady?”

	She swallowed and then shook her head. When she didn’t say anything else, Miles moved a little closer.

	“I don’t think I’ve seen you here before.”

	She shook her head again, her eyes focused intently on his face. 

	He smiled at her refusal to speak. If this was a game to obtain his interest, it was well-played. Her silence gave her an air of mystery that he found fascinating, indeed.

	“You said hello, so I know you are capable of speech,” he said with a chuckle.

	She shivered, almost as if the sound of his laughter had touched her in an unexpected way. She hesitated a moment, then she said in another low whisper, “I am, my lord.”

	He arched a brow. Did she assume he was titled or know? He still couldn’t tell. 

	“I’m sorry if you find me reluctant to speak,” she continued. “I-I really don’t know what to say to you.”

	He stared at her. “Your honesty is refreshing in this situation. I am a gentleman, so I would never do anything to make you uncomfortable. Would you prefer it if I choose the topic of our discourse? You may nod or shake your head in answer to me if that is more amenable to you.”

	She pulled the corner of her lip between her teeth and his gut clenched with a sudden desire. Her lips were full and he longed to feel them pressed to his flesh. Anywhere. Everywhere.

	“Well?” he asked, trying to keep his raging desire from being too obvious. Desperation was never an attractive trait.

	She nodded, a bit slowly.

	“Good. I would like to know more about you—”

	Before he could ask more, she shook her head hard, her eyes going wide and wild. He frowned.

	“Nothing to identify you,” he reassured her. “You say I have not seen you here before—have you been here before?”

	She seemed to consider the answer. To consider running away, but then she slowly shook her head in the negative. 

	“I see.” He looked her up and down. “Is there a reason you came here?”

	She dropped her chin, breaking their gaze and leaving him feeling strangely…lost. She nodded.

	“Hmm, that is very interesting,” he said, stroking his chin. He thought of all the possibilities of why a woman…perhaps a lady…would come to this desperate and debauched place.

	“Did you come to gamble?”

	She immediately shook her head.

	“Not to gamble. Then that must mean you came for the…other diversions this place offers.” He couldn’t help but grin, for that had been his hope with every step toward her.

	But to his surprise, she took a side-glance at some of the couples engaging in public sensuality. There were moans in the air, flashes of flesh. Her breath caught and she blushed, but he sensed her deep arousal beneath her shock. So she liked to watch…well, so did he. 

	She shook her head, though it was much slower and less certain than the other times she had indicated the negative.

	“Then did you come looking for someone?”

	She nodded, lifting her face back toward his, her desire faded in an instant. 

	“Your father?” he asked.

	She shook her head.

	“Your brother?” Another hesitation and the negative indicated by the shake of her head. He took a deep breath. “Your husband?”

	Her cheeks filled with heated color as she shook her head.

	“Ah, I see. Someone you care for, though.” He tilted his head to watch her more carefully. This answer meant something to him, though he had no idea why.

	Her response was slow, but she nodded once. He scowled despite himself. So the woman had a lover…or a love she was seeking. It could not possibly matter to him. He had no ties to her.

	And yet he felt irritated. Frustrated. As if something had been stolen from him.

	“Do I know him?” he asked.

	She nodded swiftly and his body clenched. “I thought you said you did not know me. How would you know I was acquainted with the gentleman you seek?”

	Her lips parted and she took a step away. “I—” she gasped, then lifted her hand to cover her mouth. 

	“Who are you?” he asked, covering the distance she had placed between them and then a little more, so that he crowded her closer to the wall behind her. 

	“Please,” she whispered, and he narrowed his eyes. 

	Her voice—though she masked it by making her tone lower, huskier—bordered on the familiar, but he couldn’t place her no matter how hard he tried. 

	“Who are you?” he repeated.

	She moved, but he caught her elbow and drew her closer. She staggered against him, and the length of her body molded to his. He stared down into dark brown eyes, wide with fear, lips parted in surprise. She was warm in his arms and her shallow breath echoed in his ears and blocked out anything else in the busy room.

	He should have asked her again who she was. Or slid a finger beneath her cheap mask and pulled it away from her face to reveal her identity then and there. He did neither. Instead, he lowered his face, covered her mouth with his and kissed her.

	For a moment, she was stiff and shocked in his embrace. But then her mouth softened and she relaxed against him, surrendering to what he was taking. 

	He parted his mouth over her, darting his tongue to trace the crease of her full lips. They parted on a surprise gasp and he delved inside, tasting mint, a hint of sherry, the beginnings of desire as their molded bodies tangled.

	Then, just as suddenly as she had offered a sample of surrender, she pulled back. He was too surprised by the abruptness of her departure to grasp her arm, and she slipped from his embrace, turned on her heel and bolted from the room and out the door into the street.

	He watched the hem of her dress disappear into the night and felt like time had slowed. There was a pit low in his belly, something he recognized all too well, though he hadn’t felt it for a long time. 

	He wanted this woman with a power that thrummed with his heartbeat and made his cock rock hard and achy. He would have her. 

	But first he had to find out who she was.

	 

	 

	Portia could scarcely catch her breath as the carriage turned through the busy London streets toward her home. 

	“What was I thinking?” she moaned out loud, reliving every moment of the ill-advised trip to the Donville Masquerade with stunning clarity.

	Why had she gone there?

	To find Liam and help Ava was the answer she would have given if provoked beyond the place where she could deny the truth. And that was part of why she’d gone, of course. Ava was her best friend, Liam was…well, he was someone she had long cared about. If she could help them, she would do anything in the world to do it.

	But there was more to her reasoning than that. Her conversation with Ava had stung her. Ava spoke of her having fun, being wicked, and Portia knew that wasn’t possible. And yet she had dressed, fashioned a sad little mask and found herself in her carriage riding to a part of London where she most decidedly did not belong.

	What she had found there was even more than she had ever imagined. She had seen men and women groping each other, half-naked for the world to see. Passion and pleasure had been in every corner of the room, stealing the air, stealing her breath. 

	She had been told her entire life that such things were wrong, but seeing them…watching them as they made love so passionately and publicly…while their bodies merged with what was so obviously pleasure…well, she hadn’t felt wrong. She had felt…achy and strange and a lot of other things she didn’t completely understand even though they made her want to touch herself so desperately.

	And then Miles had suddenly been there.

	Miles, her brother’s friend…former friend. A man she had known since she was a girl, even before she met Ava. A man who still occasionally tossed her the crumbs of a dance with him at a ball. Out of pity, she was certain.

	But tonight it hadn’t been pity in his eyes or his touch or his…his kiss when he was with her. God, he had kissed her in a most improper way.

	She found her hands gliding down her dress and settling between her legs. She blushed, glancing out the uncovered carriage window. They were still a few minutes from her home, but could anyone see her? Perhaps, but it wasn’t very likely.

	And the idea of it made her body twitch as she rubbed the spot between her legs that always felt so good. Her mind flooded with images from that night. People rutting on tables and Miles standing beside her. A woman spread out while two men licked her intimately, and Miles pressing her into the wall. 

	She rubbed harder, racing toward release as fast as she could. The images in her mind spurred her on and she arched her hips as her body began to tremble with pleasure. She gasped, her inner walls flexing with tiny explosions. Panting, she settled back on the carriage seat and waited until her heartbeat had returned to normal before she sat up straight.

	She felt better after her wicked exploration, but not satisfied. She wanted…more, though she had no idea what that meant, really.

	With a frown, she glanced out the carriage window a second time to see that they were just pulling up to the drive of the tiny house her brother let for her and her mother. But while the house should have been dark at this late hour, instead every light was on and there were two carriages already crowding the small drive.

	“What on earth?” she whispered, reaching up to cover her face. To her horror, she felt the mask still on her skin, and she tore it off and shoved it in her reticule just as the carriage stopped.

	Her driver helped her down with only a side-glance that told her he did not approve of her actions that night, but she hardly registered his expression. She was too busy staring at the seal on the carriage parked in front of hers. 

	Just as she feared in the pit of her stomach, it belonged to her brother.

	“Hammond,” she whispered, rushing up the stairs and through the door into the house. As it slammed shut behind her, she heard loud voices echoing through the small house. Male voices that melded with the voice of their single house servant, Mrs. Potts, and with the wails of Portia’s mother.

	Portia dropped her reticule and bolted up the stairs. Her mother’s bedroom door was open and the cacophony of sound was coming from there. 

	“Mama!” she cried as she skidded down the hallway. She came to a stop in the doorway to her mother’s chamber.

	Her brother was there, as was Potts. Joining them was a man…a stranger, though that mattered little to her now. What did matter was that all three of them were holding her mother down on her small bed. Thomasina, Dowager Marchioness Cosslow, thrashed, screaming incoherently at all of them as she fought to get free of the imprisoning grasps of her captors.

	“Stop!” Portia cried out as she jumped into the fray, grabbing the arm of the stranger without thinking and trying to tug him free. He glared at her over his shoulder but did not stop trying to control her mother.

	Hammond helped him and, to Portia’s horror, the two men tied her mother’s wrists to the bedposts with thick coils of rough rope. Their mother continued to scream, though the sounds became less certain as she stared at each face around her. Portia saw the emptiness in her stare. The lack of recognition of any of them, of her surroundings, and her heart shattered with the pain of it.

	When her mother was secure and could only tug at her binds weakly, Hammond straightened his jacket and spun on Portia. 

	He looked her up and down with an ugly sneer. “And just where have you been out so late?”

	Portia caught her breath. She had never imagined her brother would be a visitor to her home when she slipped in during the night. But nonetheless she found a lie waiting on the tip of her tongue.

	“I was invited to Ava and Christian’s,” she explained, knowing her friend would vouch for her no matter what, not that her brother would bother to ask. “I lost track of time. Why are you here, what is going on? Untie our mother at once!”

	“I will do no such thing,” her brother snapped.

	“Your mother got out again, my lady,” Potts said with a dark glare toward Hammond behind his back. 

	Portia’s knees wobbled slightly as she cast a glance at her mother. Her thin lips continued to tremble, but her eyes were drooping.

	“Did you drug her?” she asked, shoving past her brother to sit on the edge of her mother’s bed. She stared into Thomasina’s face. It was dirty, as were her bare feet, proving Potts’s assertion that Portia’s mother had been out.

	“What other choice did we have?” Hammond barked. “Now leave her be and come with me. Mrs. Potts and Raysome will do the rest.”

	Portia glanced at the stranger again. Raysome, apparently. A big, burly man who was missing three teeth in the front. His skin was the color of oiled leather and his hands were huge. She shuddered.

	“I won’t leave her with that…that ogre,” she whispered.

	Raysome grinned like this was all amusing, but her brother didn’t ask her again. Hammond grabbed her elbow and physically dragged her from the room and down the stairs to the sad little parlor near the front door. 

	Portia struggled the whole way, shouting out orders to Potts as she did so, but Hammond did not relent or release her until he flung her into a chair in the parlor and slammed the door behind him. 

	“We need to talk about this situation, Portia,” her brother growled as he crossed to the sideboard and picked up a bottle that once would have contained whiskey. When he saw it was empty, he growled.

	She shook her head at his glare. “What do you expect, Hammond? You do not give us enough funds to stock liquor in case you deign us worthy of a visit. Now what situation is it that we need to address in the middle of the night?”

	He shook his head. “Mrs. Potts already told you. Mother escaped tonight.”

	Portia flinched. Yes, Potts had said that. 

	“Do not say escaped. It sounds as though we keep her prisoner here. We don’t, despite your tying her like an animal.”

	“Perhaps she should be kept prisoner, either here or somewhere else,” her brother muttered.

	Portia tensed. Her brother’s response to their mother’s…problems…had always been to want to lock her away. To forget about her as if she had never existed. 

	“It won’t happen again,” she whispered, trying to keep her voice calm. “I promise you.”

	“You promise me the same thing every time she roams out into the street, raving and ranting and making a fool of me,” he snapped, taking a step toward her. 

	Tears welled in Portia’s eyes, but she blinked them away. “You have pushed us into this barely respectable neighborhood to hide us. I’m certain no one of any importance saw her.”

	“Out in her night rail, screaming at the top of her lungs as she headed for the park where there was a gathering?” Hammond asked, eyebrow arching. “I assure you, Portia, everyone saw her. How do you think I knew about it?”

	Portia got to her feet and put her hands on her hips as anger overcame her. “I can only imagine how you knew it, brother. Spies, perhaps, that you make sure are watching us, not to render aid but to give you reasons to come here and torture me and torment her?”

	He swung his hand before Portia had time to react, and the back of it hit her, hard enough that she staggered away from him as pain blasted through her face. She covered her burning cheek and stared at him, his face blank but his eyes filled with anger and upset and even guilt.

	“You have one charge in life,” he said, his soft tone belying the fact he had just struck her for the first time since they were children. “And that is to watch her. Your usefulness is limited beyond that since you are incapable of making a match that could financially assist this family. If you cannot take care of our mother, I will.”

	Portia swallowed, thinking of the burly, coarse
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