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‘I say, you haven’t gone to sleep on me,
have you?’

Harry Chambers opened an
eye, turning his head to peer at his friend for a moment before
closing it again. It was safe to say that both he and Jocelyn,
sixth earl of Stornley, were well gone, having made indentures into
some very fine claret for the last hour. But he wasn’t
that drunk. Having
explained his grand plan, Joss had waited for Harry’s response but
Harry knew perfectly well his friend was handing him a bag of
moonshine.

‘I think that is the most ridiculous thing
you have ever come up with and if you’re serious, which I very much
doubt, I am having no part of it.’ Harry was pleased that he could
enunciate so clearly. Pleased and surprised. Perhaps he wasn’t so
far gone as he thought. ‘Ridiculous,’ he repeated, trying to put as
much firmness as possible into that one word. Sometimes being firm
worked. Sometimes his friend actually listened to him and decided
that maybe, just maybe, he was acting like an ass.

‘No, but really, it makes sense.’

This was so patently absurd that Harry was
forced to open both eyes the better to stare at Joss incredulously.
‘You’re drunk as a wheelbarrow. Nothing makes sense!’

His companion raised his
glass and took a long draught, gaze remaining on his oldest friend
as he upended the contents into his mouth with slow deliberation.
Harry shook his head. Usually he did better than this. Usually he
was the sensible one, offering suggestions or, as was more
frequently required of late, bucket loads of sympathy. But Joss had
seemed at the top of his game when they had met up at White’s.
Whatever troublesome humors had plagued his friend of late appeared
to have been forgotten and Harry had been lulled into thinking that
things had somehow turned around for Joss and so had joined him in
a bottle of claret. From there they had moved on to Madeira and
then they had both performed the most miraculous vanishing trick on
a very fine bottle of brandy. That had progressed on to
another bottle of claret,
thus coming full circle. To say that each of them was fuddled would
not have been an exaggeration. Somewhere along the line, they had
made their way to Lady Darnley’s masquerade ball in
Kensington.

He heard Joss’s heavy sigh and felt a bit of
a swine. He understood Stornley’s desperation, for things had
certainly not been going his way of late, but the plan that Joss
had outlined bordered on lunacy.

‘I’m in a hole, Harry. We
both know it. I need to come up with the blunt before next week or
the gull gropers will have my balls on a platter. Or rather,
Gallows Jack will. He made that perfectly clear during our last
conversation. And if I can’t come up with it myself, I have to have
prospects that are tangible. Which is why we’re here
tonight.’

‘I thought we came for the dancing.’

‘We’re horrible dancers.’

‘True.’ Harry relapsed into silence, trying
to get his brain to clear enough to come up with something useful.
‘You can apply to the estate. If the trustees know of your plight
they will do something.’

‘Old Beenak and that
milksop Wilkins?’ Joss scowled, ‘Oh they’d do something all right. Prosy old
fools would read me a book of sermons and tell me what a
disappointment I am.’ He gave a sharp crack of laughter. ‘As if I
didn’t know that.’

‘The point is Joss, they’d bail you
out.’

‘I’ll bail myself out, thank you very much.
This plan is foolproof, which,’ he hiccupped, ‘is just as well as
I’m a damned fool.’

‘You are,’ Harry agreed,
‘to have come up with this… this…’ he paused, trying to think of a
word that summed up the enormity of just how foolish he thought
this mad plan was, but it was too much from him. He was familiar
with his friend’s moods, having known him since they were at Eton
together and he was inclined to be… well, lunatic seemed to sum it
up. Joss was typical of all the Stornleys’; feckless, intemperate
and inclined to bouts of mild insanity. But this…this was Bedlam
territory indeed. ‘Let’s just leave.’ Before you make a scene we’ll both regret. Harry knew he was too drunk to put a good face on
anything too dreadful.

Joss gave a stubborn shake of the head.
‘Face facts, Harry. I’m up the river tick and my boat is sinking
fast.’

Harry nodded, accepting this. It was true
enough. ‘But even so -’

‘Even so, that chit over there,’ Joss waved
a vague hand in the general direction of the busy dance floor, a
place neither of them was sober enough to negotiate, ‘is just the
paddle I need. I’m going to go ahead with this. And I want you to
help me. What d’you say?’

Harry stared at Joss for a long moment
before looking down at the crowded room. A masquerade ball was a
popular social event and it was widely known that Lady Darnley
provided excellent refreshments, which made her rooms the place to
be. ‘Which one is she?’ He didn’t really want to know but morbid
curiosity urged him on.

‘Over there. My future bride. Red domino.
Can’t miss her.’

It was an understatement of monumental
proportions – there were a lot of dominos, both red and otherwise
in the room – but Harry spotted what he thought was the right one.
‘Blue dress?’

‘Blue?’ Joss peered down at the gown
doubtfully. ‘Really? More of a green, I’d say.’

Harry rolled his eyes. ‘Whatever it may be,
my dear fool, is she the one standing near that monstrosity in
orange velvet?’

‘That monstrosity is her aunt, Mrs. Elise
Fortnum. Ghastly woman. I had to make nice to her when I paid a
morning call the other day, which, I might add, was hellish. I am
not cut out for the niceties, Harry.’

‘No one is, but we do it anyway.’ Harry
muttered, eyeing the slender figure standing beside the rotund one
in the biliously offensive gown.

Now that he thought about it, he’d seen
Alora Piedmont before, just three nights ago at the Clarington
Ball. Somebody had pointed her out as the Season’s catch and Harry
had looked her over with casual interest. He wasn’t after catching
anybody himself, as yet. He was working on a fledging occupation as
a womanizer; one that he hoped would blossom into a distinguished
career. Plenty of time to settle down with one female in a decade
or so. When the time came, he could reasonably expect to offer his
choice of bride a pleasant enough lifestyle. He stood to gain a
fortune when his miserable, unmarried and increasingly sickly uncle
finally kicked off this mortal coil. Sickly or not, Harry was fast
coming to believe the man would outlast him. Uncle Percival was a
deuced stubborn devil with no liking for his nephew. He would
probably cling obstinately to life for years yet, no matter what
the old man’s doctors said to the contrary. Still, his
circumstances were well known and his address agreeable enough to
make him a popular guest. And young ladies found him very pleasing,
for a fortune in waiting was still a fortune. He squinted down at
the girl again. Clearly, Miss Piedmont did not take after her aunt
for she was quite the beauty. Her looks were a happy accompaniment
to the fact that she came with a dowry of truly staggering
proportions. The knowledge had made her very popular, so much so
that Joss had decided to cut to the chase (after that uncomfortable
morning call) and forego the wooing phase in favor of moving
directly on to the marriage. His plan was simple in the
extreme.

Kidnap Miss Piedmont.

Take Miss Piedmont to Gretna Green with all
speed.

Marry Miss Piedmont.

If he married her he would not only gain
access to her impressive dowry, but fulfill the tiresome
requirement that had been such a facer when he had heard that his
father had left an entail on his estate. Until his marriage, the
bulk of the estate’s funds were held by two trustees, both elderly
and, in Joss’s opinion, infuriatingly uncompromising. At three and
twenty Joss did not want to get married but needs must when the
devil drives. His unfortunate tendency to bet on any nag that could
possibly lose a race coupled with a penchant for loo had led to an
unhealthy relationship with an unsavory moneylender who had decided
he would like to be repaid sooner rather than later. These
circumstances had convinced the earl that marriage loomed large in
his future. Besides, after laying eyes on Alora Piedmont, he had
become far more enthusiastic than he had previously been.

‘Miss Piedmont seems like a nice enough
girl,’ Harry conceded, after due consideration, ‘from what I can
see. I haven’t actually met her, you know. But I still cannot
support the notion of abducting her.’

‘Why not?’

‘We-ll… It’s unlawful, it’s
unfair and it will deprive the poor girl of a ceremony.
All girls like a
ceremony. With… with a new dress and – uh – flowers. Lots of
flowers. Well known fact. Besides, it’s likely to land you in more
trouble than even you can wiggle out of. Don’t get me wrong, my friend. I’m all for
you getting buckled and settling down. Leave more delightful
fillies for me and it might
just put some sense into you. But this is not the
way to do it. It’d look deuced bad.’

‘She isn’t indifferent to me,’ Joss
insisted, ‘she was all over making eyes at me at the Endicott ball
and she did the sort of thing that girls do when they like a
fellow.’

‘What thing?’

‘Color up. Blush, if you would. Looked
rather well on her, actually. Dammit Harry, I like the girl!’

‘Well that’s just fine then,’ Harry said
stoutly. ‘Sounds like she’ll take you. Problem solved. You’re an
earl, for God’s sake. Family can’t object.’

‘The aunt doesn’t care for me. I can
tell.’

‘Pfst! The aunt… she’ll come round. What’s
she hanging out for, anyway? A duke? Your family, your estate…
Devil take it Joss, even you have much to recommend when you’re not
being completely boneheaded.’

Joss grinned. ‘Why thank you!’

‘Do not thank me. I am not helping you steal
the chit. It’s crackbrained in the extreme. Do it the right
way.’

The two men stared at each other. Harry had
stood beside Joss in times on crisis on countless occasions. And
there had been plenty of them, thanks to Joss’s habit of falling
foul of life. No matter what he said, his lordship found it hard to
believe that Harry would abandon him now. Admittedly, Harry
Carstairs was inclined to be the sensible one, likely to see the
pitfalls and the problems in a situation. Not that he didn’t get
into his own scrapes, but they were the kind he usually managed to
extract himself from without too much effort. Even so, Joss thought
fretfully; it was always pitfalls and problems with Harry. And he
really did seem steadfast in his unwillingness to assist in this,
Joss’ most daring adventure.

‘So you won’t help me?’

‘No,’ Harry agreed
owlishly, ‘I will not. Apart from anything else, I am amazingly
drunk and I doubt that I could carry it off. Whatever
it is. What was to be my
part in this?’

‘Waiting with the carriage. I was planning
on exiting through a side door.’

‘Oh, that would have gone well, me
piloting a vehicle.’ Harry rose and stood swaying precariously on
the balls of his feet. ‘I’m off. And I think you should come along
with me. Tomorrow we can come up with something better.’

‘I might wait here for a time. If I manage
to sober up, I’ll ask Miss Piedmont to dance.’

‘Really?’ Harry eyed Joss
doubtfully, ‘you’re planning on dancing with her? You’d need to do
a lot of sobering
up.’

‘I believe I can turn myself around and put
on a passable front,’ Joss managed a wry smile, ‘I might need to
take on something other than wine, however. I’m contemplating
downing some ratafia.’

‘My dear boy!’

‘Or some lemonade. I need a clear head if
I’m going to woo the girl.’

‘Excellent plan,’ Harry said heartily.
‘Sober up and woo the girl. You cannot fail.’

‘Go on home, Harry,’ Joss grinned, ‘and
sleep it off. You’ve had rather more than your quota tonight, old
boy. I’m the one who drinks himself under the table.’

‘I am a little foxed,’ Harry admitted, then
gave a jaw cracking yawn. ‘See you tomorrow?’

‘Sure to. Old Beazle has that card party
don’t he?’

‘I believe so.’

‘Well then.’

Harry hesitated for a moment longer, then
clapped a hand on his friend’s shoulder. ‘Good hunting.’

Joss watched Harry weave his way carefully
down the steps that led to the floor below. They had taken refuge
in the minstrel’s gallery on their arrival, the better to observe
the proceedings. Joss turned his attention back to the slender
figure below and gave a grim smile.

It seemed that he would have to proceed with
his plan alone.



How liberating it was to wear a mask,
Isabella Hathaway reflected from the edge of the dance floor as she
watched the twirling bodies dance to the strains of a minuet. How
terribly restful it was, not to be known by those around her.

It had not been a particularly restful
twelve months for Isabella or her family, what with her father’s
untimely – and scandalous – death, her broken engagement and,
perhaps the most dreadful of all, her brother Marcus missing in
Belgium during one of the endless skirmishes that were being fought
with the French. The loss of her brother had been the biggest blow
of all for at least Papa’s death and Willett’s defection had been
tangible. Quantifiable. But Marcus had simply… disappeared. They
had heard nothing and the months had passed by until it became
apparent that they probably never would. How many soldiers lay
unclaimed on the battlefields of the Continent? The strain on the
family, so soon after Papa’s dreadful demise, had been heavy
indeed. Mama still looked like a wraith, while her poor sisters,
Audrey and dearest Millie…

Isabella sighed and deliberately made
herself think about something else. Practice had made her quite
good at turning her wayward thoughts in another direction. With
months of misery behind her, it was time to look ahead.
Unfortunately, her ‘ahead’ was fraught with its own problems.

This masquerade ball was only the forth
event of the London Season she had attended since her family had
emerged from mourning. Her first, a dance at Lady Fennimore’s
townhouse in Berkley Square, had been the equivalent of her coming
out. Everybody had been most kind, of course but she knew that they
were whispering about the first appearance of the eldest Hathaway
girl. Unfortunately her history was well known – her engagement to
Lord Willett Proctor had been announced in the paper two months
before her father’s death – and the broken engagement had surely
caused a stir. Not that she had thought of that, not back in
Wiltshire where she had been inured as much by grief as geography.
London had been a long way away and she had not cared a whit what
others might be saying. But here… well, it was all different now,
of course.

One could not afford to ignore the opinions
of Society, be they good or otherwise.

At that first dance her mama had accompanied
her – her sister had cried off, claiming a headache – and Isabella
had known that she was under scrutiny. The daughter of Lord Gideon
Hathaway who had taken the gentleman’s way out when his finances
had run irreparably aground, swallowed by insurmountable gambling
debts. The townhouse had been sold, along with the estate in
Wiltshire. They had managed to retain a far smaller house that had
been occupied by an aged aunt who had died several years before and
it was to this that they had retreated. It was a far cry from what
they had all been used to but Isabella had assumed it would be
temporary. She and Willett would be married and they would live
with him at Passmore Hall when her period of mourning was over.

But Willett had found her change of
circumstances to be an unbearable impediment to marriage. He had
become engaged to Isabella Hathaway, the eldest daughter of a
well-respected lord. He had not married a penniless miss whose
parent had died in unfortunate circumstances, leaving the debtors
to nip at the family’s heels. Isabella had tried very hard not to
blame him but it had been a blow that had shaken her to her very
foundations.

So there they were, without recourse. Now
Isabella needed to make a successful match if her family was to
rise out of the genteel poverty they had slid into. For poverty,
she had rapidly discovered, had absolutely nothing to recommend it.
If Audrey and Millie were to make fortuitous marriages, she herself
had to pave the way.

But oh dear, she did
not like
London.

At that first dance she had been dreadfully
conscious of the attention her appearance garnered, reflecting that
she might just as well have arrived with a troupe of mummers,
jugglers and a host of acrobats for she felt as conspicuous as a
travelling circus show. Heavens only knew what Society had made of
her that first meeting, for she had barely spoken all night,
concerned that she would say the wrong thing with dreadful
consequences, thus dooming her chances before they’d properly had
the chance to flourish. At home she had a reputation for being
forthright, something her parents had not thought to reprimand her
for, although various governesses had found her tendency towards
blunt honesty to be a serious character flaw. Since arriving in the
capital she had kept her responses to colorless pleasantries.
Rather ironically, her silence had apparently made a good
impression for Mama had told her afterwards that she had been
thought entirely charming. A quiet, demure debutante whose downcast
eyes had been taken as a most becoming shyness.

It was all nonsense, of
course for she was neither quiet nor demure (and most certainly not
shy) but apparently if people considered one reserved, they were
inclined to be gentle. And Isabella could not object to gentle at
this juncture of her life.

Instinctively, her eyes sought her mother
and her sister through the crowd but it was impossible to see them.
Too many people, milling about. While generally she preferred
quiet, for once she did not mind the crowd. She felt safe behind
the red domino that concealed all but the bottom half of her face.
She had already decided, earlier in the night, that English society
would be so much nicer if one could not identify who it was one was
dealing with. No endless worry about saying the wrong thing to some
prickly lord or lady. No expectations at all, apart from the common
courtesies. With a mask concealing her identity, she was liberated.
Yes indeed, she thought wistfully, if every social event were a
masquerade, it would make the Season so much more bearable.

Isabella was in London for
the same reason that every other young miss of marriageable age was
there. She was out to make a Suitable Match. Unfortunately, failure
was not an option, nor was retreat, no matter how much she might
wish to. It was time to do
something. Unwilling to face the strain of
returning to the public eye – or making Isabella face it – her
mother had remained in Wiltshire for as long as possible. They had
the perfectly valid excuse as they had been observing a year of
mourning, of course but in the end, straightened circumstances had
overcome their reluctance. Food did not materialize from nowhere,
nor clothing or the basic necessities of life. With this in mind,
Eliza Hathaway had imposed upon her sister to provide a home for
them in London. Fortunately Aunt Geraldine had married very well
and even more fortunately, she was a widow with time on her hands
for her son was fully grown and had his own establishment. She had
agreed to help her sister’s daughters make eligible matches
although she had warned Isabella privately that she could not hope
for too much even
with her undoubted good looks, for most men did not fancy taking on
a scandal.

‘It’s the sad truth of it,’ she’d sighed,
‘which is a very great pity. If Hathaway hadn’t been a fool, I
daresay you could have had a duke.’

‘Are there many dukes for the taking?’
Isabella had asked wryly.

‘Of course not. That is why it would have
been a triumph. Although,’ Aunt Geraldine had frowned, ‘there are a
number of fair beauties around this Season. The Ferris girl –
although you easily outshine her – and the Piedmont heiress. But
she’s so frightfully rich that I daresay she will be off the market
in no time.’

‘Does it matter if there is more than one
blonde?’

‘But of course! If one is an Original it
quite crushes the competition.’

It was conversations like that that made
Isabella dread social interaction. Although she was fairly sure
that, with her history she was sure to be considered an
original!

So there it was. With a stellar match out of
the question due to her circumstances, she was hoping for at least
a respectable one. The previous evening had seen a flock of likely
men crowd around her, full of admiration. For some reason, Isabella
was reminded of a wolf pack scenting blood. It hadn’t been a
particularly comforting image but then, she was inclined to be
gloomy just at the present.

Safe behind the insulating properties of her
mask, Isabella felt herself relax a little. ‘One must never appear
to be conceited or standoffish, dearest.’ Her mother had said.
‘People do take against others so and with your looks, you’re sure
to generate some spite.’

But, as nobody knew who she was she could be
as standoffish as she fancied.

Comfortably backed up
against a wall, her eyes drifted up to gaze at the solitary figure
sitting in the minstrel’s gallery. The house was very old, built in
Tudor times and it had many quite fascinating touches, including
the great columns, fashioned in the Grecian style that graced the
enormous ballroom. Earlier, she had spied the two figures sitting
up there, surveying the crowd. Two gentlemen without masks or
dominos, she’d noted. Now there was only one, the fair-haired man
and it appeared he was looking right back at her. She was mistaken,
of course. Isabella knew that it was highly unlikely that he would
actually be looking at her, what with the crush of people about. For a moment, she
found herself wishing that she were up there with him, away from
the crush. She wished some personable, pleasant young man was
sitting beside her, making amusing conversation. She wished that it
would not matter that she was a Hathaway. And that he would not
walk away when he discovered she was…

She sighed, suddenly homesick for the
comfortable obscurity of the shabby house they had lived in for the
past year. It had become something of a sanctuary, a place to hide
away from the gossip and the stares, even as she fretted about
Marcus. If her brother had not been lost, then she knew that things
would have been very different. Somehow, they would have found a
means to come about. But his commander had written a sympathetic
letter to Mama which had finally convinced them that there was no
longer any point in hoping and she knew she was a fool to still
dwell on it.

For a moment Isabella stood
teetering on the thin line of misery that had dogged her every
waking moment ever since she had heard about her brother, one toe
hovering on the edge of internal darkness. His disappearance was
the one thing that always threatened to topple her over the edge
but she was learning to push it away. She was nineteen years of age
and, apparently, had her whole future ahead of her. Before the
trials that had beset the Hathaways she had been happy enough. It
had been a different kind of happiness, of course, the kind that
made assumptions of what the future would bring. But there was no
reason to believe she would not discover another kind of happiness.
Or, if not happiness, then at least content with what she might make of her life.
If only she could find a rich, pleasant, easy-going husband who did
not ask too much of her. She did not require love, merely
amiability.

It was early days yet, but
she wondered how many of the men who had flittered around, sniffing
on the outskirts would really come up to scratch when the time
came. She fervently hoped that it would not be Lord Halfpenny who
had deigned to take an avid – one could almost say, a lascivious –
interest in her the night before. Surely the widower could not be
serious about making her a second
Lady Halfpenny? He must be five and sixty if he
was a day and he was hideous, even if he were as rich as
Croesus. Surely Mama must say no, if he did decide that Isabella
would make a suitable adornment on his arm?

They weren’t
that desperate. Were
they?

Isabella twisted her head
to glance at the elegant carriage clock that had been set upon a
small ledge just above her left shoulder. It wanted but fifteen
minutes to midnight. When one attended a masquerade it was usual to
wait until midnight for the unmasking but she wondered if she could
persuade Mama and Audrey to leave a little sooner. She did not want
to be unmasked. Rather ridiculously under the circumstances, as
this was the
actual point of a masquerade.

Mama would not care if
Isabella asked to leave early. All she had to do was find her and
they could up gather their cloaks and leave. There was a sense of
anticipation in the air, as couples vied to find just the right
person to unmask. Isabella had no desire to have her domino removed
by some stray man. Her experience with most men, since coming to
London had been that stray men were a very impertinent breed. They
seemed to think that a girl in need of a husband was prepared to go
to any lengths and
that she would not do, no matter how dire the situation. At least,
she sincerely hoped she would not.

She glanced upwards again and saw that the
fair-haired gentleman was also gone. The balcony was deserted.
Perhaps, like herself, he had had enough and had decided to go
home…

She left her position by the wall, slipping
through the squeeze of bodies deftly. She had left her mother and
her sister in conversation with a group of old tabbies some twenty
minutes before, having been whisked off to enjoy yet another dance.
By rights, her sister should have been dancing herself but at only
seventeen and being far more reserved than Isabella, she liked to
remain close to Mama. She was still too bruised by the past year to
stray far beyond her reassuring presence. Millie, at fourteen, had
remained at home for she would not be presented for another three
years. She could have remained back in Wiltshire but Mama had been
reluctant to be parted from any of them for any length of time so
they had travelled up to London together.

‘Alora, where have you been!’

The strident voice brought
Isabella up short, despite the fact that she was most
definitely not Alora. Turning her head, she saw a large female dressed in
orange standing a little way away. Isabella had noticed her earlier
– in that dress, who had not? – but she had no idea who the lady
was. She wore a particularly garish green mask elaborately adorned
with feathers but the fleshy face beneath did not look
promising.

Surely the woman had not been speaking to
Isabella? But she was certainly looking directly at her.

‘Excuse me?’

‘I have been looking for you
everywhere.’

‘I do not think you have. I don’t believe we
are acquainted.’

There must have been something in her voice
that brought the woman up short. ‘Alora?’

‘No, ma’am. I am not Alora.’ Whoever she may
be. Poor creature, she was probably avoiding the unappealing woman
before her. There was something in her tone that Isabella could not
like.

‘Oh! Pray forgive me, I thought you were my
niece.’

Isabella dropped a curtsey and continued on
her way. It had not been the first time tonight that somebody had
mistaken her for somebody else, a circumstance that was inevitable
at a masquerade where part of the fun was guessing at the identity
of others. It was difficult to tell one person from the other,
especially in a domino that covered more than a mask. All that
could be seen of Isabella Hathaway was her mouth and the pale curls
that spilled beneath the concealing outline of her disguise. Apart
from that she was just a girl in a blue dress… nothing special at
all.

It had all been most satisfactory.

The men that had asked her to dance had not
known who she was. They had talked and laughed and she had
responded in kind, but carefully, for it would not do to give too
much away. Still, her tongue had been a lot easier than it usually
was.

‘Psst!’

Isabella’s steps faltered
once more. Psst?
Looking around, she saw a tall figure in a doorway that led into a
hallway. The door was ajar but a man filled the gap. A fair-haired
man wearing a black mask.

‘Yes?’

‘Can you come over here a moment?’

‘I don’t believe I can. I do not know
you.’

‘Oh, please. I am in a little trouble and I
was hoping you would help me.’

Did he indeed? What kind of
trouble could the man be in? Isabella hesitated, eyeing him
cautiously. He certainly did not look dangerous, although a mask could
hide a great deal of wickedness behind a disguise. Even so, he
looked rather nice with his curly fair hair, several shades darker
than her own, falling over his forehead and she could see a pair of
earnest blue eyes through the holes of the black satin mask. Still,
he was a stranger and while she might not know much, she knew
enough to understand that being alone with a gentleman one did not
know was not the thing. As if sensing her uncertainty, a wheedling
note came into the young man’s voice.

‘Honestly, I will not keep you long. It is
just that my friend is in trouble. I was hoping that you could
assist me. Just for a moment, you understand.’

‘What kind of trouble?’ Isabella demanded
curiously, coming a few steps closer.

‘He has passed out in the hallway. It’s a
little awkward, really. Too much liquor, I’m sorry to say. But I
was hoping that you could keep an eye on him while I go and get a
cloth of some kind.’

‘A cloth?’ Isabella repeated, bewildered.
Really, this was the most inexplicable conversation.

‘He has hit his head. There is rather a lot
of blood.’

That brought her to the door fast enough.
She remembered when Marcus had cut his head open on a rock when he
had been larking around and had fallen off the wall around the
vegetable garden. It had bled quite profusely but then, head wounds
did that.

‘Where is he?’ she demanded, coming into the
corridor. There was nothing and nobody in the corridor, she could
see that quite clearly for sconces of candles burned intermittently
along its length. ‘I cannot see – oh!’

Suddenly everything went dark as something
was slipped over her head. A pair of strong arms came around her
from behind, lifting her off her feet. Isabella opened her mouth
and screamed. She heard a curse and a large hand came up to clamp
over her mouth. She bit it, and there came another curse, a great
deal more enthusiastic than the first. She was set on her feet once
again but her captor had not given up. Instead, she was spun about
and hefted upwards over a shoulder. With her hands pinned beneath
whatever it was that had been placed over her head, Isabella could
only give voice to her displeasure.

To no avail. Within a short space of time
she felt cold night air on whatever exposed skin she had.

Somehow or the other, she realized with
mingled fear and fury, her night had gone horribly, dreadfully
wrong!

 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


 


Harry woke up to a fuzzy head, a thick
tongue and a desperate need for fluids.

Preferably of the non-alcoholic kind.

He lay in bed for some time without moving,
wishing that he and Joss had not broached that last bottle of
claret. Or the brandy. He suspected that the brandy had also been a
mistake. Not that he had anybody but himself to blame. His usual
good sense had deserted him the night before and now he had cause
to regret it.

A door opened softly and he felt, rather
than heard, his valet Wattage cross to the room to stand beside the
bed. He came bearing coffee; the unmistakable aroma of it filled
the room. Harry’s stomach roiled uneasily. Much as he enjoyed his
morning coffee he suspected it would remain untouched today.

‘What time is it?’ The croak in his voice
would have made a frog proud.

‘Eight-thirty, sir.’

That cracked an eye open. He glared at his
valet indignantly, although Wattage had not actually woken him,
merely poured combustible fluids on the already smoldering fire of
unhappiness. ‘What the devil do you mean, coming in at this
hour?’

Wattage was not in the least perturbed by
this; he’d been dealing with the after effects of inebriated
gentlemen for years. Instead he stood calmly, a white envelope in
hand. ‘A letter arrived for you this morning, sir. The boy who
brought it wanted me to tell you that it was urgent and that I was
to give it to you immediately.’

‘A boy told you? What boy?’

‘I could not tell you. But he was most
insistent.’

Harry grimaced and closed his eyes again.
The scent of the coffee was actually making him increasingly
nauseous. He could not imagine who would be sending urgent notes
around at this time of the morning but it seemed to him to be
highly uncivilized. A sudden thought occurred. Perhaps – and this
was a happy thought – ancient Uncle Percival had finally given up
the ghost. Would that prompt a missive? It seemed likely, as he was
the old sticks nearest and dearest.

With a sigh, Harry pushed
himself into a sitting position and tried to ignore the pounding
that thundered through his head. He held out a hand and Wattage
place the envelope in it. Harry glanced at the front, an eyebrow
rising when he saw his name scrawled across it in a familiar
hand. Joss?

Opening it, he read the single piece of
paper inside. It was brief and to the point.

Come at once to the Crown on the old London
Rd. Most urgent. S.

‘What the hell is he up to now?’ Harry
wondered, scrubbing a hand through his tousled dark hair. ‘Who
brought this around? Did you recognize them?’

‘No sir. It appeared to be a stable boy. He
did not wait.’

‘What the devil is he up to now?’ Harry
muttered uneasily. He remembered – more or less – the conversation
the night before
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