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      For Eric, my own gentle giant, for taking such good care of me.
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Whitefawn Abbey, Devonshire


      
November 1819


      He woke with a splitting head and a hard cock.


      The situation was not uncommon. He had, after all, woken each day for more than half a decade with one of the items in question, and on more mornings than he could count with both.


      William Harrow, Marquess of Chapin and heir to the dukedom of Lamont, was wealthy, titled, privileged and handsome – and a young man blessed with those traits rarely wanted for anything relating to wine or women.


      So it was that on this morning, he did not fret. Knowing (as skilled drinkers do) that the splitting head would dissipate by midday, he moved to cure the other affliction and, without opening his eyes, reached for the female no doubt nearby.


      Except, she wasn’t.


      Instead of a handful of warm, willing flesh, William came up with a handful of unsatisfying pillow.


      He opened his eyes, the bright light of the Devonshire sun assaulting his senses and emphasizing the thundering in his head.


      He cursed, draped one forearm over his closed eyes, sunlight burning red behind the lids, and took a deep breath.


      Daylight was the fastest way to ruin a morning.


      Likely, it was for the best that the woman from the previous evening had disappeared, though the memory of lovely lush breasts, a mane of auburn curls, and a mouth made for sin did bring with it a wave of regret.


      She had been gorgeous.


      And in bed — 


      In bed she’d been —


      He stilled.


      He couldn’t remember.


      Surely he hadn’t had that much drink. Had he? She’d been long and full of curves, made just the way he liked his women, a match for the height and breadth that was too often his curse when it came to them. He did not like feeling like he might crush a girl.


      And she’d had a smile that made him think of innocence and sin all at once. She’d refused to tell him her name… refused to hear his…


      Utter perfection. 


      And her eyes – he’d never seen eyes like hers, one the blue of the summer sea, and one just on the edge of green. He’d spent too long looking at those eyes, fascinated by them, wide and welcoming.


      They’d crept through the kitchens and up the servants’ stairs, she’d poured him a scotch…


      And that was all he remembered.


      Good Lord. He had to stop drinking.


      Just as soon as today was over. He would need drink to survive his father’s wedding day – the day William gained his fourth stepmother. Younger than all the others. Younger than him.


      And very very rich.


      Not that he’d met her, this paragon of brideliness. He’d meet her at the ceremony and not before, just as he’d done the other three. And then, once the familial coffers had been once again filled, he would leave. Back to Oxford, having done his duty and played the role of doting son. Back to the glorious, libidinal life that belonged to heirs to dukedoms, filled with drink and dice and women and not a worry in the world.


      Back to the life he adored.


      But tonight, he would honor his father and greet his new mother and pretend that he cared for the sake of propriety. And perhaps, after he was done playing the role of heir, he’d seek out the playful young thing from the gardens and do his best to recall the events of the night before.


      Thank Heaven for country estates and well-attended nuptials. There wasn’t a female in creation who could resist the sexual lure of a wedding, and because of that, William had a great affinity for holy matrimony.


      How lucky that his father had such a knack for it.


      He grinned and stretched across the bed, throwing one arm wide over the cool linen sheets.


      Cold linen sheets.


      Cold wet linen sheets.


      What in hell? 


      His eyes flew open.


      It was only then that he realized it wasn’t his room.


      It wasn’t his bed.


      And the red wash across the bedsheets, dampening his fingers with its sticky residue, was not his blood.


      Before he could speak, or move, or understand, the door to the strange bedchamber opened and a maid appeared, fresh-faced and eager.


      There were a dozen different things that could have gone through his mind at that moment… a hundred of them. And yet, in the fleeting seconds between the young maid’s entrance and her notice of him, William thought of only one thing – that he was about to ruin the poor girl’s life.


      He knew, without doubt, that she would never again casually open a door, or spread sheets across a bed, or bask in the rare, bright sunlight of a Devonshire winter morning without remembering this moment.


      A moment he could not change.


      He did not speak when she noticed him, nor when she froze in place, nor when she went deathly pale and her brown eyes – funny that he noticed their color – went wide with first recognition and then horror.


      Nor did he speak when she opened her mouth and screamed. No doubt he would have done the same, had he been in her position.


      It was only when she was through with that first, ear-shattering shriek – the one that brought footmen and maids and wedding guests and his father running – that he spoke, taking the quiet moment before the coming storm to ask, “Where am I?”


      The maid simply stared, dumbstruck.


      He made to move from the bed, the sheets falling to his waist, stopping short as he realized his clothes were nowhere in sight.


      He was naked. In a bed that was not his own.


      And he was covered in blood.


      He met the maid’s horrified gaze again, and when he spoke, the words came out young and full of something he would later identify as fear. “Whose bed is this?”


      Remarkably, she found her answer without stuttering. “Miss Lowe.”


      Miss Mara Lowe, daughter of a wealthy financier, with a dowry large enough to catch a duke.


      Miss Mara Lowe, soon-to-be the Duchess of Lamont.


      His future stepmother.
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The Fallen Angel


      
London


      
Twelve Years Later


      There is beauty in the moment when flesh meets bone.


      It is born of the violent crunch of knuckles against jaw, and the deep thud of fist against abdomen, and the hollow grunt that echoes from the chest of a man in the split second before his defeat.


      Those who revel in such beauty, fight.


      Some fight for pleasure. For the moment when an opponent collapses to the floor in a cloud of sawdust, without strength or breath or honor.


      Some fight for glory. For the moment when a champion looms over his beaten and broken adversary, slick with sweat and dust and blood.


      And some fight for power. Underscored by the strain of sinew and the ache of soon-to-be bruises that whisper as victory comes with the promise of spoils.


      But the Duke of Lamont, known throughout London’s darkest corners as Temple, fought for peace.


      He fought for the moment when he was nothing but muscle and bone, movement and force, sleight and feint. For the way brutality blocked the world beyond, silencing the thunder of the crowd and the memories of his mind, and left him with only breath and might.


      He fought because, for twelve years, it was in the ring alone that he knew the truth of himself and of the world.


      Violence was pure. All else, tainted.


      And that knowledge made him the best there was.


      Undefeated throughout London – throughout Europe, many wagered – it was Temple who stood in the ring each night, wounds rarely scarred over before they threatened to bleed again, knuckles wrapped in long strips of linen. There, in the ring, he faced his next opponent – a different man each night, each one believing Temple could be bested.


      Each one believing himself the man to reduce the great, immovable Temple to a mass of heavy flesh on the floor of the largest room of London’s most exclusive gaming hell.


      The draw of The Fallen Angel was powerful, built upon tens of thousands of pounds wagered each evening, on the promise of vice and sin that called to Mayfair at sunset, on the men of title and wealth and unparalleled worth who stood shoulder to shoulder and learned of their weakness from the rattle of ivory and the whisper of baize and the spin of mahogany.


      And when they had lost everything in the glittering, glorious rooms above, their last resort was the room that lurked below – the ring. The underworld over which Temple reigned.


      The Angel’s founders had created a single path of redemption for these men. There was a way those who lost their fortune to the casino could regain it.


      Fight Temple.


      Win.


      And all was forgiven.


      It had never happened, of course. For twelve years, Temple had fought, first in dark alleys filled with darker characters for survival, and then in lower clubs, for money and power and influence.


      All the things he’d been promised.


      All the things he’d been born to.


      All the things he had lost in one, unremembered night. 


      The thought crept into the rhythm of the fight and for a barely-there moment, his body weighed heavy on his feet, and his opponent – half Temple’s size and a third of his strength – landed a blow, forceful and lucky, at the perfect angle to jar the teeth and bring stars to the eyes.


      Temple danced backward, propelled by the unexpected cross, pain and shock banishing thought as he met the triumphant gaze of his unnamed opponent. Not unnamed. Of course he was named. But Temple rarely spoke the names. The men were merely a means to his end.


      Just as he was a means to theirs.


      One second – less – and he had regained his balance, already feinting left, then right, knowing his reach was half a foot longer than that of his foe, sensing the ache in his opponent’s muscles, understanding the way the younger, angrier man fell victim to fatigue and emotion.


      This one had much to fight for: forty thousand pounds and an estate in Essex; a farm in Wales that bred the best racehorses in Britain; and a half-dozen paintings from a Dutch master for whom Temple had never cared. A young daughter’s dowry. A younger son’s education. All of it lost at the tables above. All of it on the line below.


      Temple met his opponent’s gaze, seeing the desperation there. The hate. Hatred for the club that had proven to be his downfall, for the men who ran it, and for Temple most of all – the centurion who guarded the hoard thieved from the pockets of fine, upstanding gentlemen.


      That line of thinking was how the losers slept at night.


      As though it were the Angel’s fault that loose purse strings and unlucky dice were a disastrous combination.


      As though it were Temple’s fault.


      But it was the hate that always lost them. A useless emotion born of fear and hope and desire. They did not know the trick of it – the truth of it.


      That those who fought for something were bound to lose.


      It was time to put this one out of his misery.


      The cacophony of calls from the edges of the ring rose to a fever pitch as Temple attacked, sending his opponent scurrying across the sawdust-covered floor.


      Where he had once toyed with the other man, his fists now delivered unsympathetic, unwavering blows, connecting in a barrage of hits. Cheek. Jaw. Torso.


      The other man reached the ropes marking the edge of the ring, tripping backward into them as Temple continued his assault, taking pity on this man who had hoped he might win. Had hoped he might beat Temple. Might beat the Angel.


      The final blow stole the strength from his opponent, and Temple watched him collapse in a heap at his feet, the din of the crowd deafening and laced with bloodlust.


      He waited, breath coming harsh, for his opponent to move. To rise to his feet for a second bout. For another chance.


      The man remained still, arms wrapped about his head.


      Smart.


      Smarter than most of the others.


      Temple turned, meeting the eyes of the oddsmaker at the side of the ring. Lifted his chin in a silent question.


      The older man’s gaze flickered over the heap at Temple’s feet, barely settling before moving on. He raised a gnarled finger and pointed to the red flag at the far corner of the ring. Temple’s flag.


      The crowd roared.


      Temple turned to face the enormous mirror that stretched along one side of the room, meeting his own black gaze for a long moment, nodding once before turning his back to the reflection and climbing between the ropes.


      Pushing through the throng of men who paid good money to watch the fight, he ignored the reach of the grinning, cheering multitudes, their fingers clamoring for a touch of the sweat-dampened skin turned black with ink that encircled his arms – something they could brag about for years to come.


      They’d touched a killer and lived to tell the tale. 


      The ritual had made him angry at the beginning, then proud as time marched.


      Now, it left him bored.


      He threw open the heavy steel door that lead to his private rooms, allowing it to swing shut behind him, already unraveling one long strip of linen from his aching knuckles. He did not look back when the door slammed closed, knowing none on the floor of the fight would dare follow him into his dark, underground sanctum. Not without invitation.


      The room was dark and quiet, insulated from the public space beyond, where he knew from past experience that men were rushing to claim their winnings, a handful helping the loser up, calling for a surgeon to wrap broken ribs and assess bruises.


      He tossed the length of linen to the floor, reaching in the darkness for a nearby lamp and lighting it without faltering. Light spread through the room, revealing a low oak table, bare save a neat stack of papers and an ornately carved ebony box. He began to unravel the bandage from the other fist, gaze settling on the papers, now unnecessary.


      Never necessary.


      Adding the second strip of fabric to the first, Temple crossed the near-empty room, reaching for a leather strap affixed to the ceiling, allowing his weight to settle, flexing the muscles of his arms and shoulders and back. He could not help the long breath that came with the deep stretch, punctuated by a quiet knock on a second door at the dark end of the room.


      “Come,” he said, not turning to look as the door opened and closed.


      “Another falls.”


      “They always do,” Temple completed the stretch and faced Chase, the founder of The Fallen Angel, who crossed the room and sat in a low wooden chair nearby.


      “It was a good fight.”


      “Was it?” They all seemed the same these days.


      “It’s remarkable that they continue to imagine they might beat you,” Chase said, leaning back, long legs extending wide across the bare floor. “You’d think by now, they’d have given up.”


      Temple moved to pour a glass of water from a carafe nearby. “It’s difficult to turn from the promise of retribution. Even if it’s the barest promise.” As one who had never had a chance at retribution, Temple knew that better than anyone.


      “You broke three of Montlake’s ribs.”


      Temple drank deep, a rivulet of water spilling down his chin. He swiped the back of his hand across his face and said, “Ribs heal.”


      Chase nodded once, shifting in the chair. “Your Spartan lifestyle is not the most comfortable, you know.”


      Temple set the glass down. “No one asked you to linger. You’ve velour and stuffing somewhere above, no doubt.”


      Chase smiled, brushing a speck of lint from one trouser leg and placing a piece of paper on the table, next to the stack already there. The list of challenges for the next night and the one after. A never-ending list of men who wished to fight for their fortunes.


      Temple exhaled, long and low. He didn’t want to think on the next fight. All he wanted was hot water and a soft bed. He yanked on a nearby bellpull, requesting his bath be drawn.


      Temple’s gaze flickered to the paper, close enough to see that there were a half-dozen names scrawled upon it, too far to read the names themselves. He met his friend’s knowing gaze.


      “Lowe challenges you again.”


      He should have expected the words – Christopher Lowe had challenged him twelve times in as many days – and yet they came like a blow. “No.” The same answer he’d given eleven times. “And you should stop bringing him to me.”


      “Why? Shouldn’t the boy have his chance like all the others?”


      Temple met Chase’s gaze. “You’re a bloodthirsty bastard.”


      Chase laughed. “Much to my family’s dismay, not a bastard.”


      “Bloodthirsty, though.”


      “I simply enjoy an impassioned fight.” Chase shrugged. “He’s lost thousands.”


      “I don’t care if he’s lost the crown jewels. I won’t fight him.”


      “Temple —”


      “When we made this deal… when I agreed to come in on the Angel, we agreed that the fights were mine. Didn’t we?”


      Chase hesitated, seeing where the conversation was headed.


      Temple repeated himself. “Didn’t we?”


      “Yes.”


      “I won’t fight Lowe.” Temple paused, then added, “He’s not even a member.”


      “He’s a member of Knight’s. Now afforded the same rights as any of the Angel’s members.”


      Knight’s, the newest holding of The Fallen Angel, a lower club that carried the pleasure and debt of four hundred less-than-savory characters. Anger flared. “Goddammit… if not for Cross and his idiot decisions —”


      “He had his reasons,” Chase said.


      “Lord deliver us from men in love.”


      “Hear hear,” Chase agreed. “But we’ve a second hell to run, nonetheless, and that hell carries Lowe’s debt. And he’s due a fight if he asks for it.”


      “How has the boy lost thousands?” Temple asked, hating the frustration that edged into his tone. “Everything his father touched turned to gold.”


      It was why Lowe’s sister had been such a welcome bride. 


      He hated the thought. The memories that came with it.


      Chase lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Luck turns quickly.”


      The truth they all lived by.


      Temple swore. “I’m not fighting him. Cut him loose.”


      Chase met his eyes. “There’s no proof you killed her.”


      Temple’s gaze did not waver. “There’s no proof I didn’t.”


      “I’d wager everything I have that you didn’t.”


      “But not because you know it’s true.”


      Temple didn’t even know it.


      “I know you.”


      No one knew him. Not really. “Well, Lowe doesn’t. I won’t fight him. And I won’t have this conversation again. If you want to give the boy a fight, you fight him.”


      He waited for Chase’s next words. A new attack.


      It didn’t come.


      “Well, London would like that.” The founder of the Angel stood, lifting the list of potential fights along with the stack of papers that had been on the table since before the fight. “Shall I return these to the books?”


      Temple shook his head, extending one hand for them. “I shall do it.”


      It was part of the ritual.


      “Why pull the files in the first place?” Chase asked.


      Temple looked to the papers, where Montlake’s debt to the Angel was accounted in clear, concise script: one hundred pounds here, one thousand there, a dozen acres. A hundred. A house, a horse, a carriage.


      A life. 


      He lifted one shoulder, enjoying the sting of the muscle there. “He might have won.”


      One of Chase’s blond brows rose. “He might have done.”


      But he hadn’t.


      Temple returned the record to the scarred oak table.


      “They lay everything on the fight. It seems the least I can do to acknowledge the magnitude of their loss.”


      “And yet you still win.”


      It was true. But he understood what it was to lose everything. To have one’s entire life changed in an instant because of a choice that should not have been made. An action that should not have been taken.


      There was a difference, of course.


      The men who came to scratch in the ring beyond remembered making the choice. Taking the action.


      Temple didn’t. 


      Not that it mattered.


      A bell on the wall above the door rang, announcing that his bath was drawn, pulling him back to the present.


      “I did not say they do not deserve to lose.”


      Chase laughed, the sound loud in the quiet room. “So very sure of yourself. Someday, you may not win so handily.”


      Temple reached for a towel, draping the fine Turkish cotton around his neck.


      “Wicked promises,” he said as he headed for the adjourning bathing chamber, dismissing Chase, the fight, and the wounds he’d inflicted. “Wicked, wonderful promises.”


       


      The streets east of Temple Bar came alive at night, filled with the worst of London – thieves and prostitutes and cutthroats set free from their daytime hiding places, released into the wild darkness. Thriving in it.


      They reveled in the way corners rose from shadows, carving welcome blackness from the city, not half a mile from its most stately homes and wealthiest inhabitants, marking territory where proper nobs would not tread, too afraid to face the truth of the city – that it was more than they knew.


      Or perhaps it was exactly what they knew.


      It was everything that Temple knew.


      Everything he was, everything he had become, everything he would ever be, this place, riddled with drunks and whores – the perfect place for a man to fade away. Unseen.


      Of course, they did see him. They had for years, since the moment, twelve years earlier, when he’d arrived young and stinking of fear and fury, with nothing but his fists to recommend him to this brave new world.


      The whispers had followed him through filth and sin, marking time. At first, he pretended not to hear the word, but as the years passed, he had embraced it – and the epithet turned honorific.


      Killer.


      It kept them far from him, even as they watched. The Killer Duke. He felt the curiosity in their gazes – why would an aristocratic nob, born on the right side of the blanket with a diamond-crusted spoon in his mouth, have any reason to kill?


      What devastating, dark secret did the rich and privileged hide so well behind their silks and jewels and coin?


      Temple gave the darkest souls in London hope.


      The chance to believe that their lives, dank and layered in soot and grime, might not be so very different from those that seemed so far above. So unattainable.


      If the Killer Duke could fall, he heard in their furtive gazes, so, too, might we rise.


      And in that flickering hope was the danger. He turned a corner, leaving the lights and sound of Long Acre, cloaking himself in the darkened streets where he had spent most of his adult life.


      His steps quieted with years of instinct, knowing that it was this walk – the last hundred yards to his town house – where those who lurked found their courage.


      Because of this, it was no surprise he was being followed.


      It had happened before – men desperate enough to take him on, to wield knives and clubs in the hope that a single, well-placed blow would level him long enough to relieve him of his purse.


      And if it laid him flat forever, well then, so be it. It was the way of the streets, after all.


      He’d faced them before. He’d fought them before, spilling blood and teeth here on the cobblestones of Newgate with a ferocity that was missing in the ring of The Fallen Angel.


      He’d fought them, and won. Dozens. Scores.


      And still, there was always some new, desperate sinner who followed, mistaking the fine wool of Temple’s coat for weakness.


      He slowed, fixed on the steps behind him, different than usual. Missing the weight of drink and poor judgment. Fast and focused and nearly on top of him before he noticed what it was that set these footsteps apart.


      He should have noticed earlier. Should have understood immediately why there was something so uncommon about this particular pursuer. So unsettling. He should have sensed it, if for no other reason than because of what this follower was not.


      Because, in all the years that he had been shadowed down these darkened alleyways – in all the years he’d lifted his fists to a stranger – his attacker had never been female.


      He waited for her to close the distance.


      There was a hesitation in her step as she came closer, and he marked time with his stride, long and languorous, knowing that he could turn and eliminate this particular threat at any moment.


      But it wasn’t every day that he was surprised.


      And the chit behind him was nothing if not surprising.


      She was close enough to hear her breath, fast and shallow – the telltale sign of energy and fear. As though she were new at this. As though she were the victim.


      And perhaps she was. 


      She was a yard from him. A foot. Six inches before he turned, reaching for and catching her by the wrists, pulling her close – the realization that she was unarmed coming on a wave of warmth and lemon scent.


      She wasn’t wearing gloves.


      He barely had time to register the fact before she gasped, going utterly still for a split second before first tugging at her wrists and, once discovering them caught in his strong grip, struggling in earnest.


      She was taller than most, and stronger than he expected. She didn’t cry or call out, instead using all her breath, all her strength, to fuel her attempt to extricate herself, which made her smarter than most of the men he’d met in the ring.


      She was no match for him, however, and so he held her. Tight and firm, until she gave up.


      He rather regretted that she gave up.


      But she did, realizing the futility of her actions after a long moment… hesitating briefly before she turned her face up to his and said, “Release me.”


      There was something in the words, a quiet, unexpected honesty that almost made him do it. Almost made him let her go, to run off into the night.


      Almost.


      But it had been a long time since he’d been so intrigued by an opponent.


      Pulling her closer, he easily transferred both her wrists into one of his hands as he used the other to check her cloak for weapons.


      His hand closed on the hilt of a knife, hidden deep in the lining of the cloak. He extracted it. “No, I don’t think I will.”


      “That’s mine,” she said, reaching for the weapon, cursing as he held it out of her reach.


      “I don’t care for late-night meetings with armed attackers.”


      “I’m not armed.”


      He raised a brow.


      She exhaled harshly. “I mean, I am armed, of course. It’s the dead of night and anyone with the sense of a trout would be. But I have no intention of stabbing you.”


      “And I’m simply to take your word for it?”


      Her words came straight and true. “If I wanted to stab you, you’d have been stabbed.”


      He cursed the darkness and its secrets, wanting to see her face. “What are you after?” He asked softly, sliding the knife into his boot, “My pockets? You should have picked a smaller mark.” Though he wasn’t exactly sorry that she’d chosen him. He liked it.


      Even more when she answered.


      “I’m after you.”


      The response was quick enough to be true, and to shock the hell out of him.


      Wariness flared. “You’re not a lightskirt.”


      The words were not a question. It was clear the woman wasn’t a whore – in the way she stiffened in response to his statement, keeping space between them.


      She wasn’t comfortable with a man’s touch.


      With his touch.


      She redoubled her efforts to free herself. “Is that all people want from you? Your purse or your —” She stopped, and Temple resisted the urge to laugh. She most certainly was not a prostitute.


      “The two options are usually enough for women.” He stared into her dark face, wishing for a street lamp. For a shadow of light from a nearby window. “All right, darling, if not my purse or my…” He trailed off, enjoying the way her breath caught before he finished. She was curious. “… prowess, what then?”


      She took a deep breath, its weight falling between them, as though what she were about to say would change her world. Would change his. He waited, barely noticing that his breath held, as well.


      “I’m here to challenge you.”


      He let her go and turned away, irritation and frustration and not a small amount of disappointment flaring. She hadn’t come for him as a man. She’d come for him as a means to an end. Just as they always did.


      Her boots clattered on the cobblestones as she ran after him. “Wait.”


      He did not wait.


      “Your Grace —” The title cut through the darkness. Stung. She wouldn’t get anywhere with such good manners. “Hold a moment. Please.”


      It might have been the softness in the word. It might have been the word itself – one the Killer Duke did not often hear – that stopped him. Turned him back. “I don’t fight women. I don’t care who your lover is. Tell him to find his manhood and come after me himself.”


      “He doesn’t know I’m here.”


      “Perhaps you should have told him. Then he might have stopped you from making the rash and reckless decision to stand in the dead of night in the middle of a dark alley with a man widely believed to be one of the most dangerous in Britain.”


      “I don’t believe that.”


      Something flared deep in him at the words. At the truth in them. And for the briefest of moments, he considered reaching for her again. Taking her to his town house.


      It had been a long time since a woman had intrigued him.


      Sanity returned. “You should believe it.”


      “It’s nonsense. It has been since the beginning.”


      His gaze narrowed on her. “Go home and find yourself a man who cares enough to save you from yourself.”


      “My brother lost a great deal of money,” she said, her words clear in the darkness, tinged at the same time with proper education and an East London edge. Not that he cared about her accent. Or about her.


      “I don’t fight women.” There was comfort in the repetition. In the reminder that he had never hurt a woman. Another woman. “And your brother seems smarter than most. I also don’t lose to men.”


      “I wish to reclaim the money, nonetheless.”


      “I want a number of things that I shan’t have,” he tossed back at her.


      “I know. That’s why I’m here. To give them to you.” Something echoed in the words. Strength. Truth. He did not reply, but curiosity had him waiting for her next words. Words that came like a blow. “I am here to propose a trade.”


      “So you are a lightskirt, after all?”


      He meant to insult her. Failed. She gave a little half laugh in the darkness, the breathy sound more intriguing than he’d like to admit. “Not that kind of trade. And besides, you don’t want me half as much as you want what I can give you.”


      The words were a challenge, and he itched to accept it. For there was something in the stupid, brave woman’s words that called to him. That made him consider making whatever idiot trade she was offering.


      He focused on her, taking a step toward her, her scent coming warm and welcome. In a moment, he’d caught her in his arms, pressed her chest to his. “I confess, I’ve always liked the combination of beauty and boldness.” He whispered into her ear, loving the way her breath caught in her throat. “Perhaps we can make an arrangement after all.”


      “My body is not on the table.”


      It was a pity. She was brazen as hell, and one night in her bed might be worth whatever she was after. “Then what makes you think I’m interested in dealing with you?”


      She hesitated. A second. Less. But he heard it. “Because you want what I offer.”


      “I’m rich as Croesus, love. So if you don’t offer your willing participation in my bed, there’s nothing you have that I can’t get on my own.”


      He turned back to the house, going several steps before she called out, “Even absolution?”


      He froze.


      Absolution. 


      How many times had the word whispered through his mind? How many times had he tested it, low and quiet on his tongue as he lay in the darkness, guilt and anger his only bedmates?


      Absolution.


      Something rushed through him, cold and furious, and it took him a moment to understand it. Warning. She was dangerous.


      He should walk away.


      And yet…


      He moved to capture her, using the speed for which he was renowned, one strong hand clasping her arm. He ignored her sharp intake of breath and pulled her along the street to a patch of lamplight at the door of his town house.


      He lifted one gloved hand to her face, turning her into the light, taking her in – smooth skin gone ruddy in the evening’s frigid air, jaw set firm and defiant. Her eyes wide and clear, filled with honesty.


      One blue. One green.


      Too strange to be common. Too memorable. 


      She tried to pull her chin away. His grip tightened, making movement impossible. His question came quick and harsh in the night. “Who is your brother?”


      She swallowed. He felt the movement in his hand. In his whole body. An eternity passed while he waited for her reply. “Christopher Lowe.”


      The name singed him, and he released her instantly, stepping back from the heat that threatened, thickening his blood and setting his ears to roaring.


      Absolution. 


      He shook his head slowly, unable to stop himself from speaking, “You are…” He trailed off and she closed her eyes, unable to meet his gaze. No. He wasn’t having that. “Look at me.”


      She straightened, shoulders back, spine stiff. And she met his gaze without shame. Without remorse.


      Christ. 


      “Say it.” Not a request.


      “I am Mara Lowe.”


      It couldn’t be true. 


      “You’re dead.”


      She shook her head, auburn gleaming red in the light. “I am alive.”


      Everything in him stilled. Everything that had simmered for so many years. Everything that he had resisted and loathed and feared. It all went quiet.


      Until it roared like Hell itself. 


      He turned to unlock the door to his flat, needing something to keep him from his anger. The iron locks moved beneath his strength, clicking and sliding, punctuating his harsh breath.


      “Your Grace?”


      The question brought him back to the world. Your Grace. The title to which he had been born. The title he had ignored for years. His, once more. Bestowed by the one who had stripped him of it.


      His Grace, the Duke of Lamont.


      He opened the door wide and turned back to face her, this woman who had changed his life. Who had ruined his life.


      “Mara Lowe.” The name came out harsh and mangled and coated in history.


      She nodded.


      He laughed, a single, harsh syllable in the darkness. It was all he could do. Her brow furrowed in confusion. He gave her a quick, mocking bow. “My apologies. You see, it is not every day a killer meets a past kill.”


      She raised her chin. “You didn’t kill me.”


      The words were soft and strong and filled with a courage he might have admired. A courage he should have hated.


      He hadn’t killed her. Emotion came, hard and angry. Relief. Fury. Confusion. A dozen others.


      Dear God. 


      What in hell had happened? 


      He stepped aside, waving toward the dark hallway beyond the threshold. “In.” Again, not a request.


      She hesitated, eyes wide, and for a moment, he thought she would run.


      But she didn’t.


      Stupid girl. She should have run.


      Her skirts brushed against his boots as she moved past him, the touch reminding him that she was flesh and blood.


      And alive.


      Alive, and his.
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      As the door closed, clicking locks punctuating the quiet darkness of his home, it occurred to Mara that this could well be the biggest mistake she’d made in her life.


      Which was saying something, considering the fact that two weeks after her sixteenth birthday, she’d absconded from her planned wedding to a duke, leaving his son to face false accusations of her murder.


      His son, who was no doubt considering turning those false accusations into truth.


      His son, who had every right to unleash his fury.


      His son, with whom she stood now in an unsettlingly narrow hallway. Alone. In the dead of night. Mara’s heart raced in the confined space, every inch of her screaming to flee.


      But she couldn’t. Her brother had made it impossible. Fate had turned. Desperation had brought her here, and it was time she faced her past.


      It was time she faced him.


      Steeling herself, she turned to do just that, trying to ignore the way his enormous form – taller and broader than any man she’d ever known – loomed in the darkness, blocking her exit.


      He was already moving past her, leading the way up a flight of stairs.


      She hesitated, casting a look back at the door. She could disappear again. Exile Mara Lowe once more. She had lost herself once before; she could do it again.


      She could run. 


      And lose everything she had. Everything she was. Everything for which she had worked so hard.


      “You wouldn’t go ten yards without my catching you,” he said.


      There was that, as well.


      She looked up at him, watching her from above, his face cast in light for the first time that evening. Twelve years had changed him, and not in the ordinary way – from a boy of eighteen to a man of thirty. Soft, perfect skin had given way to weathered angles and dark stubble.


      More than that, his eyes held no hint of the laughter they’d held that night, a lifetime ago. They remained black as midnight, but now they held its secrets.


      Of course he would catch her if she ran. That was why she was here, wasn’t it? To be caught. To reveal herself.


      Mara Lowe. 


      It had been more than a decade since she’d said the name aloud. She’d been Margaret MacIntyre since the moment she’d left that night. But now, she was Mara again, the only way to save the one thing that mattered to her. The thing that gave her purpose.


      She had no choice but to be Mara. 


      The thought propelled her upstairs, into a room that was part-library, part-study, and all male. As he lit the candles throughout, a golden glow spread over furniture large and leathered in heavy dark colors.


      He was already crouching to light a fire in the hearth when she entered. It was so incongruous – the great duke setting a fire – that she couldn’t help herself. “You don’t have servants?”


      He stood, brushing his hands on his massive thighs. “A woman comes in the mornings to clean.”


      “But no others?”


      “No.”


      “Why not?”


      “No one wants to sleep in the same house as the Killer Duke.” There was no anger in the words. No sadness. Just truth.


      He moved to pour himself a scotch, but did not offer her one. Nor did he offer her a seat when he folded himself into a large leather chair. He took a long pull of amber liquid and crossed ankle over knee, letting the glass dangle from his grip as he watched her, black eyes taking her in, watching, seeing everything.


      She folded her hands to control their trembling, and met his gaze. Two could play at this. Twelve years away from money and power and the aristocracy made for a strong will.


      A will they shared.


      The thought whispered through her on a thread of guilt. She’d chosen this life. Chosen to change everything. He hadn’t. He’d been a casualty of a child’s stupid, silly plan.


      I am sorry.


      It was true, after all. She’d never meant for that charming young man – all muscle and grace and wide, smiling mouth – to become an unwitting victim in her escape.


      Not that she’d tried to save him. 


      She ignored the thought. It was too late for apologies. She’d made her bed; now she would lie in it.


      He drank again, lids shuttering his gaze, as though she could miss the way he stared at her. As though she didn’t feel it right to her toes.


      It was a battle. He would not speak first, which left it to her to begin the conversation.


      A losing move.


      She would not lose to him.


      So she waited, trying not to fidget. Trying not jump from her skin with every crack of the logs in the fireplace. Trying not to go mad under the weight of the silence.


      Apparently, he was not interested in losing, either.


      She narrowed her gaze on his.


      She waited until she could wait no longer, and then told him the truth. “I don’t like being here any more than you like having me.”


      The words turned him to stone for a moment, and she bit her tongue, afraid to speak. Afraid to make things worse.


      He laughed again – the laugh she’d heard earlier, outside – devoid of humor, a graveled expulsion that sounded more like pain than pleasure. “Amazing. Until this moment, I actually had allowed for the possibility that you have been a victim of fate as well.”


      “Aren’t we all victims of fate?”


      And she had been. She did not pretend that she had not been a willing participant in everything that had happened all those years ago… but had she known how it would change her… what it would do to her…


      She stopped the lie from completing.


      She would have done it anyway. She didn’t have a choice then. Just as she had no choice tonight.


      There were moments that changed one’s life. And paths that came without a fork in the road.


      “You are alive and well, Miss Lowe.”


      The man was a duke, powerful and wealthy, with all of London at his feet if he wanted it. She lifted her chin at the accusation in his tone. “As are you, Your Grace.”


      His eyes went dark. “That is debatable.” He leaned back in his chair. “So it appears that fate was not my attacker, after all. You were.”


      When he’d caught her outside, before he’d known why she was there and who she was, there had been warmth in his voice – a hint of heaviness that she’d been drawn to, even as she’d known better.


      That warmth was gone now, replaced with cold calm – a calm by which she was not fooled. A calm she would wager shielded a terrible storm.


      “I didn’t attack you.”


      Fact, even if it was not entirely truth.


      He did not release her gaze. “A liar through and through, I see.”


      She lifted her chin. “I never lied.”


      “No? You made the world believe you were dead.”


      “The world believed what it wished.”


      His black gaze narrowed. “You disappeared, and left it to draw its own conclusions.”


      His free hand – the one that did not grip his scotch in an approximation of casualness – betrayed his ire, fingers twitching with barely contained energy. She noticed the movement, recognizing it from the boys she’d met on the streets. There was always something that betrayed their frustration. Their anger. Their plans.


      But this was no boy.


      She was not a fool – twelve years had taught her a hundred lessons in safety and self-preservation, and for a moment, regret gave way to nerves and she considered fleeing again – running from this man and this place and this choice she’d made.


      The choice that would both save the life she had built and tear it down.


      The choice that would force her to face her past, and place her future in this man’s hands.


      She watched those fingers move.


      I never meant for you to be hurt. She wanted to say it, but he wouldn’t believe her. She knew that. This was not about his forgiveness or his understanding. This was about her future. And the fact that he held its key.


      “I disappeared, yes. And I cannot erase that. But I am here now.”


      “And we get to it, finally. Why?”


      So many reasons. 


      She resisted the thought. There was only one reason. Only one that mattered.


      “Money.” It was true. And also false.


      His brows rose in surprise. “I confess I would not have expected such honesty.”


      She lifted one shoulder in a little shrug. “I find that lies overcomplicate.”


      He exhaled on a long breath. “You are here to plead your brother’s case.”


      She ignored the flood of anger that came with the words. “I am.”


      “He is in debt to his eyeballs.”


      With her money. 


      “I’m told you can change that.”


      “Can is not will.”


      She took a breath, threw herself into the fray. “I know he can’t beat you. I know the fight with the great Temple is a phantom. That you always win. Which, I assume, is why you haven’t accepted one of his dozen challenges. Frankly, I’m rather happy you haven’t. You’ve given me room to negotiate.”


      It was hard to believe his dark eyes could grow darker. “You are in contact with him.”


      She stilled, considering the miscalculated reveal of information.


      He gave her no time. “How long have you been in contact with him?”


      She hesitated a second too long. Less. Enough for him to shoot from his chair and stalk her across the room, pressing her back, far and fast enough to send her tripping over her skirts.


      One massive arm shot out. Caught her, the corded strength like steel across her back. Pulled her to him; she was caged against him. “For how long?” He paused, but before she could answer, he added, “You don’t have to tell me. I can smell the guilt on you.”


      She put her hands to his chest, feeling the wall of iron muscle there. Pushed. The effort was futile. He would not move until he was ready.


      “You and your idiot brother concocted an idiot plan, and you disappeared.” He was so close. Too close. “Maybe not idiot. Maybe genius. After all, everyone thought you were dead. I thought you were dead.” There was fury in the words, fury and something else. Something she could not help but wish to assuage.


      “That was never the plan.”


      He ignored the words. “But here you are, twelve years later, flesh and blood. Hale and healthy.” The words were soft, a whisper of sound at her ear. “I should make good on our past. On my reputation.”


      She heard the anger in his words. Felt it in his touch. Later, she would marvel at her own courage when she looked up at him and said, “Perhaps you should. But you won’t.”


      He released her, so quickly that she stumbled back as he turned away, pacing the length of the room, reminding her of a tiger she’d seen once in a traveling show, caged and frustrated. It occurred to her that she would gladly trade the wild beast for the Duke of Lamont in that moment.


      Untamed, himself.


      When he finally turned back, he said, “I wouldn’t be so certain. Twelve years marked as a killer change a man.”


      She shook her head, holding his black gaze. “You are not a killer.”


      “You’re the only one who knew that.” 


      The words were quiet and rife with emotion. Mara recognized fury and shock and surprise, but it was the accusation that unsettled her. It wasn’t possible that he’d thought himself her killer.


      It wasn’t possible that he’d believed the gossip. The speculation.


      Was it? 


      She should say something. But what? What did one say to the man falsely accused of one’s murder?


      “Would it help if I apologized?”


      He narrowed his gaze on her. “Do you feel remorse?”


      She would not change it. Not for the world. “I am sorry that you were caught in the fray.”


      “Do you regret your actions?”


      She met his eyes. “Do you wish the truth? Or a platitude?”


      “You could not imagine the things I wish.”


      She could, no doubt. “I understand that you are angry.”


      The words seemed to call to him, and he came toward her, glass still in hand, stalking her backward, across the too-small room. “You understand, do you?”


      It had been the wrong thing to say. She skirted around an ottoman, holding her hands up, as though she could stop him, searching for the right thing.


      He did not wait for her to find it. “You understand what it is to have lost everything?”


      Yes. 


      “You understand what it is to have lost my name?”


      She did, rather. But she knew better than to say it.


      He pressed on. “To have lost my title, my land, my life?”


      “But you didn’t lose all that… you’re still a duke. The Duke of Lamont,” she said, the words – things she’d told herself for years – coming quick and defensive. “The land is still yours. The money. You’ve tripled the holdings of the dukedom.”


      His eyes went wide. “How do you know that?”


      “I pay attention.”


      “Why?”


      “Why have you never returned to the estate?”


      “What good would it have done if I returned?”


      “You might have been reminded that you haven’t lost so very much.” The words were out before she could stop them. Before she realized how inciting they were. She scurried backward, putting a high-backed chair between them and peeking around it. “I did not mean —”


      “Of course you did.” He started around the chair toward her.


      She moved counter to him, keeping the furniture between them. Attempted to calm the beast. “You are angry.”


      He shook his head. “Angry does not even begin to describe the depths of my emotion.”


      She nodded, skipping backward across the room once more. “Fair enough. Furious.”


      He advanced. “That’s closer.”


      “Irate.”


      “That, too.”


      She looked behind her, saw the sideboard looming. This wasn’t a very large room, after all. “Livid.”


      “And that.”


      She felt the hard oak at her back. Trapped again. “I can repair it,” she said, desperate to regain the upper hand. “What’s broken.” He stopped, and for a moment, she had his full attention. “If I am not dead, you are not” – a killer – “what they say you are.” He did not reply, and she rushed to fill the silence. “That’s why I’m here. I shall come forward. Show myself to Society. I shall prove you’re not what they say you are.”


      He set his glass on the sideboard. “You shall.”


      She released a breath she had not known she was holding. He was not as unforgiving as she had imagined he might be. She nodded. “Yes, I will. I will tell everyone —”


      “You shall tell them the truth.”


      She hesitated at the words, hating them, the way they threatened. And still she nodded. “I shall tell them the truth.” It would be the most difficult thing she’d ever done, but she would do it.


      She hadn’t a choice.


      It would ruin her, but it might be enough to save what was important.


      She had one chance to negotiate with Temple. She had to do it correctly. “On one condition.”


      He laughed. A great, booming guffaw of laughter. Her brow furrowed at the noise. She did not like the sound, especially not when it ended with a wicked, humorless smile. “You think to barter with me?” He was close enough to touch. “You think tonight has put me in a negotiating frame of mind?”


      “I disappeared once before. I can do it again.” The threat did not endear her to him.


      “I will find you.” The words were so serious, so honest, that she did not doubt him.


      Still, she soldiered on. “Perhaps, but I’ve hidden for twelve years, and I’ve become quite good at it. And even if you did find me, the aristocracy shan’t simply take your word for it that I am alive. You need me as a willing participant in this play.”


      His gaze narrowed, and a muscle in his jaw twitched. When he spoke, the words came like ice. “I assure you, I will never need you.”


      She ignored him. Forged ahead. “I shall tell the truth. Come forward with proof of my birth. And you shall forgive my brother’s debt.”


      There was a moment of silence as the words fell between them, and for those fleeting seconds, Mara thought she might have succeeded in negotiating with him.


      “No.”


      Panic flared. He couldn’t refuse. She lifted her chin. “I think it’s a fair trade.”


      “A fair trade for destroying my life?”


      Irritation flared. He was one of the wealthiest men in London. In Britain, for heaven’s sake. With women tossing themselves into his arms and men desperate to gain his confidence. He retained his title, his entail, and now had an entire empire to his name. What did he know of ruined lives?


      “And how many lives have you destroyed?” she asked, knowing she shouldn’t, but unable to keep herself from it. “You are no saint, my lord.”


      “Whatever I’ve done —” he started, then stopped, changing tack with another huff of disbelief. “Enough. You are as much an idiot now as you were when you were sixteen if you think you hold a position to negotiate the terms of our agreement.”


      She had thought that at the start, of course, but one look into this man’s cold, angry gaze made her see her miscalculation. This man did not want absolution.


      He wanted vengeance.


      And she was the path by which he would get it.


      “Don’t you see, Mara,” He leaned in and whispered, “You’re mine, now.”


      The words unsettled, but she refused to show him. He wasn’t a killer. She knew that better than anyone.


      He might not have killed you… but you haven’t any idea what he’s done since. 


      Nonsense. He wasn’t a killer. He was simply angry. Which she’d expected, hadn’t she? Hadn’t she prepared for it? Hadn’t she considered her options before donning her cloak and heading out into the streets to find him?


      She’d been alone for twelve years. She’d learned to take care of herself. She’d learned to be strong.


      He moved away from her then, heading for one chair near the fireplace. “You might as well sit. You’re not going anywhere.”


      Unease threaded through her at the words. “What does that mean?”


      “It means that you turned up outside my door, Miss Lowe. And I have no intention of letting you escape again.”


      Her heart pounded. “I’m to be your prisoner, then?”


      He did not reply, but his earlier words echoed through her. You’re mine, now.


      Dammit. She’d made a dreadful miscalculation.


      And he left her little choice.


      Ignoring the way he waved at the other seat by the hearth, she headed for the decanter on the far end of the sideboard, pouring first one, then a second glass, carefully measuring the liquid.


      She turned to face him, noting one dark brow raised in accusation.


      “I am allowed a drink, am I not? Or do you plan to take that along with your pound of flesh?”


      He seemed to think about his response before saying, “You are welcome to it.”


      She crossed the room and offered him the second glass, hoping he would not see the shaking in her hand. “Thank you.”


      “You think politeness will win you points?”


      She sat down on the edge of the chair across from him. “I think it cannot hurt.” He drank, and she exhaled, staring down at the liquid, marking time before she said, “I did not want to do this.”


      “I don’t imagine you did,” he said, wryly. “I imagine you’ve quite enjoyed twelve years of freedom.”


      That wasn’t what she’d meant, but she knew better than to correct him. “And if I told you I haven’t always enjoyed it? That it hasn’t always been easy?”


      “I would counsel against telling me those things. I find that I’ve lost my sympathetic ear.”


      She narrowed her gaze on him. “You are a difficult man.”


      He drank again. “A symptom of twelve years of solitude.”


      “I didn’t mean for it to happen the way it did,” she said, realizing even as she spoke the words that they were revealing more than she’d been willing to reveal. “We did not recognize you.”


      He stilled. “We?”


      She did not reply.


      “We?” He leaned forward. “Your brother. I should have fought him when he asked. He deserves a trouncing. He was…” He hesitated. She held her breath. “He helped you run. He helped you…” He lifted a hand to his head. “… drug me.”


      His black eyes went wide with shock and realization, and she shot up from her chair, heart pounding.


      He followed, coming to his full height – more than six feet, tall and broad and bigger than any man she’d ever known. When they were younger, she’d marveled at his size. She’d been intrigued by it.


      Drawn to it. 


      He interrupted her thoughts. “You drugged me!”


      She put the chair between them. “We were children,” she defended herself.


      What’s your excuse now? 


      He hadn’t given her any choice.


      Liar. 


      “Goddammit!” he said, his glass falling from his hand as he lunged toward her, missing his mark, catching himself on the edge of the chair. “You did it… again…”


      And he collapsed to the floor.


       


      It was one thing to drug a man once… but twice did seem overmuch. Even in one lifetime. She wasn’t a monster, after all.


      Not that he would believe that when he woke.


      Mara stood over the Duke of Lamont, now felled like a great oak in his own study, and considered her options.


      He hadn’t given her any choice.


      Perhaps if she kept telling herself that, she’d believe it. And she’d stop feeling guilty about the whole thing.


      He’d threatened to keep her prisoner, like some monster.


      Which of them was the monster? 


      Good Lord, he was enormous.


      And intimidating, somehow, despite being unconscious.


      And handsome, though not in a classical way.


      He was all size and force, even motionless. Her gaze tracked the length of him, the long arms and legs in perfectly tailored clothes, the cords of his neck peeking out from above the uncravatted collar of his shirt, the stretch of bronze to his strong jaw and dimpled chin, and the scars.


      Even with the scars, the angles of his face betrayed his aristocratic lineage, all sharp edges and long slopes – the kind that set women to swooning.


      Mara couldn’t entirely blame them for swooning.


      She’d nearly swooned herself, once.


      Not nearly. Had.


      When he was young, he’d been quick to smile, baring straight white teeth and an expression that promised more than pleasantry. That promised pleasure. His size, combined with that ease, had been so calm, so unpracticed that she’d thought him anything but the aristocracy. A stable boy. Or a footman. Or perhaps a member of the gentry, invited by her father to the enormous wedding that would make his daughter a duchess.


      He’d looked like someone who did not have to worry about appearances.


      It hadn’t occurred to her that the heir to one of the most powerful dukedoms in the country would be the most carefree gentleman for miles. Of course, it should have. She should have known the moment that they came together in that cold garden and he smiled at her as though she were the only woman in Britain and he the only man, that he was an aristocrat.


      But she hadn’t.


      And she certainly hadn’t imagined that he was the Marquess of Chapin. The heir to the dukedom to which she would soon become duchess. Her future stepson.


      The man sprawled across mahogany and carpet didn’t look anything stepson-like.


      But she would not think on that.


      She crouched low to check his breathing, taking no small amount of relief in the way his wide chest rose and fell beneath his jacket in even strokes. Her heart pounded, no doubt in fear – after all, if he were to wake, he would not be happy.


      She gave a little huff of laughter at the thought.


      Happy was not the word.


      He would not be human.


      And then, with the giddiness of panic coursing through her, she did something she never would have imagined doing. Or, rather, she would have imagined doing, but never would have found the courage to do.


      She touched him.


      Her hand was moving before she could stop it. Before she really even knew what she was about. But then her fingers were on his skin – smooth and warm and alive. And ever so tempting.


      Her fingers traced the angles of his face, finding the smooth ridges of the inch-long white scar along the bone at the base of his left eye, then down the barely-there bumps and angles of his once-perfect nose, her chest tightening as she considered the battles that would have produced the breaks. The pain of them.


      The life he’d lived to wear them.


      The life she’d given him.


      “What happened to you?” The question came out on a whisper.


      He did not answer, and her touch slid to his final scar, at the curve of his lower lip.


      She knew she shouldn’t… that it wouldn’t do… but then her fingers were on that thin white line, barely there against rich skin, edging into the soft swell of his lip. And then she was touching his mouth, tracing the dips and curves of it, marveling at its softness.


      Remembering the way it had felt on hers.


      Wishing for —


      No. 


      Her hand came away from him as though she’d been burned, and she turned her attention to the rest of him, to the way one arm spread haphazardly across the carpet, the victim of laudanum. He looked uncomfortable, and so she reached across him, intending to straighten that arm, to lay it flat against his side. But once his hand was in hers, she couldn’t help but consider it, the spray of black hair that dusted the back of it, the way the veins tracked like rivers across its landscape, the way the knuckles rose and dipped, scarred and calloused from years of fighting. Bruised with experience.


      “Why do you do this to yourself?” She ran her thumb across those knuckles, unable to resist, unable to remain aloof in the feel of him.


      In the memory of him – young and charming and handsome, with the world at his feet – tempting her like nothing else.


      Nothing else, but freedom. 


      She shivered in the cool room, her gaze moving to the fire, where the flames he’d stoked had died away to a quiet ember. She stood and moved to add another log to the hearth, stirring the coals to raise the fire. Once golden flames licked and danced again, she returned to him, staring down at him arms akimbo, and took a moment to speak to him, finding the act much easier with his accusing eyes closed. “If you hadn’t threatened me, we would not be in this position. If you’d simply agreed to my trade, you’d be conscious. And I’d not feel so guilty.”


      He did not reply.


      “Yes, I left you holding the guilt for my death.”


      And still nothing.


      “But I swear I did not mean it to go the way I did. The whole thing got away from me.”


      Yet still she’d run. 


      “If you knew why I did it —”


      His chest rose in a long, even breath.


      “Why I returned —”


      And fell.


      If he knew, he’d still be furious. She sighed. “Well. Here we are. And I am tired of running.”


      No answer.


      “I shan’t run now.”


      It seemed important to say it. Perhaps because there was a part of her – a very sane and intelligent part of her – that wished to run. That wished to leave him here on his cold, hard floor, and escape as she had so many years ago.


      But there was another part of her – not so sane, and not so intelligent – that knew that it was time for her penance. And that if she played her cards right, she could get what she wanted in the bargain.


      “Assuming you negotiate.”


      She turned to the sideboard, where the day’s paper sat, unread. She wondered if he were the kind of man who read his news each day. If he were the kind of man who cared about the world.


      Guilt flared, and she pushed it away.


      She tore the sheet of newsprint in half, then searched the drawers in the room until she found what she was looking for – a pot of ink and a quill. She scrawled a note, haphazardly waving the wet ink in the air as she returned to him, still as a corpse.


      Extracting a hairpin, she crouched beside him again. “No blood this time,” she whispered to him. “I hope you’ll notice that.”


      Still, he slept.


      She pinned the note to his chest, reached into his boot to extract her knife, and made to leave.


      Except she couldn’t.


      At the door, she turned back, noting the chill in the room. She couldn’t leave him like this. He’d catch a death of cold. On a chair in the corner, there was a green and black tartan. It was the least she could do.


      She had drugged the man, after all.


      She was across the room and had the blanket in her hands before she could change her mind. She spread it across him, tucking it around his body carefully, trying not to notice the size of him. The way he exuded warmth and the tempting scent of clove and thyme. The memory of him. The now of him.


      Failing.


      “I’m sorry,” she whispered.


      And then she left.
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