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      Some people in this world (fools) were happy minding their own business.
      

      
      Miss Carissa Portland wasn’t one of them.

      
      Seated between her cousins, the formidable Denbury Daughters, with their governess, Miss Trent, snoring softly on the end,
         she trailed her dainty opera glass slowly over the capacity audience of about a thousand souls in attendance that Saturday
         night at Covent Garden Theatre.
      

      
      To be sure, the little dramas, comedies, and farces playing out among the Quality present were far more intriguing than anything
         happening on the stage.
      

      
      Besides, knowing everybody else’s secrets in the ton seemed the safest way to guard her own.

      
      Perusing the three gilded tiers of private boxes, she scanned along at a leisurely pace, while the lenses of other ladies’
         opera glasses winked right back at her.
      

      
      
      Fluent in fan language, as well, she watched for those coy signals a lady could discreetly send her lover.

      
      Hmm, over there. Lady S——, sitting with her husband, had just flicked her fan in an arc to Colonel W——, who had come with the fellow officers
         from his regiment. The uniformed coxcomb smiled slyly in receipt of the invitation. Carissa narrowed her eyes. Typical tomcat male. She’d better be careful with him. Drifting on, she picked out the subjects of other various rumors here and there: the jeweled countess said to be dallying
         with her footman; the political lord who had just sired twins on the mistress he swore he didn’t have.
      

      
      From opposite ends of the theatre, two branches of a feuding family glared at each other, while on the mezzanine, a notorious
         fortune hunter blew a subtle kiss to the heiress of some encroaching toadstool who apparently owned coal factories.
      

      
      Tut, tut, poor man, she thought when her casual spying happened across the sad figure of a cuckolded husband who had just filed a crim-con case
         against his wife’s seducer.
      

      
      Well, the demireps preening in their box and putting their wares on display in low-cut gowns seemed more than happy to comfort
         him.
      

      
      Hmmph, thought Carissa.
      

      
      All of a sudden, her idle scan of the audience slammed to a halt on a particular box, second tier, stage left.

      
      A gasp escaped her. He’s here!

      
      At once, her foolish heart began to pound. Oh, my. Encircled in the lens of her dainty spyglass, there he sat, lounging in his chair, his muscled arms folded across his chest
         …
      

      
      Staring right back at her.

      
      A wicked smile slowly crept across his face, and just to confirm that, oh, yes, he saw her ogling him, the handsome hellion sent her a cheeky little salute.
      

      
      She let out an almost feline hiss and dropped her lorgnette onto her lap as though she had been burned.

      
      She vowed not to touch it again—at which the audience let out another wave of rumbling laughter.

      
      Oh, bother. She shifted in vexation in her seat and looked around uneasily. Of course, they weren’t laughing at her, though she probably deserved it.
      

      
      Devil take him, that rogue’s glance made her feel like one of the demireps.

      
      To her own dismay, Carissa Portland had secretly become fascinated by a libertine.

      
      Again.

      
      Where this weakness in her came from, this shameful susceptibility to a well-made man, she quite despaired to guess. Perhaps
         it was her auburn hair to blame.
      

      
      Redheads were notorious for their more passionate nature. Probably hogwash, she admitted, but it sounded as good an excuse
         to her as any.
      

      
      What his excuse was, well, he didn’t bother making one. A golden demigod striding the earth like a wayward son of Aphrodite didn’t
         have to. Charming, quick-witted, unbelievably handsome, with a smile that could have melted ice floes across the Nordic Sea.
      

      
      Sebastian Walker, Viscount Beauchamp, could have got away with murder if he fancied. He was the Earl of Lockwood’s heir, known
         to the ton as Beau.
      

      
      They had been introduced some weeks ago by mutual acquaintances: Her closest friends, Daphne and Kate, were married to his
         fellow Inferno Club members, Lord Rotherstone and the Duke of Warrington. So they moved in the same circles, and, of course,
         she’d heard his reputation. He had lived up to it in spades with her not long ago. The scandalous beast had actually kissed her.
      

      
      In public!

      
      She had made the mistake of stopping him when he was in a hurry on his way somewhere. She had been leery about confronting
         him, but she had needed a simple answer to a very serious question: Where the dash has everybody gone?

      
      Both Daphne and Kate had been missing from Town for weeks without explanation. This was totally unlike them.

      
      Because of Lord Beauchamp’s friendship with their husbands, she was sure he must know something. The aforementioned husbands
         had also disappeared, supposedly on some hunting trip to the Alps.
      

      
      But Carissa was starting to doubt everything she thought she knew about her friends. Everyone in their set had been acting
         so mysteriously before they had vanished. It was all very upsetting. She had no firm information (maddening!), but clearly,
         something was afoot. She did not understand why she had been excluded.
      

      
      The truth was, frankly, it hurt.

      
      Thankfully, she had received a letter from Daphne at last, confirming she was safe, but her friend’s verbiage seemed deliberately
         vague. And so, with relief had come even greater annoyance.
      

      
      Why on earth were they keeping her in the dark? Didn’t they trust her!

      
      In an effort to get answers, she had cornered Beauchamp in a safe (so she thought) public place. But when she had delayed
         him too long with her, as he put it, “nagging,” the gorgeous brute had simply snatched her up in his arms and put a stop to
         her questions with a lusty kiss.
      

      
      
      As if she were some wanton trollop on the corner!

      
      If it had not been raining … if he had not shielded them from public view with his umbrella … she was sure the scandal would
         have been so calamitous, she’d have hanged herself by now, or (more fashionably) drowned herself in the Serpentine.
      

      
      Well, the blackguard clearly did not understand the first rules of decent behavior. Though he certainly knew how to give a
         woman one hell of a kiss.
      

      
      She put him and the whole discomfiting episode out of her mind with a will, redirecting her attention toward the stage. The
         evening’s program had begun with a concert of Vivaldi’s exuberant “Spring,” followed by a mediocre tragedy called The Grecian Daughter.
      

      
      The comic afterpiece, The Fortune of War, was the one everyone had been waiting for. It was the latest bit of hilarity by the popular Mr. Kenney, a notable wit of
         the day and founding member of the gentleman’s club, Boodle’s.
      

      
      Though the play lacked Mr. Kenney’s beloved recurring character, the rascally Jeremy Diddler, the crowd seemed to be enjoying
         it.
      

      
      Waves of laughter washed over the audience as the characters bantered back and forth across the stage. Carissa did her best
         to pay attention, but from the corner of her eye, she was acutely aware of Lord Beauchamp.
      

      
      When the curtain whisked closed briefly for the stagehands to change the scenery, she could not resist another cautious peek
         in his direction.
      

      
      Her curiosity instantly perked up as she spied one of the orange-sellers stepping into his box to deliver a message to the
         viscount. Carissa saw him take the little note and read it while the orange-girl waited for her coin.
      

      
      
      Well, Carissa had no choice. Her innately nosy nature compelled her. She snatched her opera glass from her lap and lifted
         it to her eye just in time to see the smoldering look that gathered on his chiseled face. Lord Beauchamp glanced across the
         theatre with a suave nod, acknowledging the sender: Carissa zoomed her opera glass in that direction, too, trying to follow
         his gaze.
      

      
      To no avail.

      
      Whoever had sent him the note was lost amid the crowd.

      
      Indeed, it could have been any of Society’s high-born harlots wanting to take her turn with him tonight. Scowling, she searched
         the tiers across from him. Honestly, she did not know if she was more vexed at Beauchamp for having all the morals of a blood
         stallion, or at herself, for being jealous at how free he was with his meaningless affections.
      

      
      She swung her opera glass back to the viscount to see what he’d do next. Beau turned to the orange-girl and asked for something;
         she handed him a pencil.
      

      
      While he scrawled his reply, Carissa memorized what the orange-seller looked like: a tall, weary lump of a peasant girl. Then
         the libertine handed her his note along with a coin and sent her off to deliver his answer.
      

      
      As the orange-girl disappeared through the small door of his private box, questions gnawed Carissa. Who was he involved with
         these days? Of course, she knew there were many women around him as a rule, but was there any one in particular?
      

      
      And why do you care? her better sense inquired.
      

      
      I don’t know. Do I need a reason?

      
      Yes, it answered.
      

      
      
      She shrugged, refusing to admit to anything. I just want to know because—because I want to know!

      
      Suddenly, she was seized with a wicked inspiration.

      
      Why, she could either sit here festering on it, burning with curiosity about which feckless female meant to hurl herself into
         his clutches tonight, or do something. And go find out.
      

      
      After all, as a lady of information, she had long since discovered that orange-girls … could be bribed.

      
      Right.
      

      
      Instantly rising from her chair, she excused herself with a whisper. Miss Trent awoke with a disoriented jolt, while the Denbury
         Daughters rolled their eyes. Which was the spoiled beauties’ response to most things, actually.
      

      
      “What are you doing?” Lady Joss, age nineteen, complained at her.

      
      “I have to go to the ladies’ lounge.”

      
      “Can’t you just hold it?”

      
      “No.”

      
      “That’s disgusting,” Lady Min, age seventeen, opined.

      
      “Sorry.” Dismissing her cousins’ perpetual irritation with her, she slipped out of the Denbury box and closed the little door
         behind her.
      

      
      At once, Carissa swept off down the third-floor hallway, her slippered feet pattering busily in the quiet.

      
      She had to find and intercept that orange-seller.

      
      She knew she should not care who Beauchamp would be bedding tonight, but everything in her had to get a look at that note.
         Seeing it with her own eyes, she reasoned, would surely help remind her that gorgeous rakehells like Lord Beauchamp were nothing
         but trouble. They chased after pleasure and did not care who got hurt.
      

      
      She should know.

      
      On the other hand, in all fairness, she supposed, she had to admit there sometimes seemed to be more to him than just charm
         and charisma. And broad shoulders. Lovely muscles. Mesmerizing eyes the color of seafoam that danced when he laughed, which
         was often, a rugged jawline, and extremely kissable lips …
      

      
      She shook herself back to the task at hand, hurrying on. Indeed, physical appeal aside, he had actually done a few interesting
         things in his life.
      

      
      Using her usual methods, she had managed to ferret out a number of odd tidbits about him, including some highly colorful exploits
         in his past.
      

      
      Of course, his origins came from a lineage as excellent as her own. His mother, Lady Lockwood, had been a great beauty of
         her day, indeed, still was, now in her fifties. His father, the Earl of Lockwood, was said to be a brusque curmudgeon who
         did not often come to Town but preferred the “huntin’, shootin’” life of a country lord.
      

      
      She did not know where Beau had spent his childhood, but as a young man, he had gone to Oxford, studied Greek and Latin, and
         excelled in his classes without having to try—so she’d heard. Too smart for his own good, according to her sources, he had
         been easily bored and had occupied himself with carousing and all manner of wild adventures. And even from his youth, there
         had been women.
      

      
      An indecent number of women.

      
      But apparently, the lusty young aristocrat had his heroic moments, too. On one occasion, at age twenty-one, according to the
         rumor mill, he had been heading home in the wee hours after a long night’s revelries, when he had come across a lodging house on fire.
      

      
      Whether the whiskey he’d been drinking all night had made him foolishly brave, or if he was always like that, she could not
         say. But he had rushed into the burning building and rescued everyone inside before the fire company could even get there.
      

      
      He’d saved some twenty people’s lives.

      
      Not long after that, his father, the earl, had made him a Member of Parliament for one of the pocket boroughs he controlled.
         He had thrust the post upon his son so he might gain experience to help prepare him for one day taking his seat in the House
         of Lords.
      

      
      Little had the earl expected the young MP to stand up and outrage the leaders of both parties with his fiery idealism, his
         blistering reproaches, and his regrettable refusal to compromise.
      

      
      It was nice to know he had not always been a cynic, she supposed, and that he had a sense of civic duty despite his many romantic
         peccadilloes. By the time he had resigned his post a year later in angry disgust and returned to his rakehell ways, he had
         made enough political enemies to last a lifetime.
      

      
      These, in turn, got their revenge on the bold young viscount in due time, when word got out that he had fought a duel against
         some hotheaded rival for the favors of one of Society’s highborn wantons.
      

      
      Beauchamp, universally acknowledged as a crack shot, had not deigned to kill the man who had challenged him but had wounded
         him. As a result, his opponent had to have his leg amputated below the knee, and unfortunately, he had turned out to be the
         nephew of a Cabinet minister.
      

      
      Of course, there were rules on the books against dueling, but as a courtesy to the upper class, who lived and died by honor, these laws were almost never enforced.
      

      
      Unless one had enemies in high places.

      
      The bureaucrats had come down on Beauchamp like a hammer, claiming they must make an example of him to teach other young Englishmen
         that they could not simply go around shooting each other.
      

      
      It was all Lord Lockwood could do to keep his merry scapegrace son out of Newgate. Instead, after a very large fine and damages
         paid to the now-one-legged hot-head, the handsome young duelist had been sent off, unsurprisingly, to travel. Sow his wild
         oats abroad, as it were. He was given some post loosely attached to the war effort, she’d heard, but on his father’s insistence,
         was generally kept out of harm’s way, well behind the lines.
      

      
      It was rather hard to imagine that one staying out of trouble, she mused, but somehow the war had ended, and here he was,
         back again, unscathed.
      

      
      Rumor had it he had now returned home for good. Of course, he was scarcely back in England three months before he was in trouble
         again.
      

      
      She wasn’t sure yet what the hell-raiser had done this time, but she had first caught wind of his latest scrape while snooping
         in her uncle’s study.
      

      
      She knew that her guardian, Lord Denbury, and his cronies in the House of Lords kept each other informed about the goings-on
         in their various committees. One of these parliamentary briefs sent to her uncle had revealed that Viscount Beauchamp was
         under investigation by a secret panel from the Home Office.
      

      
      No details were given beyond that.

      
      It was altogether perplexing—and just another piece of proof that, behind that sunny smile, he was one beautiful, bad seed.
      

      
      Hurrying down the empty stairwell, she pressed on to the mezzanine level, glancing here and there, hunting for that particular,
         weary-looking orange-girl.
      

      
      Muffled dialogue from the stage and swells of laughter from the audience poured through the walls from the play in progress.
         Mr. Kenney was obviously killing them with his famous sense of humor.
      

      
      Carissa had no time for mere entertainment, however, bustling down the mezzanine corridor, all business.

      
      “Can I help you, Miss?” one of the uniformed attendants whispered as she passed.

      
      She shook her head, gave what she hoped looked like an innocent smile, and hurried on.

      
      It would not do for anyone to discover this secret method of hers for gaining information. Glancing into her reticule to make
         sure she had a few coins for the bribe, she whisked along the curve of the mezzanine hallway where it hugged the back contour
         of the closed auditorium.
      

      
      As she came around the bend, she finally saw the orange-girl she was after, but she ducked into the nearest curtained alcove
         with a gasp. Someone had beaten her to it!
      

      
      Ever so cautiously, Carissa peeked around the edge of the alcove. Blast it, who’s that? He stole my plan.
      

      
      Then a chill came over her as she studied the man talking to the orange-girl.

      
      He was beautiful, black-haired, and windblown, as if he’d just come back from his travels; and from his muscled body to his
         dark scowl, he looked decidedly mean.
      

      
      Her mouth went dry as she watched him bribe the orange-girl for a look at the note some lady, perhaps his lady, had exchanged with Beauchamp. Carissa’s heart pounded. Oh, Beauchamp, I hope you didn’t sign your name.
      

      
      They never did, on those clandestine notes.

      
      Surely he was too smart and experienced for that. But if he had made that mistake, she feared the rakehell might be headed for another duel. It looked as though she might not be the only
         one feeling jealous tonight.
      

      
      Huddling behind the curtain of the alcove, she watched in trepidation as the handsome, black-haired man read the note and
         scoffed.
      

      
      A snort of cynical laughter escaped him. He shook his head with a bitter smile, then tautly asked the orange-girl for another
         piece of paper, which she gave him. He crumpled the original note in his fist and stuffed it into his breast pocket.
      

      
      Then he wrote back another message of his own. With a dark look, he handed his note to the orange-girl, laying a finger over
         his lips, as if warning her to secrecy.
      

      
      He slipped a paper bill into her hand and sent her on her way. Still unaware of Carissa, the stranger watched the orange-girl
         hurry off, his arms akimbo, his feet planted wide. Then, with a cold smile, as though satisfied his trap was laid, he pivoted
         on his heel and stalked out of the theatre.
      

      
      Carissa eased out of her hiding place a moment later, dread tingling through her body. Oh, Beauchamp, you’re being set up. She scarcely dared imagine what might happen to him if he went to meet his femme du jour, whoever she might be. He could be killed!
      

      
      Once more, Carissa was in motion, hurrying after the orange-girl to stop her from delivering that note, which was naught but a piece of treachery. Beauchamp might be a bad, decadent libertine, but she was not about to let anyone murder
         him!
      

      
      Rushing after the orange-seller into the quiet side hallway that backed the row of private theatre boxes, she skidded to a
         halt.
      

      
      Too late!

      
      The lump had just stepped through one of the narrow doors, halfway down the row. Oh, no. What do I do now?

      
      Heart pounding, she glanced around uneasily.

      
      Merely standing there, unchaperoned, in a part of the theatre where she did not belong was something of a gamble.

      
      Having missed the orange-girl, the thought of venturing into Beauchamp’s box to try to warn him—to risk being seen there by
         the other snoops in the audience—made her blood run cold. She could not afford in any way to become an object of gossip herself.
      

      
      She already had too much to hide.

      
      With that, she realized the intelligent thing to do was to abandon this mad quest immediately, go fleeing back to her seat,
         and pretend she had seen nothing.
      

      
      But a man’s life could be at stake.

      
      And although he was entirely exasperating, the world would be a darker, duller place without him. Come to think of it, perhaps
         she could turn this little twist of fate to her advantage …
      

      
      Oooh, she mused. An exchange of information. Yes!
      

      
      If he’ll tell me where Daphne and Kate went and what the deuce is going on, then I will tell him what I saw. That’s fair,
            is it not? If he refuses, then maybe the rogue deserves what he gets.
      

      
      Unsure what to do, she crept toward the door to his box, then stopped. He was probably reading the false note even now, getting drawn into the trap.
      

      
      She stood there, torn and hesitating, as another little problem with all this occurred to her. If she tried to warn him what
         she’d seen, he’d realize she had been snooping into his personal affairs.
      

      
      He’d notice she was jealous, and then, oh, then he’d laugh his head off and taunt her like a schoolboy—and then, never mind
         the jealous husband, she would murder him herself, wring the rascal’s neck.
      

      
      At that moment, before she had quite made up her mind what to do, the little door to his theatre box opened and the orange-girl
         scampered out.
      

      
      Right behind her, the rogue himself emerged, tall and princely, en route to his assignation.

      
      He stopped the second he saw her and, at once, his eyebrows arched high.

      
      Carissa stood frozen, staring at him, tongue-tied.

      
      She knew she was caught; he flashed a wolfish smile that made her want to shriek with mortified fury and run away. But she
         held her ground with a gulp while the orange-girl rushed off, leaving them alone in the dim, quiet hallway.
      

      
      Close enough to touch.

      
      “Well, my dear Miss Portland,” he purred, trailing his gaze over her in thoroughly male appreciation. “What a very pleasant
         surprise. Was there something you, ah, … wanted?”
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      Despite the usual carefree smile that he wore like a Carnival mask, Beau had walked into the theatre this evening in a dark
         and nasty mood, feeling very alone in the fight.
      

      
      He was under enormous pressure, on edge, and angry as hell over all the body blows the Order had taken over the past month.
         Their handler Virgil’s death; Drake’s escape and possible betrayal; his fellow agents Nick and Trevor’s disappearance; and
         now the bloody Home Office probe into the Order’s clandestine working methods.
      

      
      Fed up with it all, he’d come to these rich hunting grounds seeking his usual remedy: a willing bed partner to distract him,
         replace his frustration with a few hours of physical bliss.
      

      
      Give him that, and he’d be right as rain by morning. But when he stepped out of his theatre box, he forgot all about the wanton
         duchess who had propositioned him. For here was a far sweeter morsel, the inimitable Miss Portland, staring at him like the bad little kitty that ate the
         canary.
      

      
      He could not explain it, but something about the chit made him laugh. She always seemed to be up to something, and for some
         reason, he found that adorably amusing.
      

      
      Even now, the mere sight of her standing there brightened his mood, as always. He could not account for it; he always seemed
         to go slightly stupid when she was around. Couldn’t stop smiling like the village idiot mooning over the harvest queen.
      

      
      He fought back a grin. This’ll be fun.
      

      
      “My dear Miss Portland,” he greeted her with an air of gentlemanly gravity, knowing how much she preferred his friend, the
         grave and gentlemanly Lord Falconridge to him. “What brings you over to my end of the theatre this evening? Surely I dare
         not hope you came all this way just to see my humble self?”
      

      
      She tilted her head and gave him a long-suffering look.

      
      “If so, of course, I am your servant.”

      
      “Hmmph. Maybe,” she admitted, lifting her chin as she folded her hands behind her back.

      
      His eyebrows shot up. “Really? And you even admit to it? You usually run the other way whene’er you see me.”

      
      “Can you blame me?” she retorted lightly.

      
      Beau just stared.

      
      God, when he sensed her feminine interest in him, it was almost more than he could stand, holding himself back. He felt his
         nether regions clamoring for her and forced himself to look away. But it was true. Out of all the women in this theatre, actresses
         and demireps included (too easy), Lord Denbury’s niece was the one he most would’ve wanted to get into his bed.
      

      
      Unfortunately, this was just a fantasy, for his brother warriors had already taken care to describe what would happen to him
         if he trifled with Daphne’s innocent little friend.
      

      
      In general, he feared no man, but these were Order agents they were talking about—three of them, as well trained, and being
         a few years older, even more experienced than he. No, he really did not fancy getting his face smashed in by Rotherstone’s
         fist, or his ribs cracked by Warrington’s boot, to say nothing of what Falconridge might do to him, considering the elder-brotherly
         fondness the sandy-haired earl had hatched for the petite lady of information. Jordan Lennox, Lord Falconridge, recently married
         to his boyhood sweetheart, was the easygoing type who almost never got angry, but when he finally did, it was too late. You
         were already dead.
      

      
      These seasoned, slightly older agents, well aware of Beau’s seductive tendencies and his heated notice of Daphne’s friend,
         had wrested from him a grudging promise not to touch her. Never mind the fact he was rather sure the feisty, little fairy
         queen wanted to be touched.
      

      
      Ah, well. That didn’t mean he couldn’t look.

      
      She wore a simple silk gown of pale spring green, and he had a fleeting fantasy of peeling it off her lithe body. But lucky
         for her, he’d already made up his mind not to act on his lust, quite apart from Rotherstone’s friendly death threats.
      

      
      The fact was, Carissa Portland was a nosy little gossip with a passion for digging up secrets while he was a spy charged with
         keeping them for the Crown.
      

      
      
      A girl like that was trouble. Trouble he didn’t need. He had plenty of that on his own.

      
      “So, what can I do for you?” he murmured, leaning his shoulder into the wall.

      
      “Well.” She bit her lip and dropped her gaze, peeking at him from beneath her lashes as she hesitated. “To start, you can
         tell me who you think you’re off to meet.”
      

      
      “I beg your pardon?” he exclaimed in surprise.

      
      She just looked at him.

      
      He laughed softly, folding his arms across his chest. “And what business is it of yours, exactly?”

      
      “None,” she said with an idle shrug, avoiding his gaze. “I’m just curious.”

      
      He regarded her skeptically. “How do you know about that, anyway? Were you watching me?”

      
      “I have eyes.”

      
      “And a nosy little nose,” he agreed, tapping her on the tip of it. “But I prefer your lips. Tell me,” he added in a confidential
         murmur, leaning closer, “have you thought about that kiss as frequently as I have?”
      

      
      “Beauchamp!”

      
      “Portland.”

      
      She gave him a dubious smile, seemingly in spite of herself, and leaned against the wall beside him.

      
      “No,” she replied at last. “I haven’t thought about it at all.” Her smooth ivory skin filled with a scarlet blush.

      
      Beau gazed at her in fond amusement. “Too bad. I thought you might have come to get another.”

      
      “Hardly.” With a stern glare, she moved away, putting a safer distance between them.

      
      “Very well, then, I don’t have all night, girl. Why are you here?”

      
      She did not answer at once but considered her words carefully. “Whoever it is you think you will be meeting tonight, I’d advise you not to go.”
      

      
      “Why?” He crooked a brow at her with a playful leer. “Have you got a better idea?”

      
      “Oh, stop it. I’ll tell you why—just as soon as you tell me where Daphne is.”

      
      Beau groaned and slumped against the wall. “Please don’t start that again. I thought Daphne wrote to you.”

      
      He knew for a fact she had, for he was the one who had asked Rotherstone’s lady to do so.

      
      “Yes, I got the letter—and I’m grateful for it. I know you had something to do with that. But still, it was awfully vague.
         Look, I know something’s going on, and I know you know what it is. Now you can either tell me what’s afoot or—”
      

      
      “Or nothing,” he interrupted. “I cannot.”

      
      “Why?”

      
      “Because. Your friends are safe. That’s all you need to know.”

      
      She shoved away from the wall, lifting her elegant shoulders in a shrug. “Very well. Your choice. Good evening, Lord Beauchamp.”
         She started to turn away.
      

      
      “Hold on, you.” He captured her elbow gently to stop her from leaving. “What were you going to tell me?”

      
      “Hmm?”

      
      “You know something I don’t?”

      
      “Could that ever be possible?” she taunted.

      
      “Hmm, smarty. Come now. Out with it. I acknowledge, you’re an expert on Society gossip. Do you know something about my companion
         for the night that I should be aware of?”
      

      
      She scoffed and pulled her arm free from his light hold. “You want me to just tell you when you’ll give nothing in exchange?
         Oh, but I suppose you expect every woman you meet to be a fool for you and do whatever you say!”
      

      
      “It would be nice,” he said with an arch shrug.

      
      She leaned closer. “Ha!”

      
      Then she gasped when he captured her with a smile. “Shall I kiss it out of you, then?” He pulled her closer, and though she
         scowled at him, she let him draw her nearer willingly enough. His pulse leaped at her acquiescence. “You’re looking rather
         beautiful tonight, I daresay.”
      

      
      “Flattery will get you nowhere. Especially when you’re on your way to a tryst with another woman! You’re an interesting man,
         Lord Beauchamp.”
      

      
      “Ah, come, what’s wrong?” he cajoled her in a sensuous murmur. “Are you jealous, you little darling? Is that why you’re here?
         To stop me from paying attention to somebody else?”
      

      
      She pulled away with a huff. “Truly, your ego knows no bounds.”

      
      “Well, I don’t see why you care. You’ve made it plain that you don’t like me.”

      
      “I don’t!”

      
      “Of course not,” he said with a mild wince.

      
      “I just don’t want to see you get hurt,” she conceded with a wary frown. “You should be more careful.”

      
      “Of what?”

      
      She looked at the wall with a shrug. “Oh, I don’t know … Any number of dangers might await you on these silly assignations
         if you you’d stop and consider the risks.”
      

      
      “Such as?” he prompted in worldly amusement.

      
      “What if she has the French disease?” she whispered.

      
      “What if I do?” he countered.
      

      
      She gasped in horror. “Do you?”

      
      
      “Riddled with it. I’m only jesting!”

      
      She smacked him on the arm, and whispered, “That’s not even funny, you devil!” Then she pointed at his theatre box. “Why don’t
         you stay out of trouble and go watch the play?”
      

      
      “It bores me. Just like it bores you, I wager. Besides, this woman has promised me pleasures you cannot imagine,” he said
         in a challenging tone, just to see what she would do.
      

      
      She glared at him, her green eyes shooting sparks. “Such pleasure, my lord, often leads to pain.”

      
      “Which has its charms, as well, on occasion. What are you trying to tell me, poppet?”

      
      “Where is Daphne?” she insisted.

      
      He scowled at her, looked at his fob watch, and pushed away from the wall. “Sorry, have to go.”

      
      “Fine, then! Go! But did it ever occur to you that this lady of yours might have a husband?”

      
      “Don’t they all.”

      
      “It’s called adultery!” she whispered.

      
      “You’re concerned for my immortal soul. How sweet.”

      
      “And your body!”

      
      “Really?” he murmured in fascination.

      
      “I didn’t mean it that way!” she shot back, flustered.

      
      He laughed softly. “My chef could light a flambé off your cheeks, love.”

      
      “I am only trying to keep you out of scandal!”

      
      “But I like scandal. It gives you little gossips something to do.”

      
      “I am not a gossip!”
      

      
      “Sorry. Lady of information. But I suppose you are quite right. You are innocent, and I am altogether wicked. I ought not
         go corrupting you,” he said sardonically. “So I shall take my leave of you, fair lady—though I remind you, it was you who came looking for me. I bid you a fond good
         night, and apologize for offending your delicate sensibilities. Then again—this is just a suggestion—but if my depravity offends
         you, you could always try minding your own business.” He sent her a wink. “Au revoir.”
      

      
      “Ugh! Beauchamp.”

      
      He paused with his back to her, a devilish, knowing smile curving his lips. “Yes, my dear?” He pivoted slowly. “Was there
         something else you needed?” he asked in a tone of deliberate innuendo.
      

      
      She threw her hands up at her sides. “Why are you so impossible? Do you ever think of the heartache you must cause these women?”

      
      He scoffed, ignoring a twinge of conscience. “They jolly well know not to take me seriously. You should learn to do the same.”

      
      She whirled away from him. “Fine, then, go! And I hope you learn your lesson,” she said under her breath. “You deserve whatever
         you get.”
      

      
      “And you deserve a halo, I suppose,” he shot back.

      
      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      
      He scowled and looked away, irked that he had let her get to him. “Never mind.”

      
      “No, what are you implying?” she insisted.

      
      He looked askance at her. “You may fool the ton, Carissa Portland, but I’m afraid you don’t fool me. Look at you, standing
         there, so ripe for the plucking.” He moved closer. “Why do you come and torture me, hmm? Why can’t you leave me alone? What
         is it you want me to do?”
      

      
      She stepped back, turning three shades redder than before. “I beg your pardon!”

      
      
      He trailed a smoldering stare over her delectable body. “You need a good, sound kissing, for starters.” His mouth watered
         as his stare consumed her breasts, the nipples nigh poking through her gown, just begging for his touch. His blood stirred
         with want. “Oh, yes. It’s abundantly clear you’re interested. But you’re waiting for me—to do what, exactly? To force you?
         That’s one game I don’t play,” he informed her in a low tone. “Either you come to me of your own free will, or not at all.
         But until you decide which it’s going to be, run home to your nursemaid, little girl. Go on. Run and hide from me again, just
         like you do every time we meet. Yes, I have my faults, but at least I’m not a hypocrite. If you’re afraid of what you feel,
         that’s your affair. But don’t come here pretending all you want to do is scold me. Believe me, I’m happy to satisfy your curiosity
         and my own about how it would be between us whenever you’re ready to ask. But until then, I need a woman, not a little girl.
         So, if you’ll excuse me, love, I have an appointment to keep, with someone who is very much—a woman.”
      

      
      That’s what you think, Carissa thought, furiously aware that it was in fact a man who waited for him.
      

      
      A man who was going to give the scoundrel the thrashing that he very much deserved.

      
      Rude, proud, horrid beast! How dare he?

      
      Shaking her head, cursing under her breath as he walked away, she savored the thought of that black-guard getting his just
         deserts. Every blow he’d take to that handsome face tonight was entirely his own fault. He deserved it.
      

      
      Some people in this world insisted on courting disaster. But she was done trying to save him, the devil.

      
      
      She had dropped him enough hints. Whatever happened to him next, he had only himself to blame.

      
      She stayed rooted to her spot, clenching her fists, watching him march out of the dimly lit side hallway. When he disappeared,
         she stamped her foot and muffled her mental shriek of wrath to a soft, ladylike “Oh!”
      

      
      He was the most infuriating creature on the earth!

      
      Trembling in her mortified indignation, she was furious with herself for allowing him to perceive her attraction to him.

      
      And her jealousy.

      
      She must be mad to feel anything but loathing for that arrogant lecher. The way he’d looked at her! He might as well have
         undressed her right there in the hallway. She was outraged—and shamefully aroused.
      

      
      She felt naked from the way he had stared at her body and the bold, ungentlemanly things he had said.

      
      More alarming still was the fact that he apparently saw through her virtuous charade.

      
      Recalling her own falseness, she promptly realized she had better get back to her seat.

      
      It would not do to have her cousins asking her why she had taken so long going to the ladies’ lounge. It would be even more
         awkward if the solicitous Miss Trent took it upon herself to come and find her, making sure she was all right.
      

      
      How would she explain herself if the governess found her nowhere near the part of the theatre where she had said she’d be?
         Such lies would not be tolerated by Uncle Denbury. Not after The Incident in Brighton.
      

      
      Her strait-laced, proper uncle watched her like a hawk, fully prepared, she suspected, to toss her out on her ear if she strayed
         again. One mistake, the family had been prepared to cover up, thanks to her innocence and youth, and to the dubious influence of her blithe, worldly, glamorous aunt Josephine, who had taken over the job of raising
         her after her grandparents died.
      

      
      Aunt Jo was the Earl of Denbury’s sister, older than he by a couple of years though she would never admit it and certainly
         didn’t look it, with the lavish care she took of her hair and her complexion.
      

      
      She was always dressed in the first stare of fashion and could still get away with telling her many male admirers that she
         was only thirty-three.
      

      
      After The Incident, there had been such a row between Aunt Jo and Uncle Denbury that sometimes Carissa still had nightmares
         about it. She wished she had not taken it upon herself to eavesdrop on that particular occasion.
      

      
      She shuddered as she hurried out to the mezzanine to make her way back to her seat before anyone noticed her overlong absence.

      
      Hopefully, her cousins were distracted by Mr. Kenney’s ribald jokes. With any luck, Miss Trent had fallen back asleep.

      
      Out in the mezzanine, Lord Beauchamp was not in sight. Carissa picked up her skirts to avoid stepping on them in her haste
         and rushed back to the stairwell up to the third tier of the theatre. All the while, the family fight of a year and a half
         ago echoed in her mind, now that she had been reminded of it.
      

      
      There was no use complaining about the fate she had been dealt, her parents dying, then her grandparents. Loss was a familiar
         phenomenon by now. She had learned to try at all times to anticipate the next blow before it came.
      

      
      One of the best ways she had found to do that was never to risk getting too close to anyone—a lesson doubly well learned after how she had been betrayed.
      

      
      She was still sickened by the memory of how she had disappointed her relatives and humiliated herself. She could still hear
         Uncle Denbury thundering at his sister.
      

      
      “How could you let this happen, Josephine? You were responsible for her! If you weren’t going to watch her, you should’ve let me and Caroline take her years ago! But
         no, you had to take Ben’s daughter for yourself. Our little niece, and I agreed since you had no children of your own. You
         weren’t supposed to treat her like an adult, Jo! She was just a child!”
      

      
      “Oh, Edward! Loosen up your stays, you old woman. Every girl gets kissed at her age. It’s part of growing up.”

      
      “More than kissing happened, Jo, as you know full well! The little bastard got the payment he wanted from us to buy his silence,
         and now he’s nowhere to be found. He’s fled to France or Italy, from what I’m told.”
      

      
      “It does not signify,” Aunt Jo had shot back mildly. “I’d never let my niece marry such a useless prop even if we could find
         him. Oh, he’s pretty enough, and not too badly born, but he’s a fool. Fancies himself the next Lord Byron! That’s why she
         fell for him and his tousled curls and his idiotic poetry, I warrant.”
      

      
      “One only wonders how many other young ladies this Benton has deceived,” the earl had growled. “If he ever laid a hand on
         one of my girls—but I would never let that happen. This disaster is to be laid at your feet, sister. You’ve failed our brother, leaving her ungoverned. Indeed, she has followed your example to the letter! The
         chit is too naïve to realize that what a widowed lady of forty-three can get away with is forbidden to a debutante. Badly
         done, Jo! You’ve all but ruined her.”
      

      
      
      “I’ve done nothing of the kind! We can keep it a secret—and that’s a low blow, bringing up my age, you shit. Do you think
         I wanted this for her? I love Carissa as if she were my own!”
      

      
      “Your own what? Lapdog? Your fluffy little cat? She’s not a pet, Jo! She is not a toy, as I’ve been telling you since the
         child was six years old! She’s not an accessory made to match one of your gowns, to be picked up and coddled when you remember
         her, then forgotten when you’re too busy with your social calendar.”
      

      
      “How dare you criticize me? I’ve done the best I can to raise her—I’m not her mother! Well, she’s turned out better than your
         pair of spoiled harpies!”
      

      
      “You insult my daughters?” he had bellowed. “No more, Josephine! I will not stand for this. Your foolishness has done enough
         harm to our niece’s life! I’m taking Carissa to London, and that is my decision. I’m her legal guardian, so perhaps I am ultimately
         to blame. She only remained with you on my permission, which is hereby revoked!”
      

      
      Brother and sister had not spoken since.

      
      Carissa hated having been responsible for such a monstrous family row. Aunt Jo had flounced off on a long Grand Tour, while
         Lord Denbury had duly brought Carissa up to Town.
      

      
      After a stern dressing down that had put the very fear of God in her, he had installed her in his home as a lesser member
         of his family, under his protection, just in case any more seducers drew a target on her chest.
      

      
      But he had kept her secret, and as she hurried up the stairs, Carissa understood full well that another mis-step off the straight
         and narrow path would not be tolerated.
      

      
      She’d be tossed out into the street or maybe sent to a nunnery. To this day, her uncle eyed her with private distrust and disapproval. Her only grace was that he had not told
         a soul, not even his own wife, about what had happened in Brighton. To be sure, Lady Denbury would not have allowed her into
         the house if she knew. She would not have wanted Carissa contaminating her own daughters.
      

      
      Only three people in the world besides herself knew her shame—her aunt and uncle, and the lying cad who had deceived her.
         She prayed every night Roger Benton had not told anyone about how he’d succeeded with her. That had been the arrangement:
         a sum of gold in exchange for his secrecy. A nice little nest egg so he could continue his artistic pursuits. No one wanted
         to pay for his stupid rhymes, after all. He was no Byron.
      

      
      No wonder she was shaken that Lord Beauchamp had seen through her mask of purity, she admitted to herself. As she reached
         the top of the stairs, she vowed for the eighth or ninth time in as many days that she would not be going near him again.
         And her vow held—until she reached the little door to the Denbury theatre box, where she paused uneasily.
      

      
      He’s going to die.
      

      
      If she went through that door, returned to her seat, and pretended nothing had happened, she might well end up with blood
         on her hands.
      

      
      His blood.

      
      Another loss. And this one would be her fault, because, owing to anger and pride, she had chosen to say nothing when she could
         have spoken up and warned him of the danger.
      

      
      Blast it, she should have told him plainly what she had seen, not because he deserved it, but because it was the right thing
         to do.
      

      
      
      She closed her eyes. Oh, Lord, what have I done? Had she no conscience? She glanced back woefully toward the stairs, then bit her lip in indecision. What is there to decide? His life could be at stake. You must go after him.
      

      
      Warn him, like you should have done before. At least you have to try.
      

      
      She just hoped she wasn’t already too late.
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      What an utter headache of a female!
      

      
      Who did she think she was to take him to task for his lack of morals—his mother? Actually, his mother was worse in that department
         than he, Beau mused as he stalked across the wide, opulent lobby of the theatre, still fuming.
      

      
      He really did not need that mere slip of a girl pointing out things he preferred to gloss over, like the ugly side of the
         haut ton’s favorite sport: infidelity.
      

      
      Indeed, he knew firsthand how it devastated families, having watched it tear his own parents apart.

      
      He did not like thinking about it. He pushed it out of his mind. It was just the way of the world, and to protest it would
         be to admit how badly it had hurt him as a boy.
      

      
      To say nothing of how it had hurt his father.

      
      Trust your mates and your horses, lad, an embittered Lord Lockwood had once told his eleven-year-old heir, in trying to explain why Mother would live in Town from now on by herself. Care for a woman, and she’ll rip your heart in half. You want loyalty, his father had advised him, get a dog.
      

      
      Bloody hell, he did not even feel like sleeping with that duchess anymore, but stubbornly, it was a matter of principle now.
         He was not about to let that vexing redhead win. With a growl under his breath, he strode into the hallway off the lobby,
         heading for the discreet back exit.
      

      
      Thrusting Carissa Portland out of his mind, he fixed his thoughts on the night’s rendezvous. The deliciously sinful Duchess
         of Somerfield would be along shortly, then they’d leave together as planned.
      

      
      At the back door of the theatre, Beau paused and from long-paranoid habit, bent to slip his pistol out of the ankle holster
         concealed beneath his trouser leg. He moved the weapon to the back of his waistband, where it would be in easier reach if
         needed but still concealed beneath his coat.
      

      
      Then he laid hold of the door and pushed it open, stepping out into the alley, where she had told him to meet her. They’d
         take her carriage from there, and go wherever she pleased—if they made it that far. The carriage itself would serve, for all
         he cared.
      

      
      The cool night air washed over him as the door closed behind him. He welcomed its calming chill, trying to shake off his frustration
         with Carissa.
      

      
      What was it about her? Why should he even care what she thought of him?

      
      He took a step into the alley, but before his eyes could adjust to the darkness, a stealthy black shadow detached from the
         wall to his right and suddenly slammed into him, driving him back against the door.
      

      
      
      Beau barely had time to react. The figure came at him, grabbing his right arm as he reached for his gun, as though anticipating
         his movement. The moonlight flashed on the silver blade pressed flat against his neck as a voice spoke: “Good evening, Sebastian.”
      

      
      “Nick?” Beau froze in stunned recognition, making no attempt to fight back. He stared in shock at his long-missing brother warrior.
         “You’re alive!”
      

      
      He was instantly released. “Sorry, old boy.” Nick let go of him, brushed off his coat with a no-harm-done motion, then he
         stepped back warily, letting Beau come away from the door. “Wasn’t sure what you might’ve heard about me. Had to make sure
         you didn’t come out swinging.”
      

      
      “Swinging? I thought I was coming out here to get laid.”

      
      Nick grinned. “Well, don’t look at me.” The tension began easing from his face.

      
      Amazed laughter broke from him. Beau clapped him in a bear hug, his throat tightening with emotion. Joy and relief clashed
         with shock inside him. “Jesus, man, where the hell have you been? We’ve had no word of you in months. Are you all right?”
      

      
      “I’m fine.”

      
      “Are you?” Beau stepped back and studied him. Though he was overjoyed to see his boyhood friend alive, he could not shake the
         feeling that something wasn’t right.
      

      
      Nick looked scruffy and a bit unkempt, with a few days’ beard roughening his jaw and his black hair grown long and rather
         wild. But all in all, he seemed none the worse for wear.
      

      
      Beau shook his head. “What happened? Where’s Trevor? Why haven’t you been in contact?”

      
      
      “Trevor’s safe, don’t worry,” Nick assured him. “He got shot in Spain, but he’s recovering.”

      
      “Where?”

      
      “Back of the right shoulder. Bullet punched through and broke his clavicle, but I got him out of harm’s way and have been
         looking after him ever since. He’ll be fine.”
      

      
      Beau glanced around the alley. “Is he here?”

      
      “No, best to keep him out of trouble in his current state.”

      
      “What kind of trouble are you expecting?” Beau sent an uneasy glance around the alley. Might they soon have company? “Were
         you followed?”
      

      
      “I don’t think so. Listen,” Nick said darkly, “I heard about Virgil.”

      
      The reminder of their handler’s death jarred him. Beau gave him a somber nod. “Rotherstone’s team is abroad right now. They’re
         going to get the son of a bitch who killed him.”
      

      
      “Do we know who did it?”

      
      “Niall Banks,” Beau answered.

      
      Nick raised his eyebrows. “Malcolm’s son?”

      
      “Well—yes and no. Turns out there’s a good chance Niall was actually Virgil’s own son, not his nephew.”

      
      “What?”

      
      “Believe me, this revelation took all of us by surprise. Turns out Virgil and his brother were both in love with the same
         woman years ago, or something like that.” Beau shrugged. “So, Niall could’ve been fathered by either one of them.”
      

      
      “Damn,” he said.

      
      “Aye. We captured Niall while you were gone, and hang me if the old man and his supposed ‘nephew’ didn’t look exactly alike. Never saw that Highlander so out of sorts.”
      

      
      Nick shook his head.

      
      “Unfortunately, we’ve got more trouble on top of Virgil’s death,” Beau continued in a hushed tone. “Drake Parry, the Earl
         of Westwood—you know him?”
      

      
      “Know of him.”
      

      
      “Seems he’s turned against us. His team was killed in Germany. He was captured. Tortured. The Prometheans addled his wits
         so badly we think they may have turned him into one of them.”
      

      
      Nick looked taken aback at this.

      
      “If Rotherstone can’t catch him, they’re going to have to put him down.”

      
      “Well, that is the standard protocol, isn’t it?” Nick murmured cynically as he dropped his gaze.

      
      Beau nodded. “I’ve been waiting for word from Rotherstone to let me know if they’ve dealt with Niall or Drake yet, and when
         they’re coming back. Right now, all I know is that when they return, we’ll have the memorial service for Virgil up in Scotland.”
         Then he shook his head again, still shocked to the marrow to see his friend alive, standing there, unscathed, in front of
         him.
      

      
      He had been bracing himself for weeks now for the worst. “I was half-convinced we’d be holding services for you and Trevor,
         too. Man, it is so good to see you.”
      

      
      “You, as well. Sorry for putting you through all that. It couldn’t be avoided.”

      
      “What the hell happened?” Then he clapped him on the shoulder. “Why don’t you tell me over a pint? I take it my lady friend
         isn’t coming,” he added dryly.
      

      
      Nick smiled. “No, she’s not.”

      
      Beau snorted. “Thanks for the message, you bastard.”

      
      
      “Anytime.”

      
      “So, you want to go sit in a pub, or Dante House—”

      
      “Can’t. I don’t have much time.” Nick seemed awfully restless, glancing over his shoulder again.

      
      “All right,” Beau said cautiously. “Give me the abridged version, then. Where’ve you been? I’ve had every asset in Europe
         on the hunt for you and Trevor.”
      

      
      “I know. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” Nick turned and gave him a hard stare. “I need you to call off your dogs,
         Beauchamp.”
      

      
      “Pardon?”

      
      “Stop looking for me.”

      
      “Well, obviously.” Beau furrowed his brow. “You’re standing right in front of me. You’re back.”

      
      “Not exactly.”

      
      “What do you mean?”

      
      He gave him a hard look. “I’m done. With the Order. I want out,” he said. “I’m not coming back.”

      
      “What?”
      

      
      “I quit. I’ve done my service. I think I’m entitled to have my own life now,” Nick said coolly. “War’s over. Napoleon’s done
         for. Prometheans all but crushed. It’s time for me to move on, and I trust you’ll stay out of my way.”
      

      
      “Move on?” Beau echoed in disbelief, even more stunned at such talk than he had been at finding Nick alive. “Is that what
         you came to tell me? That’s it?”
      

      
      “Aye. That’s it.”

      
      “Hold on,” he ordered, grabbing Nick by the shoulder as he started to turn away. “You know bloody well that isn’t how it works.
         You’re not ‘done.’ You took the vow. The Order is for life.”
      

      
      “Says who? Virgil? He’s dead.” Nick looked down at Beau’s hand grasping his coat. Then he shook his head. “No. I’ve given enough for King and country. I can’t do it anymore. I just want out.”
      

      
      “Nick, you can’t mean this.”

      
      “Oh, but I do!” he retorted. “It’s time for me to start looking out for myself. Not all of us were born with a silver spoon
         in our mouth, Beauchamp.”
      

      
      “Oh God, Nick.” The blood drained from his face. “You got into trouble at the gaming tables again.”

      
      “We all have our vices. Don’t try to play the saint with me! You of all people. You and your women. But no matter. I’ve found
         a solution. There are people out there willing to pay large sums of gold for a chap with my talents.” He held up his gun and
         smiled.
      

      
      Beau stared at him in shock. “You’ve turned mercenary?” A new thought gripped him. He stepped toward Nick more aggressively.
         “Where is Trevor, exactly? He’d never go along with this. However disillusioned you may be, he would never quit. What have you done
         with him?”
      

      
      “Now, now—”

      
      “I swear, if you’ve harmed him, so help me—”

      
      “Nothing is going to happen to Trevor as long as you call off your dogs,” Nick replied in an oh-so-reasonable tone. He held
         his stare in warning. “Just let me go, Beau, and forget we ever had this conversation. Write me off for dead in the Order’s
         casualty rolls for all I care. It’s not like anyone’s going to miss me.”
      

      
      “Nick! Write you off for dead?” He was so astonished at what he was hearing, he could barely speak. “Have you lost your mind?”

      
      “My shirt, is more like it. You should mark me down as fallen.” He nodded. “It’ll be easiest that way.”

      
      “I’m not going to lie to the Order for you! Look, if it’s a matter of money, I can lend you—”

      
      
      “No! Thank you—but no. No more of your charity, generous as you are. You were always a true friend to me, Beauchamp. That’s
         why I came to say this to your face.”
      

      
      Beau’s heart slammed in his chest as he stared at Nick in disbelief. “What, that you’re a traitor?”

      
      “No, I’m not a traitor, I just want out,” he answered wearily.

      
      “We’re all tired, Nick, believe me. But this is so close to being over. If you could just wait—”

      
      “It’s no use. I have to go.” He turned away.

      
      “I’m afraid I can’t allow that.” He cocked his pistol and aimed it at his friend, ignoring the anguish of having no choice
         but to do so.
      

      
      Nick looked back at him, glanced at the gun, then met his gaze with a hard, challenging stare. “You really want to do this,
         brother?”
      

      
      “I keep my vows,” he said quietly.

      
      Nick sighed and stared up at the sky. “Beau, Beau. You always were the true believer, weren’t you? Bloody flower o’ chivalry.
         We were only boys when we were recruited. What choice did we ever have?”
      

      
      “The Order is our heritage. And our duty.”

      
      He laughed softly and looked at the ground. “You are so amusing. God.” He shook his head. “I don’t have time for this. Good-bye.”

      
      “I’ll shoot you if I have to.”

      
      “Don’t you get it? None of this is worth it. You weren’t there, Beau. When Trevor got shot, I thought we’d lost him. Fortunately,
         he’s strong, and he survived. But the moment I saw him get hit, that was the last straw for me. Do you think those bastards
         farther up the chain of command give a damn about what happens to any of us?”
      

      
      
      He swallowed hard. “Nick, we need you in the fight.”

      
      “Sorry, I guess I’m just not as selfless as the rest of you. I’m only in London on a job. Tell the others whatever you deem
         best, team leader. I’ll stay out of your way, and theirs, if you’ll stay out of mine. Maybe I’ll go off and live on an island
         somewhere once I’ve made my fortune,” he added with a rueful half smile. “If I hear anything new about the Prometheans in
         my travels, I’ll be sure and send you word. In the meantime, I don’t want the Order following me, sending snipers. I’m keeping
         Trevor as collateral to ensure they don’t.”
      

      
      “I want to see him first.”

      
      “You can’t. I’m afraid you’ve got to trust me.”

      
      “Trust you? After this? Maybe you’re bluffing! You’re the great gambler, after all. How do I know he isn’t dead?”

      
      “Ah, you know me well enough to tell when I am bluffing, Beauchamp. I’ve told you the truth. He’s alive and well. Not happy,”
         Nick conceded, “but he’ll stay unscathed as long as the Order leaves me alone. Otherwise, he may never get to see his little
         fiancée ever again.”
      

      
      Beau could not bring himself to believe Nick would really hurt the third member of their team. Trevor was like a brother to
         them both. But this whole episode had caught him so completely off guard that at the moment, he wondered if he could even
         trust his own judgment of the situation, especially when, deep down, some of the things that had disillusioned Nick resonated
         with him, too.
      

      
      God knew, he understood exactly how Nick felt. He just chose to ignore those feelings, along with so much else in his heart.

      
      “Please don’t do this, Nick,” he said evenly, summoning every ounce of calm, reassuring authority he had ever possessed as team leader. “It can still be fixed. Whatever’s happened,
         you know you have my help. I am your brother, and I always will be. Just tell me what you need. Money I can loan you. Influence.
         I’ll go and talk to the Elders with you—”
      

      
      “Enough! I fight my own battles, and I’m sure as hell not dragging you down with me. Do you think I want it this way? It’s
         how it has to be. I should’ve taken this option long ago. It suits my nature, the mercenary life,” he said with a grim smile.
         “I take work when I want it. Turn it down when I don’t like the look of it. Every job’s at my discretion. No one’s giving
         me orders. I make up the rules myself. You should join me, Beau. You really should. Not that you need the money, but it’s
         a hell of a lot of fun.”
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