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Chapter One
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IT WAS, LADY ELIZABETH BANNING thought ruefully as she looked up into the reddening face of her latest fiancé, all the fault of her damnable temper. Again.

“Are you telling me that you’re jilting me?” William demanded incredulously. The Earl of Rosen was of average height, with a slightly stocky build that Beth suspected would, in middle age, run sadly to fat. But just now, at age twenty-six, his square jaw, regular features, speaking blue eyes, and thick fair hair worn à la Brutus were enough to ensure that he was held to be a very handsome man by those of the fairer sex—and which of them were not?—interested in such things. Of course, that assessment was undoubtedly helped along by the fact that he was also possessed of an income of something in the nature of twenty thousand pounds a year.

Which she was, regrettably, in the process of whistling down the wind.

“I am not jilting you. I am telling you that I feel we should not suit.”

Standing in front of one of the pair of tall windows, thickly curtained in claret velvet, that adorned the far wall of the small, book-lined library of Richmond House—the palatial London home of her brother-in-law the Duke of Richmond—with William less than an arm’s length away, Beth was conscious of a draft curling around her shoulders. They were left bare by the fashionable décolletage of her slim, high-waisted frock of gleaming gold silk, its color chosen with care to set off her fiery curls. Really, the room seemed surprisingly cold despite the fact that a fire crackled in the hearth in deference to the crisp temperatures of the early April night. Instead of shivering, though, she folded her arms over her chest, lifted her chin, squared her shoulders, and held William’s increasingly incensed gaze without flinching. Conversations of this sort were never easy, as she had learned from way too much experience. Still, it had to be done, and she had already put it off too long.

“You cannot be serious. My mother is here.” William was practically quivering with outrage. His mother, Lady Rosen, was one of the ton’s highest sticklers, and over the course of the last two Seasons had made no secret of her opinion that Beth was fast. Beth had little doubt that William’s announcement that he meant to marry her had brought floods of tears and recriminations down upon his head.

“I am really very sorry.” Beth looked up at him remorsefully. The idea that he had stood up to his formidable mother for her made her feel even guiltier. She was sorry. Their engagement, which at the moment was known only to their immediate families, was of a little more than a week’s duration, and she had regretted it within hours of accepting his offer. She should have told him so immediately, of course. But he was such an eligible parti, while she, at twenty-one and embarked on her third Season, was no longer in the first blush of youth and well past the age at which most of her contemporaries married. Having brought William up to scratch—mostly, she admitted to herself, to spite his acid-tongued sister—she had thought, hoped, wished that if she tried very hard this time, things might be different.

They were not. She had tried her best, and still her stubborn heart refused to cooperate. She liked William well enough. She did not, however, love him, and she knew now she never would.

She could not marry him.

Had she not, three weeks ago, overheard Lady Dreyer, William’s high-in-the-instep older sister, insisting to Princess Lieven, the most top-lofty of the Almack’s patronesses, that no matter how much he dangled after her William would never be so foolish as to make Lady Elizabeth Banning, with her shocking reputation and scandal-plagued bloodline, an offer, she would never have accepted him in the first place.

But she had overheard, and the die was cast. The remark had both hurt and infuriated her, and when William, with, admittedly, some considerable encouragement on her part, did indeed come up to scratch, she had accepted him on the spot. Suspecting even then that she would live to regret it, she had added the proviso that they tell no one outside their immediate families until her brother-in-law the Duke, who stood in place of her guardian since both her parents were dead, should come up from the country, from whence he had arrived, most unexpectedly, earlier that evening. Still, whispers of an engagement had run like wildfire around the ton, so much so that Beth had actually found herself in the absurd position of seriously considering marrying the man simply to keep the gossips from saying she was playing fast and loose with yet another gentleman’s affections.

Fortunately, she was not yet as foolish as that.

“I spoke to your brother-in-law not an hour since.” William was breathing hard and his hands had closed into fists at his sides. “I told him then that I hoped to be able to announce the engagement at midnight tonight, and he made no objection.”

“Which is why I am telling you now,” Beth said. Her older sister Claire, Duchess of Richmond, had told her of William’s conversation with her husband, which was why Beth was giving William his congé in the middle of Claire’s ball. The timing was less than ideal, Beth knew, and she blamed herself for delaying until circumstances forced her hand. William was angry, as he had every right to be. She, on the other hand, would remain cool and composed. With that laudable objective in mind, her tone was eminently reasonable, and she laid a placating hand on his forearm as she spoke. The sleeve of his bottle green satin coat, which he wore with a pale yellow waistcoat and white inexpressibles, felt smooth beneath her fingers, but the tension of the limb beneath spoke to how very far from being placated he actually was. “Before the announcement is made. That way, neither of us need suffer the slightest degree of embarrassment.”

“Embarrassment . . . ” William’s eyes bulged and his face went from puce to purple. “My God, they are already betting on it in the clubs. At White’s, the odds are five to one against me getting you to the altar and ten to one against you actually going through with the ceremony and becoming my wife.”

“How dreadful.” Beth was genuinely shocked. Her lips pursed, and she shook her head in disbelief as her hand dropped away from his arm. “Gentlemen will truly bet on anything.”

William sucked in air. “Is that all you can say?”

“I’m sorry,” she offered again. Muffled by distance, the lilting strains of the first notes of the quadrille reached her ears. They had exited in the midst of a country dance, which had clearly run its course. She had pounced on William as soon as she had spotted him in the ballroom, but as he was more than passing fond of his own voice, it had taken her some time to detach him from the group he’d been edifying with a detailed account of his role in some long-past hunt. Now, with the quadrille striking up, Mr. Hayden, to whom she rather thought she’d promised the next dance, would be searching for her. Time to end this. “But when you have had time to reflect a little, I’m sure you will agree with me that it’s for the best. Truly, we should not suit.”

“But . . .”

Prolonging this served no purpose. She started to turn away, adding with finality, “Pray excuse me. I must return to the ballroom now.”

“Wait.” He caught her arm above the elbow, his fingers gripping just a little too hard for comfort. She turned back to him with raised brows. “It’s too late to draw back. I’ve sent the announcement to the papers. It is to run in tomorrow’s edition.”

“Oh, no.” Beth thought of the torrent of gossip that would sweep over her—over her family, over William and his family—in the wake of her publicly crying off from yet another engagement, and she winced inwardly. There was already so much notoriety attached to the Banning family name that this would be in the nature of heaping coals upon an already smoldering fire. The resulting blaze would be intense. Her eyes went to the clock on the mantel. It was a few minutes past eleven p.m. Almost certainly, the presses would already be printing. There was little chance of withdrawing the announcement now. “You should not have done so.”

“You mean, I should have remembered that you have jilted two previous fiancés and expected you would do the same to me?”

She didn’t like the tone of that, but she had to admit that, from William’s point of view, she probably deserved it.

In any case, there was no undoing what was done. She gave him a small, wry smile. “Well, at least you may take comfort in the fact that no one will attach the least blame to you.”

“You’re right about that.” From his expression, it was apparent the fact did not please him. “But the scandal will besmirch us all.”

Catching her other arm, William jerked her toward him. Taken by surprise, Beth found herself coming up tight against his chest. The top of her head reached the bridge of his nose, which meant that they were almost eye to eye for a pregnant moment as their gazes collided. Supremely conscious that she was in the wrong—and also that a good portion of the ton was present at her sister’s party and would thus be able to hear any loud altercation that occurred inside the library—she confined her reaction to firming her lips and narrowing her eyes at him warningly.

“William—” she began.

He rushed on, cutting her off, his fingers tightening around her arms until they dug painfully into her soft flesh, clearly undeterred by the fact that she was now rigid against him and her eyes were starting to shoot off sparks.

“But of course, this is nothing new to you, is it? I am but one in a long line, after all! You left Amperman practically on the steps of the church, and you threw Kirkby over less than a week before the wedding. I should have been warned. Indeed, I was warned! Everyone I hold dear advised me against making you an offer. She’s shameless, a hardened flirt, they said. There’s bad blood in that family. Look at the father, wed four times, a drunkard and a dreadful loose screw. Look at the sisters, both the subjects of sordid scandals. Shocking reputations, the pair of them, and the third girl’s no better, I was told more times than I can count. But more fool I, I chose to disregard those who I now perceive to have had my best interests at heart, even my own mother. And this, this is my reward!”

By the time he finished, he was breathing hard. The ambiversions he had cast on her sisters’ characters caused Beth’s slim black brows to snap together in an ominous line over her delicate nose. Her delft blue eyes took on a decidedly militant sparkle, and a flush—that curse of all redheads—heated her porcelain skin. Still, mindful of the gathered company that would dearly love to add yet another page to her family’s already overflowing book of sins, she kept her composure, albeit with an effort.

“If this is how you see fit to behave, I am very glad I decided we should not suit.” Her tone was icy, and she disdained to struggle, although she had little doubt that she would have bruises on the morrow from where his fingers were digging into her arms. “Unhand me, if you please. I repeat, our engagement is at an end, and I wish to return to the company.”

“Unhand you?” William’s mouth took on an ugly twist, and a hard gleam appeared in his eyes. He shook his head at her. “Oh, no. You’ll not play fast and loose with me. I’ve not the smallest desire to become the laughingstock of White’s, or the subject of my friends’ pity, or the world’s jests. You gave your word, and now you will marry me.”

“Now there you’re out: I won’t.” There was a decided snap to her voice as her patience frayed. Beth attempted to pull her arms free without success, her determination to be cool and collected almost lost in a hot rush of temper, which she just managed to keep from getting the better of her by remembering the proximity of a potential audience. “Let me go at once.”

“No.” With a quick move that caught her by surprise, William snagged a hand in the neckline of her gown and yanked. The delicate silk tore like paper. Gasping, looking down at herself in disbelief, Beth realized that the top of her dress had been all but ripped away. Only the fluttering gold ribbons tied beneath her breasts kept the ruined garment from dropping to her feet. Except for the flimsy barrier of her near-transparent chemise, she was now naked almost to the waist. The firm white curves of her generous bosom swelled indecently above the filmy muslin undergarment that revealed almost as much as it concealed.

“What the blazes do you think you’re doing?” Her eyes flew to his even as her hand clapped over her décolletage in an attempt to shield as much of her flesh as possible from his view. For the moment at least, the shock of it was enough to practically immobilize her. “You must be mad.”

“Aren’t you going to scream? Half the ton will no doubt come barreling to your rescue if you do.” He gave her a sneering smile. As Beth attempted to jerk her arm free, his fingers tightened until they were digging into her in a grip that no amount of tugging could break. If she hadn’t been so angry—and so increasingly alarmed—she would have winced at the pain of it. “I, of course, will explain that I was simply overcome with lust for my affianced wife, and you—you will have a choice of marrying me at once, or being utterly, completely ruined.”

Beth instantly envisioned the scenario he described and was appalled. Smirking, he grabbed the shoulder of her chemise and yanked. The flimsy cloth ripped with a sharp tearing sound. Only her hand pressed to her breasts kept the garment from disintegrating completely, and prevented her from being utterly exposed.

“You pig. Let me go!” Maddened, Beth kicked him, but from his reaction, or, rather, the lack of it, it was clear the contact hurt her toes in their soft slippers more than it did his rock-solid shin. Hampered by her inability to use either hand, she nevertheless fought furiously to tear herself free. “I’ll never marry you. Never, do you hear? No matter what.”

Despite her rising fury, Beth was careful to keep her voice down lest someone in the milling company that filled the house to overflowing should overhear. To her horror, she realized that he was right in his estimation: if anyone found them like this, the scandal would be insupportable. If they didn’t wed immediately, the doors of polite society would be closed to her forever. She would be well and truly ruined. The prospect was terrifying. Though she might flirt with being outrageous, and enjoy fulfilling the expectations of those who called her scandalous just to prove that their gossip meant nothing to her, she had no stomach for finding herself a true pariah. And the resulting firestorm of scandal would scorch her family, too.

“Oh, I think you will.” William smiled that sneering smile at her again even as her eyes shot pure poison at him. Then, grabbing her other arm in such a way that she lost her protective grip on her tattered chemise, which immediately fell so that her breasts were now completely bared, he took a good, long look—and shoved her roughly away from him.

“Oh!” Taken by surprise, Beth staggered backward. The small, sharp cry escaped her lips before she could clamp them together, but she managed to swallow the rest of it even as the edge of the Egyptian-style settee caught the back of her knees. She lost her balance, sitting down hard upon the slippery silk seat.

“You’ll pay for this, you . . .” There were no words bad enough to do her feelings justice. She’d started to bounce back up, quivering with fury, both fists at the ready, and never mind that she was now in truth indecent, when he threw himself on top of her, forcing her down into the settee. He lay on top of her, his weight pinning her down, his hands imprisoning her wrists, licking and kissing the delicate cord at the side of her neck.

Beth shuddered with revulsion. She heaved beneath him, jerking her head to one side, craning her neck to escape his disgusting onslaught, all to no avail.

“Get off me! You disgust me, you cretin.” The fact that she hissed rather than screamed the words at him in no way detracted from their venom. “How dare you attack me like this? How dare you?”

“You’ll wed me, one way or another.”

“Pray disabuse yourself of that notion! I never will!”

His lips, open and wet, found her averted mouth then, and to her disgust he thrust his thick, wet tongue inside, so far that it felt like it was going all the way down her throat. Gagging, cringing with distaste, suppressing a scream only with the greatest of effort, Beth tore her mouth free, bucking and writhing like a mad thing in a frenzied effort to extricate herself. Her efforts paid off: dislodged, he fell heavily to the floor. Unfortunately, he took her with him, then flipped her onto her back and flung himself atop her again even as she tried to scramble away. The impact knocked the air from her lungs. He trapped her with his weight, grabbing her fists and forcing them above her head, where he pinned them to the thick Turkish carpet. The hard round buttons on his coat and waistcoat dug into her tender breasts as he ground his lower body suggestively against hers.

Dear God, I hate this, she thought, revolted. And she knew that this, this imposition of his flesh on hers, was at least part of the reason why she could not stomach the idea of marriage. To give a man the right to use her so at will . . .

She could not do it.

“Get off me! Get off, do you hear?”

Panting, struggling for all she was worth, she merely succeeded in shifting them both sideways. Breathing hard, still firmly atop her, he forced his knee between hers. He was, Beth was sickened to realize, glancing down between them to ogle her breasts.

“You’ll sing quite another tune when you are my wife.” His voice was thick. He licked his lips. His eyes still fixed to her bosom, he lowered his head . . .

“Get off.”

He meant to put his mouth on her breasts.

“No.”

Galvanized by revulsion, heart thumping wildly, fighting to get away with every ounce of strength she possessed, Beth managed to jerk an arm free at last. His attention thankfully diverted, he grabbed for it, but she was too fast: fist clenched, she punched him in the temple so hard her knuckles stung.

“Ahh.” He reared up with a curse, face contorting viciously, and grabbed for her hands—both were free now—as she pounded him about the head and shoulders.

“Think you there will be no reckoning for this, you want-wit? I’ll see you dead over it.”

“Wed, rather,” he panted.

“Never.”

Shaking with fury and fear, heaving in a futile attempt to throw him off, she went for his eyes with her nails. There was now no doubt in her mind that, if she didn’t stop him by screaming for assistance or some other means, he meant rape.

Even as her nails gouged his skin he slapped her, the blow heavy and shocking. The force of it caused her head to snap to one side and briefly disordered her senses.

“Strumpet. Jezebel. Jade. I’ll school you to mind your manners with me. When you are my wife . . .”

Stunned, Beth lost the sense of his words as she found herself staring blindly into the fire. It twinkled merrily at her, oblivious to her distress, and she realized that she was now lying within arm’s reach of the fireplace. Then he caught her chin, wrenched her face around, and ground his mouth into hers again.

No. No.

At the renewed assault of that sluglike tongue, Beth went cold with horror. She felt a wave of nausea.

The fireplace tools.

The image of them as she had just seen them standing beside the hearth snapped into sudden sharp focus in her mind.

They were close. Within reach.

No sooner did she realize that than she reached out for them, her groping fingers finding and identifying the ornate silver stand, the small broom, the poker. His mouth left hers—I’m going to be sick, she thought—only to find her throat again; he caught her tangled skirt and dragged it up, over her knees, despite her struggles.

Her fingers closed desperately around the poker’s smooth iron shaft. An instant later the heavy metal bar arced through the air as she slammed it down smartly against the back of his head.

To her alarm, William merely stiffened, shaking his head a little, his eyes widening as his head came up just enough so that he could stare down at her in disbelief. Terrified that she had not done the thing properly, she hit him again with all her might. The resultant thunk made her think of a melon splitting.

He made a little sound like a kitten mewling.

Heart pounding like a runaway horse, she watched with a kind of dreadful fascination as his eyes rolled back in his head and his mouth went horribly slack. Then he collapsed on top of her without another sound, pure dead weight.

Thank God, was her first thought. Her second was, Oh, no, have I killed him?

Shaking, heart thudding, breath rasping in her throat as she struggled to suck air into her lungs, Beth lay beneath his motionless body for a moment in near shock as visions of her own lifeless body swinging from the gallows at Tyburn flooded her mind. Then she realized that she could feel his chest moving, hear the faint wheeze of his breathing, and felt a quick upsurge of relief.

Not dead, then.

With that reassuring thought, she recovered some of her wits, and realized she had to move at once lest William regain consciousness, or—and she couldn’t decide which was worse—someone should come in and discover them. Gritting her teeth, willing her poor trembling body to move, she tried to wriggle out from beneath him without success. Unfortunately, there was no budging him. He was simply too heavy.

I’m trapped. What now?

From the distant ballroom, she heard the last flourishing notes of the quadrille, and panic seized her. At any moment someone could open the library door and find them like this.

The specter of ruin flashed hideously in her mind’s eye. But even ruin, she decided in that instant, was better by far than being wed to this man.

But neither was obviously preferable.

Beth never knew from whence she summoned the strength to shove him off, but she found it. Wedging both hands beneath his shoulder, she heaved, then heaved again—and it was enough. William rolled limply onto his back, his outflung hand catching and parting the sumptuous velvet curtains that they had been standing in front of earlier, when she had first told him that the engagement was off.

She had just rolled onto her hands and knees in preparation for jumping to her feet when something caught her eye. Impossibly, a boot was planted there between the curtains. A man’s large black riding boot, scarred and creased from wear, and liberally flecked with mud.

For the space of a couple of heartbeats, her gaze stuck there, riveted.

The boot was attached to a leg, Beth saw as her gaze rose along it inexorably. A long, muscular leg encased in snug black trousers. The leg was attached to lean masculine hips . . .

It was then, with a jolt of pure shock, that the truth registered: there was a man standing in the window embrasure. Until that moment he had been concealed behind the curtains. A tall, broad-shouldered, darkly handsome stranger clad all in black save for the merest hint of white that was his shirt, silhouetted against the grayer black of the moonlit night beyond. His lean face was absolutely expressionless. His crow black hair was tied back in a queue. Without the muffling effect of the heavy curtains, cold air rushed in across the small balcony that overlooked the garden. Remembering the earlier draft on her shoulders, Beth felt certain that the tall French window had been open all along.

He had climbed in through the window . . . Why?

Having shot to his face, her eyes now locked with his. They were as black and hard as pieces of jet. Cold, pitiless eyes that stared narrowly back at her, their expression so menacing that her breath caught.

In that frozen instant she realized, too, that he held a pistol in one hand.

Beth’s eyes widened. Her heart skipped a beat. Her mouth went dry.

Said pistol was now aimed directly at her.



Chapter Two
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TO FIND HIMSELF DISCOVERED BY a big-eyed chit was, to say the least, inconvenient, Neil Severin reflected grimly. And never mind that she was young, beautiful, and half naked, flashing as delectable a pair of round, creamy, strawberry-tipped breasts at him as he had seen in quite a while. He quickly closed his mind to the pretty display, blocking it out with practiced ease, just as he blocked out all other potential distractions as and when they occurred. His mission was simple: gain access to the house, locate and assassinate his target, then vanish into the night. Invisibility was his stock in trade. No one ever saw him come; no one ever saw him go.

Until now.

“Who the devil are you?” she demanded in a voice that, not surprisingly, shook noticeably.

At that, his gaze met hers. Her challenging expression and strong language surprised him a little. As a sheltered young lady of quality, which he was almost certain she was, she should by rights have been in the throes of hysterics about now, in the aftermath of what she had just endured. Certainly she should have been frightened of him. A stranger to her, and standing concealed behind a curtain, no less, he was a muscular three inches over six feet tall, wide of shoulder and chest, dark as a Spaniard, unkempt from two hard, near-sleepless days and nights in the saddle, with an air about him that had been described as everything from forbidding (at his best) to downright cruel—and he was aiming a pistol at her. Not that it seemed to intimidate her to any observable degree.

As she spoke, her brows snapped together into a frown, and she sank back into a kneeling position from which she continued to observe him keenly. Her eyes moved over his face in a way that told him she wasn’t likely to forget a single feature any time soon. With one hand she grabbed at the shimmering gold and cream remnants of her bodice and undergarment and pressed what she could gather up to the truly dazzling curves of her bosom in a less than successful attempt at reclaiming her modesty. In her other hand she clutched something—the poker with which she had dispatched her attacker, he saw as he squinted at it with reluctant interest. With the tiniest flicker of stirring curiosity, he wondered if she was possibly entertaining the thought of using it as a weapon against him. After all, as the evidence of the unconscious man sprawled on his back on the carpet beside her illustrated, it had served just such a purpose, admirably, only moments before, which might have infused her with several degrees more confidence than was good for her. Oddly enough, considering the circumstances, her slightly husky voice was low, as if she didn’t care to be overheard. It occurred to him then that she hadn’t screamed, not at her discovery of him, which had to have been disconcerting to say the least, and not during her recent contretemps with the man she had felled.

Not once.

His interest thoroughly piqued, he wondered why, and regarded her with heightened attention.

“I said, who are you?” she demanded. Her voice was still unnaturally low, but steady. Her frown had deepened into a full-blown scowl.

Neil studied her with the quizzical gaze he might have turned on a strange insect under a microscope. Far from being afraid of him, she now looked almost belligerent, glaring at him through narrowed eyes, her brows meeting over her dainty nose, her grip tight on the poker as if she would spring up and attempt to clout him over the head with it if his answer didn’t suit. Unexpectedly, the idea of being attacked by this redheaded slip of a girl tickled his funny bone.

Amusement had become sufficiently rare in his life that he noticed and savored the sensation. And was determined to prolong it, if only for a moment or two.

“A better question, I think, would be, what have you done?” His voice, as always, was deep and gravelly, if slightly rusty-sounding from disuse. His tone was impressively awful. His eyes flicked meaningfully from the poker to the man sprawled beside her. Immediately she looked stricken, glancing down at the insensate man with guilt and worry written all over her face. “Robbery? Attempted murder? The authorities are quite harsh with either, in my experience. I would say you’re looking at Newgate at the very least.”

“I—I . . .” she stammered as her gaze slid over her victim, but then she took a deep breath and lifted her eyes to meet his, her mouth firming.

“It was no such thing,” she said, with a haughty lift of her chin. Despite the circumstances—and the enticing jiggle of her barely covered bosom—she could have been a duchess surveying a chimney sweep. “And you haven’t answered my question.”

“Haven’t I?” He stepped out from behind the curtain and moved toward her. If a thing must be done, ’twas best done quickly, to quote—or more likely misquote—Shakespeare. His education had been so brief, and abandoned so long ago, that he could never be sure.

In any case, it was the sentiment, not the words, that mattered.

The lady was young, lovely, amusing, and clearly high-couraged, but very much in his way. Moreover, she had seen him, not just a glimpse but well enough to identify him if it ever came to that. The prudent thing to do was to kill her, not with a shot—that would bring the house down about his ears; he had only drawn his pistol in the first place because he had been startled to find an altercation taking place inside the room he had chosen for his entry—but quickly and silently.

Just walk toward her, snap her neck, and be done, he told himself. It would be the work of a few seconds merely. He could deliver another blow with the poker to the hapless gent on the floor—a killing blow, this time—and leave the two of them to be discovered later. Probably each would be blamed for the murder of the other.

Certainly no one would suspect him. He could simply disappear into the night and wait for his quarry to surface at another location at a different hour.

“No, you haven’t. And you might as well put that pistol away. I assure you it doesn’t frighten me in the least.”

He didn’t reply, having almost reached her and not wanting to prolong the contact any more than necessary. It really was a shame, but . . .

Something in either his actions or expression must have alarmed her despite the care he was taking not to frighten her into any precipitate action, because she shot to her feet as he drew close. Holding the poker threateningly aloft in one hand, she attempted to stare him down, a difficult task when he was nearly a foot taller and far larger than she was. Plus, the shreds of her bodice shifted with her every movement even as she tried to hold them in place, and her focus was clearly somewhat distracted by the exposure of her bosom.

Despite his best intentions, Neil could not stop his eyes from dropping to take in the view as a rosy bud of a nipple peeked out at him. She must have followed his gaze and glanced down at herself at just about the same time, because she made a small, sharp sound and clamped both arms over her chest. That had the desired result of hiding what she wished to hide, but then the alabaster upper slopes of her bosom swelled temptingly above her tightly folded arms, creating an effect that was almost equally luscious. Neil was conscious of a slight stirring of his body in response, and frowned. When he was working, he rarely got distracted. Her heightened color and defensive look as her eyes shot up to meet his gaze told him that she was aware of the direction his thoughts had taken, and felt at a distinct disadvantage. Her death grip on the poker didn’t abate, but it had, of necessity, shifted. The implement’s hard black shaft now angled absurdly up past her shoulder, and any credibility it had ever had as a weapon was lost.

“And why is that, pray?” he asked. To his own annoyance, he stopped walking a couple of feet short of his goal to engage her in more ill-advised conversation.

Her eyes never left his face.

“If you were to shoot me, any number of people would come bursting through that door before the sound faded. And you would find yourself taken in a trice.”

Neil felt another of those unexpected quivers of amusement. It was her bravado in the face of impossible circumstances, he thought, that was doing it. She was really quite out of the ordinary, and he surveyed her from head to toe with some regret. Killing her was not what he would choose to do could he see any real alternative. It was a waste, and he hated waste. She was the merest chit, and a raving beauty to boot. Her dishevelment, in his opinion, only enhanced her attraction. Besides possessing a truly magnificent bosom, she was temptingly shaped, slender yet curvaceous where a woman needed to be, of no more than medium height yet erect enough to appear taller. Her skin was a flawless, rose-flushed porcelain, and there was enough of it on display to make him certain that she was that way all over. Her face was not the perfect oval of a classic beauty. Instead, it was square-jawed and high-cheekboned, with a stubborn chin, a full-lipped, willful mouth, and deep blue eyes set off by thick black lashes and silky black brows that were, still, meeting above her elegantly carved nose in a ferocious frown. Her presumably once-elegant coiffure was wrecked, and her hair cascaded over her creamy bare shoulders in a profusion of tumbled waves that were the glorious red of Titian. Her expression, though, in no way mirrored one of that artist’s limpid beauties; the fire in the lady’s eyes as they collided with his blazed even hotter than her hair.

Out of the ordinary, indeed.

“I must certainly put away my pistol, then,” he said, and obligingly tucked his pistol away in his greatcoat pocket, then felt another flicker of amusement at her reaction. She gave a great sigh of relief—the soft white swell of her bosom heaved enticingly above her constricting arms as she did so—and most of the wariness left her face. With his pistol out of sight, it was clear she no longer considered him much of a threat. He had only to choose his moment now, and the thing was done. It would be over before she even knew what was happening. He was skilled enough that she would feel no pain.

A comforting thought, he concluded wryly.

She watched him still, her expression severe. “If you are a burglar, I must warn you that you are quite out in your timing: the house is full of people. There is a ball in progress just at this moment, you know. And perhaps this would be a good time to mention, too, that I have only to scream, and a hundred people will instantly come rushing to my aid.”

“Why don’t you, then?” he asked, genuinely curious. He almost wished she would scream. He would be upon her before the sound left her throat, of course, silencing her quickly and forever, his hand pushed by necessity, which would make this easier. It had been many years since he’d felt any hesitation at all about killing anyone, but he was conscious of having to deliberately keep reminding himself that in the name of self-preservation he had to kill her.

When his target died, as his target inevitably would, this too-beguiling chit would remember him. It would be trusting too much to luck to assume she would not then associate him with the event.

Get on with it, then.

His footsteps were entirely silent on the deep pile of the Oriental carpet as he closed the distance between them. Years of necessity had made it second nature for him to move without making a sound.

“Oh. Well,” she said. “As to that . . .”

She paused.

With interest, he watched the quick darkening of her eyes as self-consciousness suffused them. He was so close now that she had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze, leaving her slender, pale neck more vulnerable than she had any notion of. She was clearly, foolishly unafraid of him.

“I have no . . .” she started up again.

The man on the floor stirred and groaned. The lady jumped as if someone had grabbed her by the ankle, almost losing her grip on both the poker and her bodice in the process.

She took a couple of skittering steps back and looked down at her victim with wide-eyed dismay. The man on the floor lay once again motionless, eyes closed, jaw slack. Drool spilled from the corner of his mouth. A smear of blood was now visible through his fair hair. It was the only real indication that he was not simply asleep on the rug.

“Do you think he’ll die?” she asked anxiously. Neil looked into the big blue eyes that had lifted to meet his again and felt grim. She was very young, very sweet—and very much in his way.

“Probably not. It’s difficult to be certain, of course. Do you wish him to?” He took another step toward her, until he was close enough to once again smell the faint, lavender-tinged scent of her. Like the rest of her, it was unmistakably—and titillatingly—feminine. Up close, her skin had the soft, pearlescent gleam of ivory satin. He was certain it would be smooth to the touch—and warm.

It had been a while—a long while—since he’d been this close to this kind of woman. Young ladies of quality were thin on the ground in the places he regularly habituated.

“No, of course not. At least . . .”

She broke off, hesitating, glancing back at the man on the ground. Neil reached out and took the poker from her—she made no protest, seeming more glad than not to be relieved of its unwieldiness—then realized he was, in effect, hesitating, too. The poker posed not the slightest degree of hindrance to what he needed to do, and he knew it.

“Who is he?” Even as he laid the poker on the carpet, Neil recognized that in asking the question he was simply trying to delay the inevitable for a little longer. A glance upon entering the room had told him that the man on the floor was not his target. Therefore, he had no interest whatsoever in who he was. And yet he asked.

“Lord Rosen. He is—was—my fiancé.”

“Ah.”

The loathing in her voice was unmistakable. Having listened to the determined fight she had put up to defend her honor, Neil gave her full marks for emerging the victor in the encounter. Given her size and style, and the size and style of her assailant, he would have expected the outcome to be very different.

Not, he told himself, that he cared one way or the other.

He cared about doing his job, and that was all. That being the case, he needed to do what was necessary to repair this farcical situation, and be gone.

“Did you end your other two engagements with the same amount of, ah, ferocity?” he inquired, and had the felicity of watching her eyes darken still more with self-consciousness and her cheeks turn even rosier.

“You were listening!” she accused. Then, primming up her mouth, she added, “I’ve no intention of telling you anything at all until you tell me who you are—and why you came in through the window.”

Her tone was haughty, her gaze direct.

To his own amazement, Neil found himself teetering on the brink of being charmed.

“Perhaps I am a guest, and merely stepped behind the curtains and opened a window to blow a cloud without being disturbed. Unaware, of course, that you would soon be enacting your little drama in the very room I had chosen for my respite.”

With skepticism evident in the quick twist of her lips and lift of her eyebrows, she looked him up and down.

“Believe me, I am not such a flat as to fall for that.”

Her voice dripped scorn. He’d seen many a magistrate on the bench who did not look half so stern.

Again to his surprise, Neil found himself reacting with enjoyment.

Enough, he thought with grim resolve, and reached for her. At the same moment hurried footsteps and a girlish giggle could be heard just outside the door.

His newest target caught her breath.

“There shouldn’t be anyone in here,” a man said. A young man, from the sound of him. His words were muffled, but still clearly audible through the door.

“Oh, no,” she breathed, and cast a panicked glance up at him. “Shhh. We must hide. Hurry.”

Grabbing his hand, literally snatching it out of the air scant inches away from sliding around her neck, she dragged him after her as she rushed toward the window he had recently abandoned. Surprising him with her strength—and her ability to remember to keep an arm clamped over her breasts under what were clearly harrowing conditions—she shoved him into the embrasure and then crowded in behind him. With a single gliding step she positioned herself in front of him, standing with her back pressed to his front as she twitched the curtains closed, thus cutting off his view of the room.

Bemused, Neil found himself staring at lush folds of ruby velvet. How the hell had he allowed himself to be dragooned into a potential disaster like this? If they were discovered, there would be just that many more witnesses to be dispatched—or, alternatively, he might find himself looking at his own end, a notion that filled him with disgust at his own stupidity in allowing such a thing to happen.

Glancing down, he saw a mass of tumbled red curls and found his answer. Below that bright crown, the tip of her nose was just visible. Below that, creamy cleavage swelled temptingly. She was breathing fast, and he could feel the slight expansion of her rib cage as she drew in air. The scent of lavender teased his nostrils. Though he had no recollection of how they came to be there, his hands curled around her upper arms. Her skin was as warm, and as silky smooth, as he had imagined.

Damn it to hell and back anyway, you are not such a fool as this, he told himself. Then he realized that, clearly, he was.

His mouth turned down sharply at the corners. His hands tightened on her arms. She glanced up at him inquiringly, her big blue eyes and uptilted face disarmingly devoid of fear.

She had no idea of who or what he was, or the danger she was in.

Beyond the curtains, there was a faint sound: the door opening. Distant music. Laughter. His attention, and hers, shifted, fixing on what was happening beyond the curtains.

“Mama will miss me,” a girlish voice said, over the unmistakable sounds of two sets of footsteps entering the room. Neil felt his companion stiffening. She stood rigid against him now, and if she was breathing at all he couldn’t tell.

There was a faint click as the door closed again.

“A kiss. You promised me a kiss,” the young man beseeched. He and his companion were clearly inside the room now.

“Lud, I did no such thing.”

“You did.”

A coquettish giggle was followed by the kind of silence that spoke of a kiss taken or given. Neil tried to ignore the soft warmth of her, the unmistakably feminine fragrance, the tantalizing view, and failed abysmally.

Fool . . .

The door opened again. The sounds of music and laughter spilled into the room.

“Rory, whatever are you doing?” another girl scolded, low-voiced. “Mama’s looking for you!”

“Oh, bother!” The first girl sounded more annoyed than alarmed. “I must fly to the ladies’ retiring room, I suppose, and claim to have been there all along. Sonja, you won’t tell?”

“I should,” the other girl said.

“’Twas nothing—no harm . . .” the gentleman stammered.

“Our mama won’t think so, I promise you that.” The second girl’s voice was grim as she spoke over the quick shuffle of retreating footsteps. “She—”

The sound of the closing door cut her off. Nothing besides the faint, distant strains of ballroom music could now be heard beyond the curtains. Neil only realized that his hands were sliding sensuously down his companion’s arms when she gave a big sigh of relief and slipped free of his hold. But instead of running for her life, as he now almost wished she would do, she leaned forward slightly to peep out through the crack in the curtains. He could feel the firm roundness of her backside pressing solidly against the saddle-hardened muscles of his thighs.

His body’s instinctive response was inconvenient, perhaps, but not unexpected. It had been a long time since he had been with a woman. Longer still since the woman had been a lady. And this one was young and beautiful and really quite delectable.

A pity . . .

“They’re gone.” The relief in her voice was palpable. “Thank goodness they didn’t see him.”

By him, she was clearly referring to her fallen suitor.

Ignoring the reflexive tightening of his groin, Neil glanced at her neck and flexed his fingers. Dispatching her would take no more than seconds . . .

Before he could make a move, she stepped with blithe ignorance through the curtains, putting herself temporarily out of his reach. Neil silently cursed himself and followed. The perfect opportunity had been at hand and he had let it pass. That only made things more difficult for the both of them.

“This can’t go on,” she said, echoing his thoughts with uncanny precision. She had her back to him still, both arms clamped protectively over her swelling chest, staring down at the unconscious Lord Rosen as if deep in thought. She chewed her lower lip in some agitation. It was obvious that the hideous crocodile-carved settee had been her savior: it stood squarely between the man she had felled and the door, blocking the view of anyone who entered—at least until he walked farther into the room. “I have to do something.”

Indeed.

“It appears to me that the problem is, you already did.” His tone was dry as he stepped right up behind her again, resolved to get the job done and be gone before there were any more complications.

She glanced over her shoulder at him, frowning, her silky dark brows once again almost meeting over her small nose. Her spine stiffened; her shoulders squared. Then she turned to face him.

“I’ll make a bargain with you,” she said.



Chapter Three


[image: logo]

TO NEIL’S SURPRISE, THE IMAGE that flashed into his mind in that instant was Old Hook Nose surveying the field before sending his weary troops forth to engage the numerically superior enemy at Waterloo. It was an unwelcome flashback—he had never been an admirer of Wellington’s, and especially not on that day—but there it was.

As he had learned to his frequent displeasure over the years, there was no doing anything about stray memories. They popped up as and when they willed.

“What kind of bargain?” He knew he was a fool to ask. His fingers were already curving at his sides in anticipation of what had to be done. Her neck was slender, soft—a quick, hard snap and it would be over.

Get it done.

Her eyes held his. They had, he was bemused to discover, changed in a matter of seconds from deep, feminine blue to gunmetal gray.

“If you’ll help me, I won’t tell anyone about you.”

Her chin had the jut and her spine the ramrod stiffness of a soldier’s—no, a general’s. Wellington again.

Neil’s flexing hands stilled.

“Help you what?” The humor of seeing his former commanding officer in this silky-skinned Venus hit him then, and, most unexpectedly, his lips twitched. If she’d feared him at all, that fear was clearly long gone. She was regarding him with a martial light in her eyes that told him that to her mind, she was the one in charge. Clearly, the lady saw him as nothing more than the solution to her problem, with no idea whatsoever that her life hung by a thread. He’d dispatched so many souls over the years that killing was second nature to him now. As far as he was concerned, his victims had no humanity. They were just jobs to be completed as efficiently as possible. But this redheaded charmer had made herself vividly alive to him, and he was having to work to summon forth the emotionless killer he generally was.

“I have to get him”—glancing down, she prodded the slack-mouthed Lord Rosen with a disdainful, golden-shoed toe—“and myself out of here without anyone seeing us. If I don’t, if anyone discovers us like this, I will either be forced to wed him—which I won’t do—or be hideously, horribly ruined.” Her eyes met his. “You came in through the window. I thought perhaps you could help me lower him out of it, then lower me down as well. From there, I could get up to my bedchamber by the back staircase without anyone seeing me, I think. I could say that I gave William his congé, and he left, and I then went upstairs. And—and perhaps you could convey Lord Rosen home, or at least somewhere other than here?”

Her tone was hopeful. So were her eyes. His mouth tightened with impatience at himself even as his gaze slid reluctantly over her. Granted, she was beautiful and vulnerable and, yes, even somewhat ridiculously endearing with her resolute expression and glorious hair and arms folded tightly over her bountiful bare bosom—but she was also a danger to him. There was no getting around that. When the time came, she could bring ruination down upon him with just a few words.

Something of his inner battle must have shown in his face, because her eyes widened at him as she added hastily, “I have money, you needn’t worry. I’ll pay you for helping me. Pay you well.”

Neil suddenly made up his mind. It was stupid of him and he knew it was stupid of him, the kind of soft-headed error that could end up costing him dearly if, later, anything went wrong, but he realized in that instant that he was going to take a chance: he wasn’t going to kill her after all. She was lovely, charming, very young, and totally undeserving of death, an innocent who tonight had simply had the misfortune to find herself in the wrong place at the wrong time. And he wasn’t, he was surprised to realize, quite as devoid of human decency as he had long supposed.

To kill this girl simply because she’d had the misfortune to stumble across him was something that he simply did not want to do.

It seemed that the Angel of Death, as they called him in certain circles, had a heart after all.

Or if not a heart, then something. A shred of conscience remaining to him, maybe. Or at least a predator’s lack of interest in killing something that was not its natural prey.

He would take her bargain. As the decision crystallized, he felt the tense muscles of his neck and shoulders relax.

“Very well.” He hesitated, then pointed a monitory forefinger at her to underline the point. “But you must keep your end of it, mind.”

“You’ll help me? Oh, thank you!” Relief and gratitude blazed from her eyes, which were once again that beguiling delft blue. “You needn’t worry, I shan’t tell on you.” Then she made a quick, wry face at him. “Though if you are a burglar it is probably very wrong of me. If you would just engage to find some other residence—” Rosen groaned and she broke off, glancing down at her erstwhile suitor nervously. “Um—never mind. Can we hurry this along? Much longer and someone’s bound to discover us.”

Rosen was stirring in earnest now. The lady’s expression as she looked down at him turned truly alarmed. It appeared that he was, indeed, on the verge of regaining his senses at any moment.

Grimacing at his own folly, Neil moved with quick grace, leaning over the now groaning-in-earnest Rosen. By means of a quick, brutally efficient right to the jaw, he instantly restored him to total unconsciousness.

“Oh, well done,” the lady said with unmistakable admiration, and despite his own annoyance at himself and the situation, Neil almost smiled. The reaction felt strange, foreign even, and he realized that it had been a very long time indeed since he had relaxed enough to enjoy a situation the way he was starting to enjoy the fix he was in.

“Thank you,” he said. Then, by the simple expedient of hooking a hand in the collar of Rosen’s too-elaborate coat, he dragged him over to the window while his new partner in skullduggery followed anxiously along behind.

“Shall I help . . . ?” she began as the curtains billowed around them. She broke off as Neil flipped Rosen over onto his stomach, then reached down and grasped the seat of his breeches. A heave, and Rosen’s bulk was up and over the iron railing that edged the small stone ledge (it was too narrow to be properly termed a balcony) outside the window.

The man was heavy and limp as a sack of stones. For a moment, as his fingers tightened in it, Neil feared that the cloth he was grasping would not be up to the task. But the superfine breeches held. For an instant longer he dangled Rosen by them and the slippery satin collar of his coat, carefully positioning him, and then—not without some satisfaction—he let go.

Fortunate for you we’re just one story up, Neil thought as Rosen crashed into the welcoming arms of a stately privet. The prickly branches swallowed him up, all but hiding him from view. Only the faintest gleam of white from Rosen’s breeches pinpointed him in the bush.

There was a distant click as the door to the library opened. The sound was unmistakable. Behind him, the lady jumped like a scalded cat.

Neil whipped around instinctively just as she stumbled into him with all the force of a recoiling cannon. The resulting collision almost sent them both over the rail. Had he not had the sharply honed reflexes of a man who was constantly one unhappy surprise away from his own end, he would not have been sure-footed enough to stave off disaster.

“Easy.”

He grabbed her shoulders, steadying them both, but she wasn’t even paying attention. Her back was to him, and her gaze was fixed fearfully on the crimson velvet wall of the once-again-closed curtains. She was rigid as buckram now. Beyond the curtains, someone was speaking.

“I thought you said my son was in here.” The voice sounded like it belonged to an older woman. It was cold, imperious.

“I am sorry, Lady Rosen. Lord Rosen must have left without my seeing him.” The other speaker was male, and clearly a servant.

“Was Lady Elizabeth with him?”

“I really couldn’t say, ma’am.”

“Hmmph.” Cloth rustled and heels tapped sharply on the parquet floor as Lady Rosen marched out. Softer footsteps marked the servant’s exit. With a gentle whoosh and a barely audible click, the door once again closed.

“I take it that you are Lady Elizabeth?” Neil murmured inquiringly into the closer of her ears. Her shoulders were slim and supple beneath his hands. They felt good beneath his palms, warm and rounded. Her skin was pale enough to glow faintly in the light of the barely there sliver of moon that was, at that moment, peeping out from behind a gathering tower of silver-limned black clouds.

The smell of rain was in the air. So, closer at hand, was the tantalizingly faint scent of lavender.

Although he faced a night spent moving around in the open, Neil knew which he found more disturbing.

She nodded, then glanced at him over her shoulder. The brisk breeze caught her hair, sending a strand of it fluttering against his mouth. It, too, had the texture of silk. “That was William’s mother.”

“So I gathered.”

“She’s looking for him. And me. Oh, I must get out of here.”

She pulled free of his hands and whisked around to face him.

“Can you lower me down?” she asked urgently, moving to the rail and looking over. The view encompassed the narrow, lushly landscaped side yard, which was screened from the street by an iron fence and a tall hedge, and the high brick wall of the mansion next door. As he happened to know from his earlier reconnaissance of the area, it was presently empty, its owner having apparently chosen to remain in the country this Season. Its windows were dark and shuttered, and its shelter provided the strip of ground beneath with almost total privacy.

“I have a better idea.” His hands dropped to his sides, although he was ready to swear he could still feel the heat of her skin on his palms. “I’ll get down myself, and then you jump and I’ll catch you.”

She cast a hunted glance over her shoulder. “Fine. Just hurry.”

Vaulting the rail required little effort. Neil dropped lithely to the ground, managing to avoid, with the ease of long practice, both the bush that had cushioned Rosen and the gravel of the walk leading toward the back of the house. He landed on the balls of his feet on soft grass, found his balance, then turned and looked up to find that the intrepid Lady Elizabeth, gleaming ball gown and all, was already clambering over the rail.

“Bother,” she muttered as her skirt got caught.

Neil finally succumbed to that lurking, unaccustomed smile as he was treated to a view of slim, shapely calves sheathed in the finest white silk stockings, blue garters tied around flashing pale thighs, and the sweet curves of a round little derriere that was enticing enough to make his loins ache. Then, as she jerked at it and muttered another imprecation, the skirt came free and quickly dropped to cover most of what had interested him. Although her ankles—delicate, fine-boned ankles—and the lower part of those delectable calves were still on display, courtesy of his vantage point beneath her.

It was only when he glanced farther up, toward her face, that he realized the best had been yet to come. The exigencies of holding on to the rail apparently required the use of both her hands. Which meant that the beautiful full globes of her breasts were totally bared. Bathed in moonlight, they were perfect opalescent teardrops that rose and fell enticingly with her every breath.

He was, after all, human. And male. His body stirred sharply and painfully. He swallowed, and stared.

“Close your eyes,” she hissed, scowling down at him. She was on the wrong side of the railing, clinging like a cat in the precise place where he had gone over, the one place where it was easiest to avoid both bush and gravel, her toes balanced precariously on the tiny sliver of stone on the outside of the iron bars.

“Drop. I’ll catch you.” Recovering his focus with an effort, Neil became aware that he was still smiling a little even as he positioned himself beneath her.

“I said, close your eyes.”

“If I close my eyes, I might miss.” His tone was reasonable. He held up his arms for her, prepared to spend the next few minutes persuading her that she could safely drop into them.

Apparently, she harbored no such doubts.

“Cawker,” she said severely, and dropped, plummeting like a small golden bird shot out of the sky. She fell into his arms in a rustle of silk and a swirl of red curls, surprisingly heavy for so small a package. His arms closed around her automatically even as he took a step back for balance. For a moment she simply lay there, cradled like a babe in his arms, blinking at him and looking slightly stunned while she recovered her presence of mind and he once again inhaled lavender and treated himself to the view.

Her breasts were soft round globes still jiggling with the aftermath of her landing. Her skin was creamy perfection. In the moonlight, the circles around her nipples were simply dark, and the nipples themselves darker still. His response was instinctive, atavistic. His body hardened to granite; his breath caught; his pulse speeded up.

It took every ounce of self-control he possessed not to lower his mouth to taste one of those small, jutting buds.

Fortunately, he possessed a great deal of self-control.

“You may put me down now.” She recovered faster than he did, once more snapping her arms closed over those delectable breasts, glaring at him with wellfounded suspicion written all over her face.

“You’re welcome.” There was irony in his tone as he set her on her feet, knowing that it was folly to do anything else, however tempting the possibilities might be. She’d roused him to lust, but there were plenty of other women available to slake it if he chose. In any case, big-eyed innocents such as she had never been his style.

“Oh—thank you,” she said belatedly as she swept her bright hair back from her face with a quick toss of her head. “I really am very grateful for your help.” Her arms remained tightly clamped over her bosom; a worried frown marred her brow as she glanced toward the shadowy garden at the back of the house. “If you will come around tomorrow—no, wait, you can’t very well call on me under the circumstances, can you? Very well, then. I always walk in Green Park around ten in the morning. If you’ll meet me there at, say, the Folly at ten minutes past, I’ll have your money for you.”

She was practically bouncing on her toes, glancing nervously around, clearly eager to be gone. Neil felt a small pang of regret as he realized that this amusing flicker of warmth that had so unexpectedly appeared in his otherwise cold and disciplined existence was getting ready to go out, and succumbed to temptation for the first time in years.

“I prefer to collect my payment immediately.”

Without waiting for her response, he caught her chin between his thumb and forefinger. Even as her eyes widened, he bent his head and touched his mouth to hers. Her lips were warm and soft, slightly moist and parted with surprise. The kiss was a nothing, a mere sampling of the charms he regretted not being able to thoroughly explore, but she jerked her head back and jumped away from him as if burned.

“You cad.” Her voice quivered with outrage. Her eyes shot sparks at him. “How dare you?”

“Payment in full.” He bowed slightly, already regretting what he had done. “Now, if you’ll provide me with your erstwhile beau’s direction . . .”

Her face was easy to read, even by moonlight. It was clear that indignation at him was struggling with the pragmatic need to get the situation quickly resolved. Pragmatism won out.

“He lives at 29 Beecham Street.” With that, and another searing glare meant to wither him, she was gone, darting away toward the dark garden at the back of the house. Neil watched her until the shadows swallowed up even the golden gleam of her gown, and then, deliberately shrugging off a ridiculous sensation of loss, he turned his attention back to Rosen.

He must have hit him harder than he’d thought, because the man was still out. Neil fished him out of the prickly privet—not without difficulty, because he had an aversion to staining his linen, which due to the circumstances was in perilously short supply—and rolled him onto the ground. Then, in the interests of both providing a cover story to explain Rosen’s battered state and maintaining his own solvency, he swiftly went through the man’s pockets. The pocket watch and snuffbox were of no interest to him, although he took them anyway to make it appear that Rosen had been robbed, but the thick wad of the ready Rosen was sporting was enough to keep him in relative comfort for a number of days. As he pocketed the notes with pleasure, Rosen’s eyes flickered and he murmured something incomprehensible through slack lips.

Not without some satisfaction, Neil hit him again.

And that’s for pretty Lady Elizabeth, he thought.

After that, it was short work to hoist the man to his feet, support him so that he looked drunk, with an arm draped limply around Neil’s shoulder and Neil’s hand hooked in the waistband of his breeches, and drag him away from the house. By putting himself to so much trouble he was, he reckoned, even more of a fool than he’d already proved himself to be by allowing the winsome Lady Elizabeth to live. An unwritten rule of his existence was that he never helped anyone but himself, but somehow or another she’d tapped into a vein of chivalry that he’d thought had bled out long since, and here he was: cleaning up a mess that was none of his making.

His mouth twisted ruefully at the thought even as he tightened his grip on Rosen, who, deadweight, was heavy as a man-sized chunk of lead.

The easiest thing to do would be to simply kill the man and have done.

Even as the thought slid through his mind, it was followed by another.

The lady would undoubtedly object.

Neil realized that it was the first time in a long, long while that he had considered someone else’s needs besides his own. And it was definitely the first time in his memory that the other person’s well-being actually won out. If he killed Rosen, Lady Elizabeth would very likely consider herself a close cousin of the murderous Lady Macbeth—ah, his Shakespeare was coming back to him in spades tonight—with blood on her hands. If he abandoned him, which was equally tempting, the inquiry when Rosen was found might well embroil Lady Elizabeth. And for whatever obscure reason, he was resolved to do his possible to get her safely out of the fix in which he had found her.

Damn the chit anyway.

At thirty-one well-hardened years of age, he was far too old and far too experienced to be swayed by a damsel in distress, big blue eyes, soft, kissable lips, and a truly memorable pair of breasts.

Yet here he was, clearly not as impervious as he had thought.

Which was something he undoubtedly needed to rectify if he wished to live out his natural life span.

By passing through the back gardens of adjacent houses before emerging with his burden at the corner of Grosvenor Square and Brook Street, Neil was able to avoid the line of carriages with their nosy drivers and restive horses waiting in front of the elegant mansion where the ball was being held. He paused in the shadows, waiting unseen while a tired kitchen maid unexpectedly hurried out a close-at-hand door, obviously bent on some errand. A party of noisy toffs complete with top hats and canes piled into a carriage farther along, and he took good care they didn’t notice him either. Otherwise, the area was deserted. Oblongs of light from the windows of the houses he skirted were the only other obstacles he encountered, and he avoided those. Rosen was breathing hard, reeked of cologne or some foul hair pomade, and drooled besides. Neil gave a grimace of disgust as he half carried, half dragged the man away from the sanctified air of one of London’s toniest blocks into the narrow backstreets and alleys with which the area was honeycombed. There, gaslights smoldered smokily on distant corners, lending an eerie yellow glow to the fog that was beginning to roll in to clog the streets, but everywhere else the gutters and streets were so dark as to make it impossible to discern the identity of anyone. Only a few women were out at that hour. The decent ones hurried along, their heads bowed and concealed by the hoods of their cloaks, the others loitering in hopes of picking up a protector for the night. The men were a mixed bag, gentlemen, drunken and otherwise, mingling with a more sinister sort. Despite the hour, traffic as he neared Piccadilly was heavy. A bath chair carrying an overweight man in an advanced state of inebriation, evidenced by the fact that he was singing immoral ditties at the top of his lungs, trotted past. Crested carriages trundled noisily over the cobblestones on their way to or from the Opera House, or perhaps a private party or a gentleman’s club. Finally Neil judged that he had gone far enough, spotted a cab, and hailed it.
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