







 

“That’s no prowler, miss.
That’s Mr. Kendall.”

Fancy blinked and slowly shifted her gaze to the hulk lying next to her on the floor. “Lucien Kendall?” she asked, praying it wasn’t so. Not her guardian. Not here. Not now. Not like this!

“In the flesh,” her victim answered. “Or what remains of it, at least.”

Fancy closed her eyes, wishing she could disappear. Of all the men in all the world, why did it have to be this man her brother had appointed as her guardian? She had kissed this man—and enjoyed it.

He moaned then, and she started. Concerned, she leaned over him. “What’s the matter?”

He cracked open one eye. “Other than the fact that I’ve been shot, you mean?” He looped a long strand of her hair around his fingers and tugged her head down until he could whisper in her ear, “Another kiss would greatly ease the pain.”
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From a connoisseur’s standpoint, the backside so sweetly hoisted heavenward twenty feet in front of Lucien was the most provocative one he’d ever had the good fortune to admire: lushly rounded, firm, high, and leading to well-shaped legs and dainty feet. The entire effect was so enticing that even the god-awful breeches of indeterminate gray did little damage to the overall presentation.

The sight made up for all the misery he had suffered thus far, including the everlasting drizzling that had not let up for the three days since his coach had rumbled into the rutted, gorse-infested purgatory of the Cornish wilderness.

Now, if only he could see the rest of the package that went along with that sweet bottom, Lucien thought, leaning against the stable door.

But the little thief continued to rifle through the drunk’s pockets. He was out cold, his snores resonating louder than a logging mill, which might account for why the girl had not heard Lucien arrive, horse in tow. His coach had struck one of those deuced gouges so prevalent in this wretched nexus of the universe, leaving it and Tahj, his Buddhist shadow and conscience, stranded until Lucien could send assistance.

Content to watch, he adjusted his position to a more comfortable one, too much the cad to alert the girl of his presence. Might as well enjoy himself now that an opportunity had arisen—and it had most definitely arisen.

A delirious haze descended as he stood there wondering if one could be smitten with a backside, and idly curious as to what the lass was intent on stealing, as she didn’t seem to be taking anything.

The thought was relegated to obscurity as the girl’s floppy hat tumbled from her head, unraveling a silky banner of blue-black hair that puddled on the floor in a glossy pool beside the drunk’s head.

Lucien’s hands fisted at his sides as his arousal swelled to a nearly unbearable throb, reminding him quite forcefully of how long it had been since he’d had carnal knowledge of a woman.

Five months, six days, and twelve hours, give or take a few minutes.

He had begun keeping track, wondering when this anomaly would pass. He should be glad business had called him away from London; otherwise his reputation as a first-rate libertine would be completely shot to hell. His oath as a Pleasure Seeker was at stake, and it seemed he had finally found a cure in the form of a lush pickpocket.

Divested of her uninspired disguise, the girl muttered a rather amusing curse, quickly rolled her silky mass of hair on top of her head with slim fingers, and jammed the hat back into place. Straightening, she stared down at the unconscious man, the slump of her shoulders conveying she had not found what she was looking for.

The least Lucien could do was lend some assistance—preferably of a more compelling variety.

“Need any help, sweetheart?” he inquired.

The little robber whirled around so fast she very nearly dislodged her hat again. She had no such luck with the grimy scarf meant to obscure her face. It slid down to her throat, leaving Lucien dumbstruck.

He had long ago reconciled himself to the fact that the Lord generally didn’t align all a female’s features equally, that the Almighty enjoyed the jest of giving a woman a lush body but a sparrow’s face, or the face of a goddess but a body like a Buddha.

But this … Good sweet Christ, the little larcenist was a fetching piece, from her dark winged eyebrows to her wide-set, exotically tipped eyes, a piercing shade of green, her pert nose, high cheekbones, and a mouth so damn full and wide he was already contemplating its possibilities.

She treated him to the same perusal he gave her, starting at the tips of his mud-splattered boots, over his less than pristine clothing, his shirt bearing a stain from a futile attempt at repairing the damage to his coach, his hair and greatcoat both damp. Overall, not his best appearance.

Rallying herself, she took a step back and said, “Don’t come any closer.” She made the wasted effort of covering her face again, a vision he would not forget for the remainder of his days. Eventually his luck would run out and someone would succeed in putting a bullet through his heart—but hopefully not before he’d had a taste of the lush fruit in front of him.

“And what might happen if I dared come closer?” He took a step forward, amused at having this slip of a girl toss out warnings to him. He could tuck her under his arm with little effort—restrain her with one hand. Span her waist with those same hands and settle her on top of him, poised like a goddess on his erection, impaled fully, fragile and delicate, nipples taut, skin flushed with pleasure.

She dispelled the image, saying in a surprisingly calm voice, “Then I guess I’d have to shoot you.” A gun appeared from behind her back.

His delicate wildflower had turned out to be a determined wildcat. “That is dire, isn’t it?” His gaze flicked to the hand holding the gun; it trembled like a leaf. Clearly she was not cut out for a life of crime.

“I mean it.”

“I’m sure you do. But might I suggest that in the future you pick a less frequented spot to rob your victims?”

“I wasn’t robbing him. I was—” She stopped and frowned at Lucien.

“Was?” he prompted.

She lifted her chin. “That’s none of your concern.”

“But you’ve made it my concern, now that you’re holding me at gunpoint. What do you plan to do with me, by the by? I don’t intend on putting up even a modicum of resistance. Indeed, I promise to be the most willing of captives.” Provocative new images replaced the old: his hands tied to a bedpost while she did her worst to him. Maybe this godforsaken wasteland wasn’t hell, after all.

She leveled the pistol at his heart. “You’ll move out of the way, please.”

Lucien had looked down the barrel of a gun too many times to think death might decide to take him in a dimly lit stable, by the hand of a beautiful, dirt-smudged pickpocket.

“As you wish,” he said, lowering his arm from the jamb and waving her by. He had to rein in his amusement as she hesitated, wariness in her eyes. Smart girl, not to trust him.

She edged along the perimeter of the stalls until she reached the doorway, barely five feet separating them. In one lunge, he could pin her to the wall, an idea that held great temptation as she stepped into a wash of moonlight that haloed her slim figure in its pearlescent beam.

Had it not been for the womanly beauty of the green eyes focused so intently on him and that impressive backside of hers, he might have thought her a child, she was so petite. Though, as his gaze skimmed over her, the front side was equally impressive. The baggy linen shirt did little to camouflage her curves.

Uncomfortably aroused, Lucien leaned back against the doorframe. She waved the gun at him. “Stay where you are.”

He extracted a cheroot from his pocket. “I’d much rather stay where you are.”

She scowled at him. “Turn around and count to one hundred.”

Lucien decided not to remind her that he had already seen her face, so if she intended any sort of escape, she should put a bullet in him, or at the very least check him for weapons—a prospect he would no doubt enjoy. But all that seemed counterproductive.

He turned to face the inside of the barn and lit his cheroot, blowing out a stream of smoke before saying, “Next time you might want to cock the hammer. Your threat would have been much more impressive.”

“Start counting,” she snapped.

“One … two … three …” She had until five, then the chase was on.

On the count of four, something bashed him in the back of the head. As black spots wavered before his eyes and his knees buckled beneath him, Lucien’s last coherent thought was that Tahj was going to have himself a bloody good laugh if he ever found out his best pupil had been felled by a girl.

Then he hit the dirt.

·  ·  ·

What rotten luck, Fancy thought as she stared down at the prone form of quite the most handsome man she had ever seen. Black hair, thick and straight, hung well below the collar of his greatcoat. His chiseled profile was limned by shadows and moonlight, the leaves overhead casting patterns on the ground beside him, framing the glorious Goliath.

She winced when she saw the blood on the back of his head. She hadn’t planned on hitting him with the rock. Frankly, she hadn’t thought she had enough strength to incapacitate him, just daze him a bit so she could make her escape. The wicked glint in his eyes had been the deciding factor. He hadn’t looked the least concerned about her shooting him, as though he had known the gun wasn’t loaded. But she couldn’t take the chance that he would follow her, or report her to the authorities too soon. She only hoped he hadn’t gotten a good enough look at her face to give an accurate description.

Kneeling beside him, Fancy pressed two fingers to his neck. Relief coursed through her as she felt his strong, steady heartbeat, his skin taut and warm. His jaw was roughened with whiskers.

He had the most sinfully long lashes, she noted, and they had framed the most memorable eyes, a pale aquamarine that was startling against his swarthy skin. It had taken her a good minute to catch her breath when she’d spotted him leaning in the doorway.

Where had he come from? And was he staying at the inn? She should hope the answer was no, but the thought was oddly depressing. So few exciting things happened in her part of the world.

Itching to touch him, knowing she’d never get another chance, she lightly feathered his hair through her fingers, smoothing the soft strands back as she whispered in his ear, “I’m sorry.”

Reluctantly, she pushed to her feet and stared down at him, shamelessly admiring the way his trousers molded his backside. He was so well built, so broad and tall. Not even Heath, her neighbor and long-time friend, whose stature and breadth was impressive, could match this stranger.

But this was no time to be acting bird-witted. She had to find the drunk’s cohort and pray he would give her as little trouble as his friend, who had conveniently passed out in the stables. She needed to obtain proof that Rosalyn’s stepbrother, Calder, was behind Rosalyn’s attempted kidnapping that morning.

Without proof, it would be Rosalyn’s word against Calder’s. And now that his father was dead and he had appointed himself the district’s magistrate—ousting the fair and honorable man who had held the post for nearly twenty years—finding allies who would bear witness that Calder was low enough to force his stepsister into marriage would be next to impossible.

Just the thought of what could have happened to her best friend made Fancy shiver. Calder had been furious when he learned that his father had left a considerable fortune to Rosalyn—a good portion rightfully due her from her deceased father’s trust—enough so that Rosalyn would be independent of Calder or any man, should she so choose.

Everyone knew that Calder’s uncontrollable gambling and expensive tastes would lead him to bankruptcy within a few years, even though he had inherited several profitable estates, including Westcott Manor, where Rosalyn had lived until she had fled two days ago.

At present she was at Fancy’s house, Moor’s End, protected only by Jaines, her grandmother’s beloved but ancient butler, and his wife, Olinda, the housekeeper. Both of them had worked at Moor’s End since their youth, and though Fancy could barely pay them, they stayed on.

Had it not been for her grandmother, she and her brother, George, would have found themselves in an orphanage when their parents died. Her father’s family would never have lifted a finger to help them. When Colonel Samuel Fitz Hugh, Earl of Porthaven, had met and married a common Cornish woman, his family had dissolved any relationship with him.

Fancy was all alone now. Her grandmother had died a year earlier; George, two months later. She had been devastated when she received the news of his death. Only a few weeks before, he had written to say he was coming home.

While she had desperately wanted him home, she knew he was returning because he still thought of her as the fourteen-year-old sister he’d had to leave behind while he fulfilled his duties to God and country, rather than the mature twenty-year-old woman she had become. But she would welcome his overprotecting ways if it would bring him back.

And with her best friend in danger, they sorely needed a man’s help. She had underestimated Calder’s determination, but she would not be so naive again.

The thought stirred Fancy to action. She took a final look at the stranger, a pang of regret stirring inside her at the thought of never seeing him again. With a heartfelt sigh, she blended into the night to seek out her quarry.

Lucien awoke with a dull pounding at the back of his skull. Memory returned quickly of a pistol-wielding spitfire whose intent he had obviously misjudged. He never would have believed she had it in her to harm a fly, let alone brain a man who outweighed her by at least five stone.

Wincing, Lucien rose from the ground. He figured he’d been unconscious for a few minutes, long enough for the thief to escape. Damn, he’d been outfoxed, and he didn’t like the feeling one bit.

His horse had ambled into the stable and was munching on hay. Lucien listened, hearing nothing but the wind through the trees and the drunken revelry coming from the tavern a short distance away, where he intended to enjoy one more night of freedom before reluctantly taking charge of his ward, Lady Francine Fitz Hugh. George’s sister.

Lucien dragged a hand through his hair, coming away with blood on his fingertips. That was his reward for his honorable behavior and foolhardy agreement to come to this benighted place. George would be here, if he’d protected the boy better. He had been the lad’s commanding officer, after all. From the first day, George had been overzealous, eager for action, eager to please—and he should have stayed the hell back in Cornwall, with his family.

Instead he had landed in Lucien’s regiment, all battle-hardened soldiers who understood that their leader was fallible and who weren’t foolish enough to worship him. Most knew how he had earned the nickname Renegade.

Christ, he should have gotten out sooner. Before his demons had taken control of him. Before he had caused the death of a twenty-four-year-old boy.

Familiar anguish twisted in his gut as he grabbed the bay’s reins and led him into a stall, removed his bridle and saddle and brushed him down, before stocking his hay and water.

As Lucien was leaving, the stable boy ambled in, a disheveled ragamuffin with sandy brown hair and a pale, freckled face, rubbing the sleep from his eyes, which widened upon spotting Lucien.

“Cor, mister … y’ scared me.” He blinked as his gaze traveled up Lucien’s tall form. “Y’ is a big ’un, ain’t ye?”

The boy’s reaction was not uncommon. At six-four, Lucien generally received a second look. He had to duck to enter most taverns, a damnable nuisance when one was inebriated.

“Where’ve you been, boy?”

A flush spotted the lad’s apple cheeks. “I fell asleep in the back loft, sir. It be the only dry spot on a night such as this.”

“Do you have a name?”

“Aye, sir. Jimmy.”

“How old are you, Jimmy?”

“Ten, sir.”

Bloody hell. The boy should be at home in bed at this hour, asleep under the watchful eyes of his parents, not catering to a bunch of drunken swines on a damp night.

Lucien eyed the lad’s bare feet and shabby clothing. They were glaring reminders of how miserable being poor could be, when children had to work to feed themselves and their families, and common necessities were luxuries. Lucien knew that life too well, seeing the youth he had once been in the boy staring at him. He didn’t like the feeling.

“Please don’t tell nobody,” Jimmy beseeched. “I promise it won’t ne’er ’appen again.”

Lucien knew the boy would be out of a job if his employer got wind of his falling asleep. And the loss of even those meager wages could be devastating to his family.

Lucien had grown up in London’s rookery amid filth and squalid misery, was taught about survival by beggars, prostitutes, scavengers, and swindlers. That life stayed in a man’s blood and forever tainted him.

“I’ve got a job for you,” Lucien said.

The boy eyed him warily and took a hesitant step back. “Wot kind o’ job?”

A bitter taste rose in Lucien’s throat as he realized what Jimmy thought he was proposing: some men found young boys to their liking.

He pointed to Sire’s stall. “Give my horse some extra oats tonight. He’s had a long day.” Lucien pulled out a pound note and handed it to the boy, who gaped at it bug-eyed.

“Thank ’ee, sir! I’ll take care of ’im right an’ proper, I will.”

Lucien took a step and then stopped, a pair of green eyes flashing in his mind. “Have you seen anyone strange around here this evening?” he asked.

Jimmy canted his head. “Strange, sir?”

Lucien didn’t know why he was reluctant to ask the real question, which was if the lad had seen a woman masquerading in men’s clothing.

“Never mind.” She was best forgotten, anyway.

He headed toward the tavern, where the feeble glow of lamplight shone through the grimy windowpanes, the dregs of humanity within drowning themselves in ale and gin, their gaiety having nothing to do with the coming holiday. Lucien knew their type well; it was the life he was accustomed to. The life he had never managed to escape.

He stepped through the door. A cloud of smoke hovered against the rafters; the beams were darkened with age, the smell of cheap liquor familiar. He needed a drink. He needed a woman. And he prayed to God that tonight he wouldn’t need anything more.

He sat down at a table in the far corner, his back to the wall as his gaze scanned the motley crowd. A plump barmaid sauntered toward him, ample breasts, ample hips, and lust in her eyes.

“Wot can I get ’ee, luv?”

“Bottle of whiskey.”

“Plan on ’avin’ y’rself a good time, do y’?”

“As good as possible.”

“Alone?” Her query was as subtle as the rock the impertinent little thief had hit him with.

“Hopefully not.” He couldn’t bear another night of solitude.

She smiled seductively. “I get off at two.”

Hopefully he’d get off soon thereafter. “Two it is.”

Giving him a promising look over her shoulder, she walked away to get his order.

Lucien leaned his head back against the wall and closed his eyes. He was weary. A common malady these days. Why hadn’t he just hired another governess for his ward instead of coming here himself? Probably, he thought wryly, because the last two women had swiftly quit, referring to Lady Francine Fitz Hugh as an incorrigible chit who would never aspire to being a true lady. Hopeless, in other words.

Just what he needed: some willful brat who would give him more headaches than he already had. How the hell old was she anyway? He couldn’t remember if Fitz had told him. George had always called her his little Fancy—an angel, he claimed. Clearly the man had been too blind to see his sister for the pain in the rump she was. Lucien could only pray the girl hadn’t driven off—or killed off—the two old retainers that yet remained at Moor’s End.

The barmaid returned with his bottle and a passably clean glass. She leaned over to pour his drink, her mountainous breasts pressing suggestively against him, beginning the foreplay. Normally that would have been enough to stir him, and yet it didn’t. He couldn’t stop thinking about the lass from the stables. Clearly he had contracted a brain fever.

“Y’ are a big hunk o’ man. Probably built like a stallion.” She shot a glance at his groin. “Ten minutes, and Sugar’ll give y’ the ride of y’r life.” With that promise, she sashayed to the next table.

The first shot of rotgut hit Lucien like a rock rolling down his throat. But it would soon do the trick, benumbing his brain, and that was all that mattered.

He stared into his glass, his mind drifting back a few days to when he had stopped by Northcote, the estate that had once belonged to his friend Caine Ballinger, intending to offer the brooding old boy a bit of season’s cheer with a finely aged bottle of brandy.

Caine was one of the first friends Lucien had made upon his return to England. They had been pitted against one another in a round of hazard at Dante’s, a crude gaming hell in the bowels of Clerkenwell, the last place Lucien expected to find an earl’s son.

Lucien had taken Caine for a considerable sum, but Caine had accepted his defeat with good humor, and they’d both gotten soused thereafter, two drunken fools singing in revelry as they unsteadily wove their way down darkened streets toward Madame Fourche’s brothel, as though begging a footpad to relieve them of their money.

They made it unscathed and had one hell of a time that night. The next day Caine had invited Lucien to join a secret society, a group of men that made up a bachelors’ club known as the Pleasure Seekers.

Lucien didn’t know what would have become of his life had fate not thrown Caine in his path. He had formed the only real friendships he had ever known in those years after he had discovered his family was lost to him. They’d disappeared as though they had never existed, a fact Lucien owed to a dead man, who he hoped rotted in hell.

Caine was the only one who knew the whole story, and it had been damn hard for Lucien to accept the fact that his friend had shut him out. He had only seen Caine sporadically in the two years since Caine’s father had died, and those occasions had been tense. The last time, Caine had refused to even see him.

Damn the man for being such a pigheaded ass. Lucien knew his friend was hurting from his father’s suicide and from the circumstances he found himself in, an unhealthy relationship with the Marquis of Buxton’s widow, Olivia Hamilton—as well as his obsession over the home he had lost, and the rage he concentrated on the Duke of Exmoor, whom he blamed for his father’s death. Lucien wished he could get through to his friend, but the blighter had always been stubborn as a bloody mule.

He took another belt of his drink and caught the barmaid’s summons, a promise of promiscuous sex in her eyes as she waved to him from the stairs leading to the chambers above.

Lucien contemplated making an excuse—peculiar for a man who had always thoroughly enjoyed women. Perhaps that was why he couldn’t banish the image of the fiery little head-basher. She had stirred him, and he had needed to know if the feelings she aroused would carry him through, or if that veil of numbness would descend once again.

Yet the thought of being alone, knowing what awaited him in the hours after midnight when his soul was restless, propelled him to his feet and across the pockmarked floorboards. Grabbing the barmaid by the hand, he pulled her up the stairs.

“Y’ like it rough, do y’?” She scraped her nails across his back and purred in her coarse voice, “Good. So do I.”

Lucien blanked his mind. This was the best he could ever hope to get; he was destined to confine himself to serving girls and whores. The poor boy from the cesspits of Shadwell, on the East London riverside, could never break free.

He had fought it. God how he fought it. But the savage in him yet remained.

At the top of the stairs, the barmaid shoved him up against the wall, her hand cupping his groin as her mouth found his, her eyes nearly feral with lust.

Lucien took hold of her wrists and backed her up a step. “Patience, dear girl. My room is right down there.”

He guided her toward the last door on the left, wondering if he could summon a properly enthusiastic response, since his body balked.

He was contemplating his options when a flash of movement caught the corner of his eye, drawing his gaze to a partially opened door. He spotted a familiar breeches-clad leg, heard a familiar warning, then a familiar thud. A grim smile curved his lips.

“Stay here,” he ordered the barmaid as he moved to investigate, his restlessness forgotten as he imagined the reckoning one little thief was soon to have.


Two
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A lack of planning had always been her downfall, Fancy thought as she backed away from the naked man stalking her, his eyes aflame with equal parts fury and desire. The latter concerned her far more than the former.

She could be rash, hotheaded, and—as she had heard far too many times from the governesses her odious guardian continued to foist on her—willful, insubordinate, and completely unsuited for any lifestyle that required associating with the world.

She might be inclined to agree with the part about her being rash. Creeping into a strange man’s bedroom while he was engaged in a bath, with only a silk screen between her and discovery, certainly didn’t fall under the category of careful planning. But it had seemed her best option, since his clothing was strewn about the floor, just begging to be rifled through. A better opportunity she would not get.

“Comin’ in ’ere to rob me blind, were y’? Well, y’ll get much more than the beatin’ y’ deserve.” The gleam in his eyes promised he would enjoy both the beating and his lascivious plans.

While he recognized her as female, he didn’t recognize who she was. But none of that mattered as he continued toward her until her back was pressed up against the fireplace,where a small blaze endeavored to keep out the chill.

Fancy raised her gun for the second time that night, knowing she wouldn’t stand a chance if he called her bluff.

He smirked at her. “Y’ ain’t gonna shoot an unarmed man, are y’?”

“I will if you come any closer.”

“Look at me, lass. I’m naked.” His hand moved to his privates with a disgusting flourish, momentarily distracting Fancy, which gave him the opening he needed.

He dove at her, knocking the wind from her lungs as he thrust her hard against the mantel, the gun flying from her hand and landing halfway across the room.

She struggled against him, but he was too strong. A stinging blow to her cheek knocked her to the ground. He loomed over her, an unholy light in his eyes as he reached for her.

Her panicked gaze lit on the fire poker, and without a moment’s thought, she grabbed it and brought it down with a sharp crack against the side of his head. He blinked once and then collapsed in a heap beside her, his left arm dropping across her chest like a wooden plank.

With a muted shriek, Fancy shoved his beefy arm aside and scrambled away, her entire body trembling, her grip on the poker so fierce her knuckles were blanched white.

Before today, she hadn’t even been able to lay a trap for the mouse that had moved into her bedroom. Now she was dashing about the countryside clubbing men over the head!

“I’m glad to see it’s not just me you feel inclined to injure,” a voice drawled from the doorway, bringing Fancy’s gaze swinging up to find a booted foot pushing the portal open. The great, muscled hulk with the piercing blue eyes stepped into the room, smiling as he closed the door behind him.

Heavens, in the light he was even more attractive. His presence filled the room, his shoulders nearly as wide as the door. As he surveyed her, his eyes seemed to burn as intensely as the wall sconce beside him.

“I must say that my pounding skull does not sway me toward benevolence at this moment.”

Fancy lifted her chin, even as remorse surfaced for hitting him so hard. “You survived, didn’t you? Clearly, your skull is too thick to break.”

“Count yourself lucky, dear girl. Murder is a hanging offense. And it would be a terrible shame to stretch that pretty neck of yours.”

Fancy lifted a hand to her throat. Dear Lord, what would happen to Jaines and Olinda and Rosalyn and Moor’s End if she found herself swinging from the end of a noose? Her gaze raced to the thug on the floor.

“He’s alive,” the man said, uncannily reading her thoughts. “But he’ll have a prodigious headache when he awakens. I know from experience.” He rubbed the back of his head. “So tell me, sweetheart, how long have you hated men?”

Fancy was too frazzled to heed the danger he presented. “I don’t hate men.”

“So you like men?”

“Yes … I mean, no …” She shook her head, flustered by his persistence. “What is it that you want?”

“An apology might be a good place to start. Then we can move on from there.”

“I’m sorry. Now go away.”

He smiled at her as though she were a toy that amused him. “You really should pick your customers with more care. Perhaps you wouldn’t find yourself in such precarious situations.”

It took a moment for his meaning to sink in. “You don’t actually think—”

His smile broadened. “I can only hope to be so lucky.” He folded his arms across his chest and leaned back against the door. “So do you contain your criminal activities to thievery only?”

“I told you, I’m not a thief!”

“Not a very good one, at least.”

“I’m not—Oh, why do I bother talking to you?”

“Perhaps because I exude an abundance of charm, and you find yourself oddly drawn to me.”

“I’d find the progression of a snail on a slippery rock more engaging.”

His bark of laughter was interrupted by a pounding rattle on the door, followed by the gruff voice of the proprietor. “Wot’s goin’ on in there?”

“Seems we’re about to have an audience,” the rogue said, amusement in his eyes. “My companion for the evening must have thought crimes of passion were transpiring in here.”

Fancy narrowed her gaze at him. “You mean your doxy is waiting out there?” When he smiled, she said, “You’re despicable.”

“Despicable I may be, but right now I’m your savior.”

The wooden door shook. “Open up, or I’m comin’ in!”

“Make up your mind, love. A kiss will buy my chivalry.”

“That’s blackmail!”

His grin grew wicked. “I know.”

Keys jangled just outside the door. At any moment, the proprietor—a large brute with beady eyes—would be inside the room and see her standing over a man with a fire poker. Good Lord, she was still holding the thing! She thrust it behind her back and heard her “savior” chuckle.

“Perhaps I should let him in,” he said, turning toward the door.

“Fine. You win. I’ll kiss you. But only once!” she hastened to add.

“Deal.” He winked, and then leaned his shoulder against the door as the owner began to push it open, saying in a perfect Cockney accent, “Sod off, damn y’. I’m busy in ’ere.”

The rattling stopped. “Naught’s amiss?” the innkeeper queried.

The wicked man had the nerve to look back at her, his single raised eyebrow positively lecherous. Oh, what had she gotten herself into now?

He said to the proprietor, “Y’ interrupted me, y’ fat lout. Back away from this door, or I vow I’ll kick y’ until y’r dead.”

An indignant snort sounded from the other side, followed by the heavy thud of footsteps moving away.

Her self-proclaimed savior then turned and said in a voice full of sinful intent, “Now, about that kiss …”

Fancy took a step back and found a solid wall thwarting her retreat, and the solid man in front of her intent on preventing her escape. The dancing flames in the grate gave his face a saturnine cast and outlined the determination in his eyes. She was well and truly caught.

She flattened her palms against the wall as he leisurely advanced, as though they had all the time in the world. “One kiss,” she reminded him, her mouth drying with each step he took.

“One kiss,” Lucien repeated calmly, not wanting to frighten her into bolting. He fought his own need, a rising heat infusing his blood, both comforting in its old familiarity and dreaded in its intensity, colored as it was by memories of the past.

He pushed it down and concentrated solely on those sweet eyes regarding him with a mixture of alarm and excitement, widening with each step that brought him closer to her, until she was staring up at him, chin high, a defiant sprite in a floppy hat. He took the ridiculous thing off and tossed it to the floor.

“What are you—”

He pressed a finger to her lips to silence her, then held her gaze as he traced the soft contours of her mouth. Such a mouth, plump and lush and pink as a rosebud. She was made to be kissed. Often and thoroughly.

He shifted forward until he could feel the tips of her breasts against his chest, his body attuned to each subtle inflection, each soft breath. God, she made him feel like a giant, she was so tiny. He would crush her if he were ever on top when they made love—and he hoped to be given that honor, even if it meant saving her from every scrape she found herself embroiled in from now until doomsday, extracting rewards for each act of gallantry.

Then a thought occurred to him, something that had never troubled him before. “Are you married?” He’d had his share of that particular breed, which only cemented his determination to remain a bachelor.

“No,” she replied, and then frowned, as though recognizing too late that he had given her a perfect out.

Lucien felt oddly relieved by her answer. “Do you live around here?” It would make his stay much more fulfilling; he suspected she would be as much a hellion in bed as out.

She lifted her chin. “No.”

He could tell she was lying, and by God, he wanted her even more. What was the world coming to when a man found a liar and a thief so damned intriguing? Perhaps he would find the answer in her kiss.

“Please,” she said in a breathless voice. “Just get it over with.”

Was she dreading his touch, or aching for it as much as he was? “Anticipation, my dove.” He lightly pressed his thumb against the seam of her lips until she opened for him, the satiny surface glistening like a ripe berry.

He could feel her trembling and wondered if she was truly as innocent as she looked. A girl who frequented such establishments must have some experience. No one this bold and beautiful could be chaste. He would enjoy erasing the memory of whoever had come before him.

Leaning down, Lucien captured her breathy gasp with his mouth, a fist of desire hitting him square in the chest. He cupped her face in his hands and made love to her with his mouth, gently coaxing her to accept his tongue, sliding inside, tasting her sweetness, heat rifling through his blood as he felt her respond.

He slid his fingers into her hair, releasing the heavy topknot and letting the silk cascade into his hands. He twined a fistful of it around his hand and tugged, tipping her head farther back so he could explore the hot, moist depths of her mouth more deeply.

He shifted so that his shirt scraped the hard points of her nipples, the erect little buds telling him that he was affecting her, her soft whimpers driving him nearly beyond control.

His hands skimmed down her side to the soft flare of her hips, and then around to cup her bottom, fulfilling the fantasy that had begun in the stables. The firm globes fit perfectly in his palms, and he lifted her up against his erection, forgetting himself as he rocked gently against her.

She moved in concert at first, but then tore her mouth from his, the small hands that had settled at his shoulders pushing at him. “Stop this! Let me down.”

Lucien’s body balked, but his mind took over after a momentary lapse. Reluctantly, he gave in, but tortured himself by slowly lowering her feet to the floor, letting her slide along his body, the friction working on them both.

Despite the anger now glittering in her eyes, desire lingered, and she wasn’t quite steady as she braced her palms against the wall. “I said one kiss, you black-hearted swine!”

Lucien couldn’t trust himself to be that close to her and not touch her, so he backed away and dropped down into the room’s one chair, feeling on the verge of a heart attack, he was so primed. God, he needed another drink.

“That was one kiss, dear girl.”

“That was nothing of the sort!”

“If my lips didn’t leave yours, then it was one kiss.”

She looked like she wanted to bash him over the head again. “You got what you wanted; now I’ll be leaving.”

“If you feel you must. But tell me where you live, and I’ll come to you. Or you can come to me. Whichever you prefer.”

“I won’t be coming anywhere near you,” she said angrily, and he was almost convinced she meant it.

The man on the floor began to stir. Lucien glimpsed the concern in the girl’s eyes as she glanced down at her second, correction, third victim of the night. She was a puzzle. First she brains the poor bastard, and then she feels remorse. He wondered if she had shown him any pity. If so, he was sorry he’d missed it.

He rose from the chair, intent on escorting her from the premises and finding out where she lived in the process, but she whipped around to face him, the fire poker thrust unerringly at his manhood. One-eyed Jack and the boys instantly recoiled.

“You do know how to bring a man to a grinding halt, sweetheart.”

“I want you to stay back.”

“Since you’ve targeted my most prized possessions, I have no choice but to comply. I might someday wish to procreate.”

She snorted. “As if you haven’t left your progeny all over the globe.”

He could barely restrain his smile. “Such a slur on my character. I’ll have you know that I don’t have a single bastard. Children tend to hamper a man’s free spirit—as do their mothers. But if you’re worried about pregnancy—”

“Practice your skills on the tart you left behind,” she said frostily. “Now I’ll bid you good night.”

The thought of losing her again did not sit well with Lucien. He moved toward her, but she brought the poker up between his thighs, the curled spike pressed squarely between his balls.

He raised his hands in surrender. “You win.”

She backed toward the door, keeping her gaze focused on him as she bent to retrieve her gun. She made quite a sight standing there with a weapon in each hand.

“Do you always defend your virtue so vigorously?” he asked. She would certainly be a challenge, if so. But he was a man who enjoyed a challenge.

Instead of answering, she peeked out the door and scanned the corridor. Unfortunately for him, the hall was deserted. With a less-than-hospitable glance in his direction, she slipped out.

Lucien started after her, but something gripped his ankle. He looked down to see a beefy hand wrapped around his boot and two bloodshot eyes staring up at him.

“Wot ’appened?” the slimy woman-beater asked in a slurred tone.

“This happened.” Lucien’s right fist connected with the swine’s jaw, knocking him out again. “Perhaps next time you’ll think twice about manhandling my future mistress.” Then he headed out the door and barreled down the stairs, a faint aroma of her vanilla scent wafting in the air as he burst into the tavern’s courtyard.

He swore fiercely. She had eluded him. Again. If that bloody bastard hadn’t held him up, he wouldn’t have lost her. Lucien felt just volatile enough to go back up and punch him again for the hell of it.

Hearing the crunch of feet coming up behind him, Lucien jerked around, making the stable boy jump back a good foot, his face paling beneath his curly mop of hair.

“Sorry, mister.”

“What is it?” Lucien snapped, then regretted his harsh tone. The boy had done nothing wrong. He sighed and raked a hand through his hair. “Is something the matter?”
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