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For a few seconds, the thief fought like a tiger, clawing and scratching, and doing his best to squirm from beneath Devellyn.


    
“Why, you bloody, snot-nosed shite!” the marquess roared. He tried to grab the lad round the waist again. The boy twisted violently. Devellyn caught him. But not by the waist.

“Well, damn me for a fool!” Devellyn’s hand was full of warm, plump breast.

The thief stopped twisting. He—no, she—lay splayed beneath Devellyn’s body, panting for breath. Something about the sound made Devellyn freeze.

“What the bloody hell?”

“Look ’ere, gov’,” whispered Ruby Black. “Let loose, awright? It ain’t wot yer thinkin’.”

Understanding slammed into him. In the pitch black, Ruby’s lissome body was round and warm beneath his. Devellyn tore the hat from her head and slicked his hand over her hair, as if that might disprove what his aching, itching body already knew.

Ruby twisted impotently. “I didn’t nick nothin’,” she hissed. “Let me up, and I’ll be on me way.”

“Oh, no, Ruby.” He fisted his hand in her hair and forced her face back into his. “Oh, no. You’ve the devil to pay this time, remember?”







To Sandy,

who has been my best pal

and emotional dumping ground

for, oh, about four decades…?

Girlfriend, we are getting old!






Chapter One

    The strange Goings On in Bedford Place




He was not the sort of man she usually chose. Across the roulette table she studied him. He was young; yes, younger than she preferred. One wondered if he yet shaved. The pink blush of innocence still tinged the pretty Englishman’s cheeks, and his bones were as delicately carved as her own.

But he was not innocent. And if he were delicate, well, tant pis.

The croupier leaned over the table. “Mesdames and messieurs,” he said in his bad French accent, “faites vos jeux, s’il vous plait!”

She waved away the smoke from a nearby cheroot and placed a corner bet, pushing three chips across the baize with a perfectly manicured fingertip. Just then, the gentleman between them rose, scraping up his winnings as he went. An exchange of backslapping and bonhomie followed. Bien. The young man was alone now. In the dim light, she partially lifted the black veil which obscured her eyes, and shot him a look of frank interest. He shoved a stack of chips onto black twenty-two, and returned the stare, one brow lightly lifting.

“No more bets,” the croupier intoned. “Les jeux sont faits!” In one elegant motion, he spun the tray and flicked the ball. It leapt and clattered merrily, punctuating the drone of conversation. Then it went crack! clickity-clack! and bounced into black twenty-two.

The croupier pushed out his winnings before the wheel stopped. The Englishman collected them and moved to her end of the table.

“Bonsoir,” she murmured throatily. “Black has been very good to you this night, monsieur.”

His pale blue eyes ran down her black dress. “Dare I hope it is the beginning of a trend?”

She looked at him through the fine mesh and lowered her lashes. “One can always hope, sir.”

The Englishman laughed, showing his tiny white teeth. “I don’t think I know you, mademoiselle,” he said. “You are new to Lufton’s?”

She lifted one shoulder. “One gaming salon is much like another, n’est-ce pas?”

His gaze heated. The fool thought she was a Cyprian. Understandable, since she sat alone and unescorted in a den of iniquity.

“Lord Francis Tenby,” he said, extending his hand. “And you are…?”

“Madame Noire,” she answered, bending far forward to place her gloved fingers in his. “It must be fate, must it not?”

“Ha ha!” His gaze took in her daring décolletage. “Madame Black, indeed! Tell me, my dear, have you a given name?”

“Those with whom I’m intimate call me Cerise,” she said, the word husky and suggestive.

“Cerise,” echoed the Englishman. “How exotic. What brings you to London, my dear?”

Again, the lifted shoulder. The coy, sidelong glance. “Such questions!” she said. “We are taking up space at the wheel, sir, and I am quite parched.”

He jerked to his feet at once. “What may I fetch you, ma’am?” he asked. “And may I show you to a quiet corner?”

“Champagne,” she murmured. Then she rose, inclined her head, and went to the table he’d indicated. A corner table. Very private. Very perfect.

He returned in a trice, a servant on his heels with a tray and two glasses.

“Ma foi!” she murmured, looking about as the servant departed. “I must have left my reticule at the roulette table. Would you be so kind, my lord?”

He turned away, and she snapped open her vial. Deftly, she passed it over his glass. The tiny crystals drifted down to greet the effervescing bubbles.

He returned just as she flicked a quick glance at the watch pinned to the lining of her shawl. Timing was essential. He smiled suggestively, and she lifted her glass to his. “To a new friendship,” she murmured, so quietly he had to lean nearer.

“Indeed! A new friendship.” He drank deeply of the champagne, and frowned.

But he was easily distracted. For the next ten minutes, she laughed her light, tinkling laughter, and said very clever things to Lord Francis Tenby, who hadn’t a brain in his beautiful head.

The usual questions followed. She told her well-practiced lies. The widowhood. The loneliness. The wealthy protector who had brought her here tonight, quarreled with her, then so cruelly abandoned her for another. But c’est la vie, she suggested with another shrug of her shoulders. There were other fish in the sea.

Of course, she proposed nothing. He did. They always did. And she accepted, flicking another glance at her watch. Twenty minutes. They stood. He lost a little of his color, shook it off, and offered his arm. Her hand on his coat sleeve, they walked out of the hell together, and into the damp, gaslit gloom of St. James. A passing hackney rolled to a stop as if it had been planned. It had.

Lord Francis gave the driver his address, almost tripping as he followed her in. By the weak light of the carriage lamp, she could see that perspiration already sheened his face. She bent forward, offering him a generous view of her cleavage. “Mon coeur,” she murmured, laying her hand on his pink cheek. “You look unwell.”

“I’m fine,” he answered, holding himself erect now with obvious effort. “Jush fine. But I want…I want to see…” He lost his train of thought entirely.

She slithered out of her silk shawl and leaned even closer. “What, mon cher?” she whispered. “What is it you wish to see?”

He shook his head as if willing away a fog. “Your…your eyes,” he finally said. “Want to shee your eyes. And face. Your ha—ha—hat. Veil. Off.”

“Ah, that I cannot do,” she whispered across the carriage, beginning to peel down her left sleeve. “But I can show you something else, Lord Francis. Tell me, would you like to see my breast?”

“Breasht?” He leered drunkenly.

Another inch of fabric eased down. “A bit of it, yes,” she answered. “Look this way, Lord Francis. Yes, that’s it. Focus, love. Focus. Can you see this?”

He made the fatal mistake of leaning closer. “Tatt…tatt…tattoo?” he said, cocking his head to one side. “Back. No, black…angel?” Suddenly, Lord Francis’s eyes rolled back in his head, his mouth dropped slack, and his head thudded against the carriage door, leaving him gaping up at her like a dead carp at Billingsgate.

For his safety, she lifted his chin and pushed him back against the banquette. He flopped limply against the leather as she rifled through his pockets. Purse. Key. Snuffbox—silver, not gold, blast it. Watch, chain, fob. A letter from his coat pocket. A lover? An enemy? Oh, Lud! She had no time for blackmail! She stuffed it back and plucked instead a sapphire pin from the snowy folds of his cravat.

Finished, she looked at him in satisfaction. “Oh, I do hope it was good for you, Lord Francis,” she murmured. “It certainly was good for me.”

Mouth still open, Lord Francis made a deep, snorking sound in the back of his throat.

“How gratifying to hear it,” she answered. “And I daresay your pretty, pregnant, newly unemployed parlor maid shall soon be gratified, too.”

With that, she dropped her loot into her reticule, thumped twice on the roof of the carriage, then pushed open the door. The cab slowed to take the curve at the corner of Brook Street. The Black Angel leapt out, and melted into the gray gloom of Mayfair. Lord Francis’s head bobbled back and forth as the hackney rattled on into the night.

 

The Marquess of Devellyn was in a rare fine mood. So fine, he’d been singing “O God Our Help in Ages Past” all the way up Regent Street, despite not knowing the words. So fine, he had the sudden notion to have his coachman set him down near the corner of Golden Square so that he might stroll in the pleasant evening air. At his signal, the glossy black carriage rolled dutifully to a halt. The marquess leapt out, hardly staggering at all.

“But it’s raining now, my lord,” his coachman said, peering at him from atop the box.

The marquess looked down. Wet pavement glistened back. Well. Damned if the old boy wasn’t right. “Was it raining, Wittle, when we left Crockford’s?” he asked, slurring none of his words, though he was drunk as Davy’s sow and wise enough to know it.

“No, sir,” said Wittle. “Just a heavy mist.”

“Hmph!” said Devellyn, tucking his hat brim a tad lower. “Well, fine evening for a walk anyway,” he countered. “Sobers a chap up, fresh evening air.”

Wittle leaned down a little farther. “B-But it’s morning, my lord,” he answered. “Almost six.”

The marquess blinked up at him. “You don’t say?” he answered. “Wasn’t I to dine with Miss Lederly tonight?”

Wittle looked at him in some sympathy. “Last night, sir,” he said. “And then, I believe, the theater? But you didn’t—or the club didn’t…”

Devellyn scrubbed one hand along his face, feeling a day’s worth of bristled beard. “Ah, I see,” he finally answered. “Didn’t come out when I ought, eh?”

Wittle shook his head. “No, my lord.”

Devellyn lifted one brow. “Got to drinking, did I? And playing at hazard?”

The coachman’s face remained impassive. “There was a lady involved, I believe, sir.”

A lady? Oh, yes. He remembered now. A delicious, big-breasted blonde. And definitely not a lady. He wondered if she’d been any good. Hell, he wondered if he’d been any good. Probably not. And he didn’t give a damn, really. But the theater? Christ, Camelia was going to kill him this time.

He rolled his big shoulders restlessly beneath his greatcoat and looked up at Wittle. “Well, I’m going to walk to Bedford Place,” he repeated. “Don’t need anyone else witnessing my humiliation when I get there, either. You go on back to Duke Street.”

Wittle touched his hat brim. “Take your stick, my lord,” he advised. “Soho’s rife with footpads.”

Devellyn grinned broadly up at him. “A mere footpad?” he chided. “Taking on the old Devil of Duke Street? Do you really think he’d dare?”

At that, Wittle smiled wryly. “Not once he’d seen your face, no, sir,” he agreed. “Unfortunately, they do tend to strike from behind.”

Devellyn laughed hugely and tipped his hat. “The bloody stick it is, then, you old hen,” he agreed, reaching inside to grab it.

Wittle saluted again, then clicked to his horses. The carriage began to roll. Devellyn tossed his stick into the air with a spin, then gracefully caught it before it hit the ground. Not that drunk, then. The thought oddly cheered him. He set off along the pavement, picking up his hymn again as he hit his stride.


O God, our help in ages past,

Our hope for years to come!

Our shel-ter from the de-da-dum,

And our da-de-da-dum!



No footpad dared accost him on his short stroll through Soho and into Bloomsbury. Perhaps it was his abysmal singing. Or perhaps it was the fact that the marquess was tall and broad, and with his broken nose, not all that inviting. Hulking, he’d heard it said. He didn’t give a damn what folks called him. At any rate, he had no need of his stick on his walk. But when he entered the portals of his very own house, still bellowing heartily, things changed.


A thou-sand ages in Thy sight

Are like an evening gone!

Short as the something something night!

Before the de-da-dum!



“You bastard!” The hurtling platter came out of nowhere. “By God, I’ll give you an evening gone!”

The marquess ducked. Porcelain bounced off the lintel and rained down upon his head. “Cammie—?” he said, peering into the drawing room.

His mistress stepped from the shadows, brandishing a fire iron. “Don’t Cammie me, you pig!” she growled. She picked up a Meissen figurine and hurled it at his head.

Devellyn ducked. “Put the fire iron down, Camelia,” he said, holding his stick sideways as he walked, as if it might repel the next flying object. “Put it down, I say.”

“Go frig yourself!” she screamed like the Spitalfields shrew she secretly was. “Go rot in hell, you hulking, oversized, ignorant bastard!”

The marquess made a tsk tsk sound. “Camelia, your limited vocabulary is showing again,” he said. “You’ve bastardized me twice now. Pour us a tot of brandy, my love. We’ll work it out.”

“No, you work this out,” she said, brandishing the fire iron. “Because I’m going to shove it sideways up your arse, Devellyn.”

The marquess winced. “Cammie, whatever I’ve done, I’m sorry. Tomorrow, I’ll go down to Garrard’s and buy you a necklace, I swear it.” He turned but an instant to put down his stick and hat. A very bad decision. She hurled the fire iron at his head, then came at him like a rabid rat terrier, eight stone of kicking, clawing female.

“Bastard!” she screamed, leaping on his back and pounding his head with one fist. “Pig! Pig! Stupid pig!”

Camelia was nothing if not theatrical. Servants were peering from the passageway now. Devellyn spun around, trying to get a grip on her; but Camelia had him round the neck, trying to throttle him with one arm, while pounding the living hell out of him with the other.

“Selfish, coldhearted son of a bitch,” she cried, hitting him with every syllable. “You never think of me. You! You! Always you!”

And then he remembered—the blows having apparently beaten some sense into his head. “Oh, dash it!” he said. “Cleopatra!”

He finally grabbed her skirts and dragged her off. She landed on the floor on her rump and looked venomously up at him. “Yes, my Cleopatra!” she corrected. “My debut! My opening night! I was finally the star—and I brought down the house, you selfish dog! You promised, Devellyn! You promised to be there.”

The marquess slid out of his coat, and his butler crept timidly forward to take it. “I swear I’m sorry, Cammie,” he said. “Really, I am. I’ll be there next time. I’ll come—why I’ll come tonight! Won’t that do?”

Camelia rearranged her skirts and stood with as much grace as she could muster. “No, it won’t do,” she said, turning and speaking theatrically over one shoulder. “Because I am leaving you, Devellyn.”

“Leaving me?”

Camelia strolled to the mantel. “Yes, as in casting you off,” she went on. “Throwing you over. Tossing you out of my life. Need I go on?”

“But Cammie, why?”

“Because Sir Edmund Sutters made me a very pretty offer tonight.” Camelia looked down her nose at him, and the girl from Spitalfields vanished. “Whilst we were all drinking champagne backstage after the play.”

“Backstage?”

“Where you should have been.”

Camelia was caressing the matching Meissen figurine now, sliding her long, thin fingers over it in a way which he once would have thought erotic, but now looked faintly dangerous. “Of course,” she went on, “had you been there, he would not have dared, would he? But you weren’t. And so he did.” Suddenly, she spun about. “And I accepted, Devellyn. Do you hear me? I accepted.”

She really meant it this time. What a bloody inconvenience. Oh, there were always other women. He should know. Well, he did know. He just didn’t have the ambition to go looking for one. But he knew from past experience that once a woman got fed up with him, there was no stopping her from packing up and leaving.

Devellyn sighed and opened both his hands expressively. “Well, dash it, Cammie, I hate it’s come to this.”

She lifted her chin disdainfully. “I shall be moving out in the morning.”

The marquess shrugged. “Well, there’s no real rush,” he said. “I mean, I’m in no hurry for the house, and I’ll be a fortnight or better settling on someone else, so just take your ti—”

The last Meissen caught him square in the forehead. Shards flew. Devellyn staggered back, but she caught him before he hit the floor.

“Bastard! Pig!” The tiny fists flew again. “Pig! Bastard! I ought’er ring your neck like a scrawny Sunday chicken!”

“Oh, bugger all!” said Devellyn wearily. It was a good thing Camelia didn’t write her own material.

“Bastard! Pig!”

Devellyn just collapsed onto the floor, Camelia still clinging to his neck.

 

Sidonie Saint-Godard was a woman of independent means, with far too much of the adjective, and just enough of the noun to pay the bills. At first, her independence had fit like a new shoe with a perilously high heel; something one teetered about awkwardly on, in the faint hope one would not trip and fall face-first into the carpet of polite society. Then she’d returned to London, her birthplace, and found that the shoe soon began to pinch. For unlike France, female independence in England came buckled and beribboned with a whole new set of shoulds and oughts.

It had taken her one full year of mourning before Sidonie had realized the solution was to kick off her shoes altogether and run barefoot through life. Now, at the great age of twenty-nine, she was sprinting for all she was worth. And when she died, she told her brother George, she wanted her gravestone inscribed with the epitaph A LIFE FULLY LIVED. It was what she planned to do, for life, she well knew, was uncertain, and despite old saws to the contrary, both the good and the bad often died young. Sidonie wasn’t even sure which category she fell into. Good? Bad? A little of both?

Like many a wellborn French girl, Sidonie had gone from her mother’s sheltering roof to the high, strong walls of the convent school. There, however, she’d suffered one of her more wicked moments. She’d run away with a handsome man who’d possessed neither roof nor walls—not in any conventional sense. Instead, Pierre Saint-Godard had possessed a fine new merchantman, fitted out with a two-room captain’s suite and a bank of tidy windows from which one might view the world as it floated past.

But Sidonie had soon seen enough of the world. She had sold the ship, packed up her clothes and her cat, and moved to London. Now she lived in a tidy town house in Bedford Place, surrounded by the equally tidy homes of merchants, bankers, and almost-but-not-quite gentry. And at present, she was taking in the fine view from her upstairs window. One door down, on the opposite side of Bedford Place, a removal van had drawn up, and two men were loading trunks and crates into it with nervous alacrity.

“How many mistresses does that make now, Julia?” Sidonie asked, leaning over her companion’s head and peering through the draperies.

Julia counted on her fingers. “The pale blonde in December made seven,” she said. “So this would make eight.”

“And this is but March!” Sidonie kept toweling the damp from her long black hair. “I should like to know who he is, to treat these poor women so cavalierly. It’s as if he thinks they’re old coats, to be thrown out when the elbows wear!”

Julia straightened up from the window. “No time for that now, dearie,” she warned, pushing Sidonie toward the fire. “You’ll be late as it is. Sit, and let me comb that mess of hair dry, else you’ll catch your death going down to the Strand.”

Dutifully, Sidonie pulled up a stool. Thomas, her cat, jumped at once into her lap. “But it really is vile behavior, Julia,” she said, slicking one hand down the sleek black tabby. “You know it is. Perhaps the crossing sweep can tell us his name? I shall ask.”

“Aye, perhaps,” said Julia absently as she drew the brush down. “Do you know, my dear, you’ve hair just like your mother’s?”

“Do you think so?” asked Sidonie a little hopefully. “Claire had such lovely hair.”

“Left me green with envy,” Julia confessed. “And to think, me on the stage with this mouse brown straw! If we were seen together—which we often were—she cast me in the shade.”

“But you had a wonderful career, Julia! You were famous. The toast of Drury Lane, were you not?”

“Oh, for a time,” she answered. “But that’s long past.”

Sidonie fell silent. She knew it had been years since Julia had played a significant role in the West End theaters. And far longer than that since the rich men who had once vied for her favors had moved on to younger women. Despite being several years younger, Julia had been a close friend of Sidonie’s mother, for they had run with the same fast crowd; the demimonde, and all their hangers-on. And those hangers-on had always included a vast number of wealthy, upper-class rakes with a taste for women of less-than-blue blood.

But Claire Bauchet’s blood had been blue. She had also been heartbreakingly beautiful. The first advantage had been cruelly and rapaciously stripped from her. The second she had cultivated like a hothouse orchid, for like Julia, Claire had made her living with her beauty. But while Julia had been a talented actress who had sometimes had the good fortune to be kept by a wealthy admirer, Claire had been, simply put, a courtesan. Her talent had been her grace and her charm, and very little else. Well, perhaps that was not quite fair. For much of her life, Claire had been kept by one man only.

When Sidonie had returned to London, her mother’s old friend had been the first to ring her bell and welcome her home. And it had been painfully obvious to Sidonie that Julia was lonely. As it happened, Sidonie had been in dire need of a lady’s maid. Not to mention a companion, a cook, and a confidante. Unfortunately, she had been unable to afford all of those things. The cook she had promptly hired. Julia, the consummate actress, had proven the perfect solution to all else. And although Sidonie had not asked, she suspected Julia had been living a little too close to the bone, as women who lived by their wits and their looks so often did.

“Missing her, are you?” Julia asked out of the blue.

Sidonie looked over her shoulder and considered it. Did she miss Claire? “Yes, a bit. She was always so full of life.”

Just then, a horrible crash sounded. Thomas shot off her lap and under the bed. Julia and Sidonie rushed back to the window, boldly drawing wide the draperies. The remover’s van was gone, and over the door of the opposite house, someone had thrown up a sash. A petite redhead was leaning halfway out the window, holding a chamber pot.

“Pig!” she cried, hurling it to the ground. “Bastard!”

“Lord God!” said Julia.

The next sash flew up. The redhead appeared again. Another pot. “Bastard! Pig!” Down it went, shards of white porcelain bouncing off the pavement.

Sidonie burst into peals of laughter.

Julia shrugged. “Well, whoever your mystery gent is,” she murmured, “he won’t have a pot to piss in when she’s done with him.”








Chapter Two

In which our Hero is beset by yet Another plague




“My lord?”

The voice was distant. Disembodied. And annoying as hell.

“Muuf!” said the Marquess of Devellyn, intent on sending it away again. “Gumm smuzum!”

“But really, my lord! I do think you must open your eyes!”

“Mmft umt,” he countered.

“Yes, quite right, I’m sure, sir.” The voice was growing distraught. “But I’m afraid you must get up now.”

“I couldn’t even get him out of his coat last night,” came a second fretful voice from the fog. “Do you think it’s ruined? I fear he’s bled on it. I believe he’s been boxing again. Does that not look like blood, Honeywell—just there, on the lapel?”

“Fenton, I am sure I neither know nor care.” The first voice sounded peeved now. “My lord? Really, you must get up now. Brampton and his carpenters have gone, sir. I’m afraid we’ve bad news.”

Bad news.

That cut through the haze and into his consciousness. Devellyn had more than a passing familiarity with the phrase. “Buffum?” he said, cracking one eye.

Four of the same stared down at him. Or was it six?

“He’s coming round, Fenton.” The voice sounded relieved. “Let’s see if he can sit.”

The marquess found himself unceremoniously hefted up. A pillow was stuffed hastily behind his back, and his booted feet flopped to either side, striking the floor. Well. He was up and awake despite his best efforts.

Fenton, his valet, frowned. “Really, sir, I do wish you’d rung for me when you came in,” he said, wringing his hands. “You cannot have been comfortable sleeping on the divan. And now we have this terrible business about the floor.”

“Wha—?” muttered Devellyn, blinking.

Honeywell, his butler, was dragging a small table across the room. Disembodied hands set a coffee tray atop it. “There!” said Honeywell. “Now, my lord, as I was saying, the carpenters have gone. I’m afraid the floor in the blue withdrawing room cannot be repaired after all.”

Floor? What floor?

Fenton stirred something into his coffee, then passed him the cup with an unctuous smile.

“I fear, my lord, you’re to be vastly inconvenienced,” continued Honeywell in his voice of doom, a tone ordinarily reserved for thieving footmen and tarnished silver.

“Oh, I doubt that,” said Devellyn, eyeing the coffee suspiciously. “Don’t much fancy inconvenience. I always find it so dashed…inconvenient.”

Honeywell folded his hands together like a pious country parson. “But my lord, I fear we have—” Here he paused for dramatic effect, “—the death-watch beetle!”

Devellyn swallowed too much coffee, and had to hack a little of it back up again. “The death-watch who—?”

“The death-watch beetle, my lord,” he said. “That strange little skritch-skritch-skritching sound in the blue withdrawing room? I’m afraid they’ve eaten away half the flooring. And now they’re in the staircases. Both of them, sir, spindles, newels, banisters, and all. Brampton says it is very dangerous, sir, and that we should account ourselves lucky we’ve not been killed.”

“Killed by murderous beetles?” asked Devellyn.

“Lucky, sir, that the stairs haven’t collapsed beneath us and sent us to an early death in the cellars.”

They had cellars? Devellyn shook his head and drank more coffee. There was a fuzzy, dark brown taste in his mouth and a fierce pounding in his temples. “Well, what’s to be done?” he finally said. “About these beetles, I mean?”

“The floors and stairs must come out, my lord.”

Devellyn frowned. “Yes, and then there will be hammering, eh? Workmen thumping about in their boots? Dust! Racket! Dashed hard on a chap with my sort of social life, Honeywell.”

“I fear it’s rather more inconvenient even than that, sir.” Honeywell clutched his hands a little tighter. “I’m afraid, my lord, that you must remove.”

“Remove?” snapped Devellyn, shoving away the coffee. “Remove from Duke Street? And go where, old boy?”

Honeywell and Fenton exchanged glances. “Well, there is always Bedford Place,” said the butler. “If Miss Lederly could…or would…”

“Oh, she couldn’t, and she wouldn’t,” countered Devellyn. “But it little matters. She moved out yesterday.”

The servants gave a collective sigh of relief. “Fenton can move your personal effects whilst I pack up the plate and such,” said Honeywell.

The marquess looked back and forth between them, appalled. “And I’m to have no say in this, am I?” he asked. “The Devil of Duke Street is to become…what? The Hobgoblin of Bedford Place? Doesn’t have much of a ring, now, does it?”

 

Sidonie was not late for her dinner engagement. Instead, she arrived early, which gave her time to stroll leisurely past the shops which lined the thoroughfare. The Strand possessed nothing like the quiet restraint of Oxford Street or Savile Row, places filled with elegant shops selling, as much as anything, rarefied ambiance and the smell of money. Instead, the Strand was a broad, busy place where buyers and sellers of every social stratum eventually crossed paths—if not in life, then in death, for the Strand boasted two undertakers and a coffin maker.

Ironmongers, booksellers, silk mercers, furriers, phrenologists, and fortune-tellers—all hung shingles in the Strand. Then there were the piemen, the orange girls, the news hawkers, the cutpurses, the pickpockets, and lastly, the prostitutes. Sidonie was not much bothered by rubbing elbows with what some would have called the dregs of society. She’d seen almost half the world’s seaports, and the dregs didn’t drop much deeper than that.

In that spirit, Sidonie bought six oranges she didn’t want from a girl who quite obviously needed to sell them, and told her to keep the change. Her tour of the Strand complete, she paused to peer through the bow window of a very posh shop near the foot of the street. There was no shingle, no sign, nothing at all save a small brass plaque on the door, which was inscribed:

MR. GEORGE JACOB KEMBLE

PURVEYOR OF ELEGANT ODDITIES AND FINE FOLDEROL

Finding nothing of interest in the window display, Sidonie pushed through the door, and a little bell jingled merrily. A handsome young Frenchman came at once from behind the counter. “Bonjour, Madame Saint-Godard,” he said, taking her hand and passionately kissing it. “I trust you are een good health?”

Sidonie smiled. “Quite well, Jean-Claude, thank you,” she said, bending over a glass-encased collection of delicate dishes. “Oh, my! This faience bonbonnière, is it new?”

“We got et just thees week, madame,” he said, with a smile that showed all his teeth. “Your taste eez exquisite, as always. May I send eet to Bedford Place tomorrow? A gift, shall we say, from your devoted brother?”

Sidonie shook her head. She could not afford it. Certainly, she would not take it. “Here, Jean-Claude, have some oranges,” she said, putting them down on the glass counter. “They keep away the scurvy.”

Her brother’s assistant smiled. “Merci, madame,” he said. “You have found Marianne with the beeg eyes, oui?”

“Very beeg,” Sidonie agreed. “And a very empty belly, I fear.”

“Que faire!” he agreed. “They are starving, these poor urchins.”

“Yes, what to do, indeed?” Sidonie muttered. Then abruptly, she changed the subject. “Jean-Claude, where is my brother? What is his mood today?”

The young man rolled his eyes heavenward. “Upstairs flaying the cook, may God help heem,” he answered. “Heez mood eez very ill, like a vicious dog. A soufflé fell.” Then he dropped both his voice and his eyes. “Madame,” he whispered, “have you sometheeng for me?”

Sidonie shook her head. “Not today, Jean-Claude,” she answered. “I’ve just come down to dine with my brother and Monsieur Giroux.”

“Ah, I delay you!” Jean-Claude stepped aside and waved her toward the green velvet curtains which led to the back of the shop. “Bon appétit, madame!”

Two hours later, Sidonie was finishing off a bottle of very excellent pinot noir in her brother’s dining room above the shop. The food had been flawless, despite whatever crisis had occurred in the kitchen, and if George had killed off his cook, he’d wiped up all the blood. With great care, Sidonie slipped off her shoes, propped her feet in the seat opposite, and reclined against the back of her chair in contentment. Maurice Giroux, George’s particular friend, was standing at the sideboard cutting thin slices of sponge cake while the maid carried in a carafe of port and two glasses.

“Eat this, Sid, whilst we drink our port,” Maurice suggested, putting down a slice before her. “It is orange sponge, and particularly good since the oranges were fresh.”

Sidonie looked across the table at her brother. “Let me guess,” she said. “Marianne with the beeg eyes?”

George gave a Gallic shrug. “One must eat,” he said. “So one might as well eat Marianne’s oranges.”

Maurice laughed, and poured two glasses of port. “George, she knows you too well.”

“For God’s sake, let us speak of something else besides my Christian charity.” George took one of the glasses. “I have a reputation to keep up.”

Maurice turned to Sidonie. “Tell us, my dear, have you many pupils this spring? And what, pray, are you teaching?”

Sidonie poked absently at the orange sponge, wishing she had instead a glass of port. “Well, I still have Miss Leslie and Miss Arbuckle for piano,” she began. “And I have Miss Debnam and Miss Brewster for deportment. Then there is Miss Hannaday, who can neither dance, nor sing, nor play, and scarcely knows her fish fork from a canapé knife—and yet her father has arranged a match with the Marquess of Bodley.”

“Good Lord!” said George. “That old roué? I’d heard he was nearly insolvent.”

Sidonie nodded. “The poor child is terrified, and I have only until August, when the wedding has been scheduled, to get her over it.”

“Ah,” said Maurice. “You speak of the Hannaday who is in tea, do you not?”

Sidonie nodded. “The very same,” she agreed. “He has a monstrous house just below me in Southampton Street.”

“Yes, and Bodley has a monstrous mortgage to go with it,” George interjected. “In the last five years, his fortunes have been dropping faster than ladies’ waist-lines. His entire estate in Essex isn’t worth what he owes his creditors.”

Maurice nodded sagely. “And then, Sid, there is the matter of that ten thousand pounds he lost to Mr. Chartres in White’s last week,” he added. “The man is so deep in debt it will take two or three tea merchants’ daughters to dig him out again.”

“Yes, well, Miss Hannaday has a very sharp shovel,” said Sidonie. “Three hundred thousand pounds.”

“And Bodley has a very dull wit,” snapped George, before sipping delicately from his port.

“What do you mean?” Sidonie asked.

“The man is a pompous blowhard and an inveterate pervert,” said her brother, putting the glass back down again. “And let us hope Hannaday does not catch wind of Lord Bodley’s latest penchant for enticing young naval officers into his bed. Some of them come very dear indeed. Particularly when one must buy their silence après the moment of passion.”

“Oh, dear!” Sidonie pressed her fingertips to her chest. “That would explain his need for money. How ever does he find…find…”

“Find his partners?” Maurice supplied.

“Well, yes.”

Maurice shrugged. “If they are willing—or in dire need of money—he finds them in St. James’s Park, most probably.”

“St. James’s?” she echoed.

Maurice and George exchanged telling glances. “Sidonie, gentlemen who are interested in certain types of—well, activities, meet in a place which is generally known to them,” said her brother. “Lately, St. James’s Park has again been popular. So, one goes there for a stroll, and signals one’s—er, interests—by tucking a handkerchief into the left pocket, or by hanging one’s thumb in one’s waistcoat.”

“Just so,” said Maurice. “But some of Bodley’s victims haven’t been so willing. For that, he retains a whoremaster. Their victims are young men who have played too deep or allowed themselves to be caught in compromising positions of some sort.”

“And sometimes, their only sin is poverty,” said George softly.

Maurice nodded. “Bodley occasionally prefers young girls, too,” he supplied. “The bastard knows every bawd east of Regent Street.”

Sidonie shivered. “Dear God, I begin to comprehend,” she managed, pressing one hand to her chest. “Maurice, I believe I shall be unladylike and prevail upon you for a glass of that port. My poor Miss Hannaday! Now I almost wish she would elope with her shipping clerk.”

“Her shipping clerk?” Maurice turned from the sideboard, holding a clean glass.

“She has a shipping clerk?” asked George.

Sidonie nodded, and looked back and forth between them. “Charles Greer,” she said. “He works for her father, and they love one another madly. But it is thought a dreadful mésalliance, and Mr. Hannaday will not permit it.”

George cupped a hand to his ear. “Oh, I hear Gretna Green calling!” he chortled. “And tell Mr. Greer to make haste, my dear, lest they move the date up.”

“Elope?” said Sidonie. “George, you cannot be serious!”

Maurice handed her a glass of port. “I fear he might be, Sid,” he said. “Some things are worse than a life of poverty.”

“And Lord Bodley is amongst them,” said George. “Besides, he must be at least twice her age.”

Sidonie shifted her gaze from George to Maurice and back again. “But her father will cut her off if she elopes,” she said. “And he’ll discharge her clerk without a character.”

George shrugged. “He’ll likely come round when the first grandchild arrives.”

“That’s all very well, George, but what if he doesn’t?” asked Maurice abruptly. “Is the clerk a decent sort?”

“Well…yes.”

“You are sure?”

“I met him but once,” Sidonie answered. “He’s earnest and rather awkward, but there is no artifice in him, of that I am confident.”

George lifted one shoulder. “Sid is no bad judge of character.”

Maurice drained the rest of his wine. “Well, I shall give him a place, then.”

Sidonie was shocked. “Will you, Maurice? But why?”

Maurice gave a wintry smile. “I feel sorry for anyone thwarted in love,” he said. “Besides, old Hallings has asked to be pensioned come October. If the lad can inventory cloth and keep accounts, he can apprentice for a few months. It isn’t much, my dear, but the chit shan’t starve.”

“Well!” said Sidonie, feeling as if she’d just been caught up in a whirlwind. “The two of you are frightfully helpful—not to mention a veritable spouting font of scandal and gossip.”

Maurice patted her hand. “We work with the haute monde, dear girl,” he said. “They have no secrets. Our business depends upon it.”

Sidonie laughed. “I wonder if there is anything the two of you do not know—or cannot discover.”

“I doubt it,” said George.

“Oh, speaking of scandal, gossip, and discoveries!” Maurice leaned across the table, his eye twinkling. “I have something which meets all three criteria—and it’s just too rich!”

“Go on,” said George.

“Guess who the Black Angel’s latest victim was!”

“I cannot,” said Sidonie. “You must tell us, Maurice.”

The haberdasher grinned. “That silly pup, Lord Francis Tenby.”

George rolled his eyes. “Oh, it could not have happened to a more deserving fellow.”

Maurice wrinkled his nose. “I myself think he has abysmal taste in waistcoats,” he said. “But I have also heard he is spoiled and a little petulant, too. He is trying to hush up his little interlude with the Black Angel, of course, but servants will talk.”

“Hmm,” said George. “And what are they saying?”

Maurice leaned even nearer. “That the Black Angel pinched a sapphire pin worth a hundred pounds,” he whispered. “And left him bound, gagged, and naked in a moving hackney.”

“Bound, gagged, and naked?” murmured Sidonie. “How perfectly fascinating. Tell me, Maurice, what is being said of the Angel? Who do people believe she—or he—is?”

“A scorned mistress,” he swiftly answered. “Perhaps even an actress. That is why she keeps changing her appearance and targets men of wealth and power. She is angry. Avenging. Not to mention hilariously entertaining.”

Sidonie smiled. “Do the unfortunate victims know why they are singled out?”

Maurice and George exchanged glances. “I have heard it said,” George began, “that the Angel fancies herself something of a Robin Hood.”

Sidonie lifted her brows. “To whom, then, does she give?”

Something flickered in her brother’s quick golden gaze. “I am not perfectly sure.”

“But can you not find out, George?” she teased. “I thought you knew everything.”

“I can discover anything,” he corrected. “If it pleases me to do so. But I need not know the Angel’s identity or whom she helps. Frankly, I wish her well.”

Sidonie lifted her gaze to his and allowed a hint of a challenge to light her eyes. “Very well, then,” she said. “I wish you to discover something else. Something of particular interest to me. It should not prove difficult for a man of your talents.”

“By all means, dear girl,” George agreed. “What is it you wish to know?”

“I wish to know who owns the house almost directly across the street from mine.”

Her brother drew back and looked at her. “I keep up with gossip and crime, Sid, not the Bloomsbury real estate records.”

“But this is all of a piece,” she said. “A gentleman—a nobleman, I’m told—keeps the house for his mistresses.”

“Ah!” said Maurice and George at once.

“The poor women come and go faster than the seasons,” Sidonie complained. “And I should simply like to know his name, that is all.”

“What is the number?” asked George.

“Seventeen.”

Maurice frowned. “And the woman, is she a blonde? A brunette?”

Sidonie shook her head. “A redhead—and, according to the crossing sweep, an actress,” she answered. “She moved out just this afternoon, obviously distraught. But there was a blonde this winter. Pale blond, with a mincing walk and a very sharp chin. And before that, an Italian dancer. Her name, I believe, was Maria. She left in tears. Indeed, I think he must be very cruel.”

George looked suddenly ill at ease. “I believe the gentleman in question is Lord Devellyn,” he said quietly.

He and Maurice exchanged odd glances. “Hmm,” said Maurice. “Tell us, Sidonie, is he quite a large man?”

Sidonie shrugged. “I have never seen him,” she said. “He comes and goes in a carriage or a hackney.”

George swirled the port in his glass and stared at the ceiling. “A marked carriage?”

“Indeed.”

“Describe his crest.”

“Yes, of course.” Sidonie closed her eyes and did so.

“It is he,” said George again. “There is no doubt.”

“None,” agreed Maurice. “I fitted him for a pair of new waistcoats just last week. I saw the coach draw up.”

Sidonie laid down her napkin. “Excellent!” she said. “Lord Devellyn. Do either of you know his club?”

George lifted one brow suspiciously. “The Beefsteak, the Yacht Club, and the MCC,” he rattled off. “And White’s, when they will let him in. Why do you ask?”

“Eating, sailing, and cricket!” she murmured, ignoring her brother’s question. “Lord, what a well-rounded individual. I suppose he gambles, too?”

“Like there’s no tomorrow,” said Maurice. “At Crockford’s, usually.”

Sidonie’s eyes widened. “A perilous place.”

“And at any low tavern or squalid hell that will have him,” George snipped. “Devellyn drinks like a parched pig, and has no standards whatsoever.”

“That’s not entirely true, George,” said Maurice, pressing his fingertips to his chest. “He bought waistcoats from me.”

“Well, you know what they say about swine,” sniffed George. “Even a blind hog occasionally roots out a truffle. Besides, you told me his valet chose the fabrics.”

“And where, pray tell, does this Renaissance man reside?” asked Sidonie.

“Oh, good Lord, Sidonie!” George was growing irritated. “He’s the man they call the Devil of Duke Street. Figure it out. Now, may we please dispense with the topic of Devellyn? I find him tedious in the extreme.”








Chapter Three

The Sublime Society of Beef Steaks




The Beefsteak Club was, simply put, a organization of unruly bacchanalians who liked to sing bawdy songs, gnaw slabs of bloody meat, and swill vast quantities of port before going on to their equally unruly gaming hells. The phrase in the gout did not exist in their vocabulary, because Beefsteakers were expected to turn up their toes in a far more dashing fashion long before that dread disease could set in.

The club convened on Saturdays, and Beefsteakers were few, as seating at the table was limited. Death, insanity, and insolvency were the prospective members’ only hopes. There had been, regrettably, a few of each. Over its hundred-year history, the club had been moved from pillar to post, and was presently housed in a room at the Lyceum near Covent Garden.

The Black Angel had had no trouble at all finding the club’s entrance. Now she waited deep in the shadows across the street as the nightlife of Covent Garden began to flood forth. The market gardeners and costermongers had long since found their beds, and the pavements were now crowded with pleasure seekers headed for the coffeehouses and theaters. A laughing couple dressed in worn brown coats passed by her hiding place, their steps light, their shoes scuffing softly on the pavement.

Just then, a brewer’s dray came clattering up from the Strand, and for a moment, she could see nothing. Then the dray rattled on, and in the jovial crowd now spilling from the Lyceum, she saw him. She was certain. The man’s height and breadth made him unmistakable. His hair was dark, chestnut, perhaps, and he appeared to be dressed in solid black.

After a few moments of repartee and laughter, he and two companions stepped from the throng and into a pool of gaslight. For an instant, her heart stopped, and she feared she’d lost her mind entirely. The Marquess of Devellyn towered over his friends, and beneath his sweeping greatcoat, his shoulders looked as wide, and almost as thick, as a beer keg.

But it wasn’t that which made her heart lurch. It was his eyes. They were flat and cold, like gray slate. And horribly cynical, too, as if he knew more than he wished of the world and how it worked. For an instant, she felt an odd sort of kinship with him, then ruthlessly shut it away. But his laughter, still ringing down the street, seemed a sham to her now.

No crested carriage waited below the Lyceum. Instead, the three men set off, oddly enough, in the direction of Fleet Street. It was then that she began to worry just where her little lark might take her. But after a few minutes of brisk walking, the three men turned into the Cheshire Cheese, a tavern favored by the literati. She slid into the shadows of the alley for half an hour, then followed, but the rabbit warren of rooms filled with tables and benches made it impossible to see without being seen. No, this would not do. She circled through the crowded taproom and back into the street again, escaping with nothing worse than a drunken leer and a grope on the arse.

An hour later, they came out again, their pace less brisk but their steps still steady. All around them, a thick evening fog was rolling up off the Thames, muting the clopping hooves and creaking carriage wheels which passed along the street, until they sounded distant and disembodied. She could smell the river now, mixed with the strange effluence which drifted up from the east. In the gloom, the marquess’s long, dark coat swirled eerily around his boots. He moved with an easy grace as the trio circled around St. Paul’s and into Cheapside.

There, they went down a set of steep stairs beneath a tobacconist’s and into a pernicious, unmarked hell called Gallard’s. An unfortunate choice, for it was very private, and she knew no way in. Two hours later, just as she was longing for the warmth of her bed, her quarry came out and staggered off toward the even more dangerous environs of the East End. Devellyn, she decided, was either very bold or very stupid. She tucked her cloak close, felt for her knife, and kept to the shadows.

At Queen Street, the men stopped to light cheroots, then turned toward the river. They crossed the Southwark Bridge on foot, conversing in the bold, carrying tones of men who’d had far too much to drink. She hung back lest she be seen. But it little mattered. She’d already guessed where they were headed.

The Anchor was an old riverside inn frequented by pirates, smugglers, thieves, and the occasional nob out on a lark. Opium, untaxed brandy, sex of any sort; all could be had at the Anchor. She knew the place, but not well. She watched them enter, waited ten minutes, then followed. The weary, unshaven innkeeper didn’t blink an eye when she snapped a guinea against his counter and asked for a room upstairs—a room at the back, away from the river.

Upstairs, she pushed the window wide open and made a quick assessment of the inn’s exterior. Dark. Deserted. A solid-looking drainpipe and a low garden wall. All perfectly acceptable. After hanging her cloak and opening her small valise, she rouged her lips and went down again. The taproom was dark, but she could see that Devellyn and his companions had joined three other, rougher-looking fellows in a card game near the door. She swished carefully past and allowed her fingertips to trail lightly across the shoulder of the man on Devellyn’s left.

The marquess turned, and with heavy, hooded eyes, watched her hand slide away.

“How’ll you have it?” asked the tapster when she approached.

The smell of cold ashes and sour ale assailed her nostrils. “Just a dram o’ satin, lovey,” she said, propping her elbow on the bar and turning to survey the room. Most of the tables were filled, and smoke hung low in the air.

The man put down her drink and leaned nearer. “I need to tell you, miss,” he said quietly. “We’ll be having no trouble in here.”

She shot him a bemused smile over her shoulder. “Wot? Do I look like trouble ter yew?”
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Devellyn noticed the fancy piece in the red velvet dress the moment she entered the room. One could scarcely miss the way her hand—a surprisingly clean, long-fingered hand—slid caressingly over Sir Alasdair MacLachlan’s shoulder. Alasdair, of course, did not notice. He had fifty guineas on the table and was holding a fistful of cards which were quivering with excitement. Warming the sheets with some wench was the furthest thing from his mind.

It should have been far from Devellyn’s. But he was losing, and looking for a little distraction. He was also foxed. He watched the tart lean against the bar and order a glass of gin. Gin? Good Lord. She certainly wasn’t his type.

She was also tall and lush, with a bosom that was about to burst from her dress, which was cut right down to the nipples. Her hair was a garish shade of red which clashed so violently with her velvet dress the vision could have stopped a mail coach. She had one elbow propped on the bar and was boldly surveying the noisy room. In short, she looked like just what she was, a dockside dolly-mop with big breasts and abysmal taste.

But her eyes. Now there was something odd. She had quick, intelligent eyes. They did not seem to belong with the rest of her body. Devellyn kept glancing surreptitiously at them, wishing he could make out the color. Her cheeks were oddly high, giving her a bit of a tight, rabbity look about the face. The mouth, though, was not bad. She had a small mole just at one corner, and something about it tormented him. Yet the woman kept lowering her lashes and looking at Alasdair. That was beginning to annoy him.

Once, her tongue came out and teased lightly at the corner of her mouth, almost touching the mole. Devellyn ordered another bottle of brandy and hunkered down with his hand. Then again, a man who’d drunk as much as he had probably oughtn’t be playing cards. But Alasdair had insisted. Well, of course he had. His luck was in tonight. Devellyn’s, unfortunately, was not. He tossed down his hand and admitted it.

Again, the woman strolled through the room. Again, that hungry, sidelong look at Alasdair. Her hip brushed against his chair, but Alasdair held a handful of spades—enough to clear the table if he kept his wits, which he likely would. Alasdair was the consummate gambler. Devellyn pulled away from his friend’s shoulder and began to debate with himself over what to do.

He wanted to tumble the tart in the red dress, dash it. He didn’t know why. He just did. It was probably just the perversity of her behavior. She hadn’t looked at him once all night, which was odd. Women always looked at him, if for no other reason than to take in his size. Perhaps she meant to tease him. Or perhaps he wasn’t her type. On the other hand, perhaps he was? With a curt good night to his friends, he shoved back his chair, took what was left of his money, and ambled off to find out.

Apparently, he was her type.

“Wot, a big, strapping buck like you?” She grinned and dropped her eyes to his crotch. “Might ought’er charge you extra, I’m thinking.”

Devellyn grabbed her by the arm and pulled her toward the stairs. “You might just find yourself so grateful you give my money back,” he growled. Then halfway up, he stopped. He’d forgotten something, blister it. In the darkened stairwell, he pulled her around to face him. “What’s your name, girl?”

She dropped her gaze suggestively. “Ruby.” Despite her horrid cockney accent and oddly grating voice, the word came out silky, sending a chill down his spine. “Ruby Black.”

He let his eyes drift down the tawdry red dress again. Ruby Black looked like she knew what she was doing. Devellyn was suddenly grateful. He was in no mood to tutor a virgin or anything remotely near it. And he was in no mood for a quick rutting, either. Camelia’s leaving him had left him feeling bereft and severely sexually frustrated. He was in the mood for a woman that could take it hard and take it for a good long while. He stopped and jerked her around again.

“How much, Ruby, for the whole night?”

“Coo!” said Ruby. But she named her price. He gladly agreed.

Ruby tucked the money away, then looked up at him through her thick, dark lashes.

“I’m Devellyn,” he grunted by way of introduction.

Her room was narrow and squalid, barely lit by one sputtering, stinking tallow candle. The furnishings were threadbare, the floor just rough planking, but the narrow oak poster bed looked as though it could bear his weight. What did he care for ambiance? He wanted sex.

Ruby ran her hands down his chest, then brushed one teasingly over his belly. “Oh, yer something, Mr. Devellyn, ain’t you?” she said, her nostrils delicately flaring. She leaned into him, her thigh brushing his already jutting erection, and in the gloom, he saw her eyes widen. “Gawd,” she whispered. “I’d hate ter see that one when you’re stone-cold sober.”

He was flattered. He shouldn’t have been, and he knew it. He was half cup-shot, and she was just bought accommodation, and it was all artifice and show. But there was something, he thought, in her face. A hunger. A yearning. Suddenly, he wished he could be certain. “Damn it,” he said. “Why is it so infernal dark in here?”

Ruby looked suddenly injured. “I make me livin’ on me back, gov’nor,” she said. “And candles are a penny apiece at the Anchor.”

He started to pull away, but she slid her hands between his legs, cupping his ballocks in her small, warm palm. “Oh, Gawd, don’t go now,” she whispered, sounding a little desperate. Desperate was good. Devellyn liked his women desperate.

Then he jerked himself up short. She wasn’t his woman. She was a riverside strumpet, for pity’s sake. But at the moment, he was having trouble remembering that. Lord, he’d best keep his wits about him. He snared her wrist and pulled her against him. “Look here, girl,” he grumbled. “You’d best be clean.”

Her eyes drifted insolently over him. “I ain’t gonna tip you the token, me fine gent,” she said. “If that’s wot yer thinking.”

“Good,” he said, snarling a little. “The last bloody thing I need just now is a bad case of the clap.”

She jerked her wrist away and stepped back. “Look ’ere, Mr. Devellyn,” she said. “There’s plenty o’ warm coves’ll pay ready money for wot I’m sellin’. If you don’t want it, no ’ard feelings. Just move on, awright?”

Damn it all, he didn’t want to move on. The woman—Ruby—seemed to possess something special. He didn’t know what it was. Hell, he hadn’t even gotten a good look at her yet. But he wanted her badly, and he couldn’t say why. She seemed to ooze carnal hunger. He thought he could smell the lust on her skin. And she had a lot of skin.

Suddenly, he was eager to see more. His hand went to her breast, which was warm and heavy. He moved to tug the cheap velvet down so that he might fill his mouth with it, but she pulled his hand away and pushed it back.

“Wot’s yer hurry, gov?”

“I’m paying you,” he said. “What do you care?”

She pulled a little away. “You’re a big man, Mr. Devellyn,” she whispered. “P’raps I ought’er be afraid o’ you?”

He tried to smile. “I think not.”

She fluttered her lashes suggestively. “But I am a little,” she confessed, her voice growing husky. “I think a great big buck like you needs ter be managed a bit.”

“Managed?” he asked.

“Made ter go slow,” she whispered. “Made ter take his time wiv ’is business.”

He chuckled softly. “And how do you propose to do that?”

“Oh, I have me ways,” said Ruby, her voice provocative. “Me specialty, you might say.”

He couldn’t help but be intrigued. “And just what sort of specialty would that be, my girl?”

She paused for a moment. “I can make you beg for it, Devellyn.”

“I don’t think so,” he answered. “I’m a straightforward sort of fellow, Ruby. I don’t fancy anything unusual. Just a good, hard ride will do.”

In the dim light, he could see her mouth form an amazingly pretty pout. She was not really afraid of him, he didn’t think—though he’d come across one or two women who were. But Ruby, he decided, just wanted to toy with him a bit. And what was the harm? He was tired of cards, tired of trawling from one hell to the next with his friends in search of something he hadn’t already seen, had, or tasted. Tired of life, really.

Certainly he was too tired to go looking for a mistress to replace Camelia. Then he’d seen the redhead and realized he couldn’t completely do without, either. But her lush bottom lip was quivering now, and she was looking disappointed. That seemed to be his specialty, disappointing women. Suddenly, and very foolishly, he decided not to disappoint this one.

He reached around and filled his hand with her arse. “All right, Ruby,” he whispered, crudely lifting her pelvis against the erection straining at his trousers. “Have your way with me. I’ve got all bloody night to get what I want from you.”

Ruby smiled and slid her hands up his chest beneath his coat, pushing it off his shoulders. Devellyn let go of his luscious handful and allowed the coat to slide onto the floor.

She made a sound of satisfaction in her throat. “Not an ounce o’ padding on you, is there?” Her voice was thick as he urged his cock against her. “And that’s a reg’lar tipstaff shoved down yer trousers.”

He gave a wry smile, and watched her slender fingers brush his flesh through the wool. It felt wicked. Wonderful. He gave a little moan of pleasure. “Tell me something, gov’nor,” she rasped, her hands going to his waistcoat. “You said yer wanted it slow. Do you?”

Devellyn watched the buttons slip free. “That depends,” he said. “How do you like it, Ruby?”

She lowered her lashes and wouldn’t look him in the eyes. “I likes it slow, Mr. Devellyn,” she whispered. “Real slow. And I like my man to beg a little. Nothing gets a girl’s blood up like a hot, sweating stallion of a man straining at the bit.”

It sounded oddly tempting to him. She pushed his waistcoat off. Cool air breezed up the back of his shirt. “Perhaps you’d best tell me what your game is, Ruby,” he murmured.

The pout reappeared. “No need ter play, Mr. Devellyn, if you’ve no interest.”

He set his hands on her shoulders. “Just answer the damned question,” he growled. “That tipstaff down my trousers is interest enough, isn’t it?”

Ruby held his gaze for a moment. “It’s just that you look ter me like a real fine gent, Mr. Devellyn,” she answered. “You got any notion how many o’ them we get over in Southwark?”

He snorted. “Not many.”

“Not many is right,” she agreed. “But I got me some aspirations.”

“Aspirations?” He tried not to laugh.

She slowly nodded. “I’m good,” she said. “Real good at what I do. And I’m tired o’ working the South Bank. I want ter go uptown. Ter be kept in style a bit. I want me a proper place, somewhere snug and warm. And I want me some fine clothes.”

He grabbed her hands and held them still a moment. “Sorry to dash your hopes, Ruby,” he answered. “But I’m just here to rub a little rust off my pipe. I’m not looking for a permanent arrangement.”

She fluttered her lashes at him. “Oh, I knows that, gov’nor,” she said. “But you knows other proper gents, don’t you? Like them two chaps downstairs? P’raps you could pass me name around if I give satisfaction? That pretty bloke w’the yellow hair—I fancied the look o’ him, I did.”

Alasdair? The woman was still thinking of Alasdair? What a bloody damned insult!

Suddenly, something in him snapped. “To hell with this,” he said. “You aren’t getting paid to talk.” He jerked her hard against him and crushed her mouth beneath his. He kissed her crudely, forcing her head back as he pushed her mouth wide and thrust his tongue deep. Oh, Lord. She tasted good. Like ripe fruit. Like cheap gin and red-hot sin, and something he craved but couldn’t name.

She tried to pull away, but he wouldn’t let her go. Instead, he kept kissing her, kept thrusting deep into her mouth with his tongue. Trapped against his body, Ruby began to struggle, shoving at his shoulders with her palms. Even then, he almost didn’t stop. Lust and frustration surged through his body anew. He wanted to be inside her, wanted to keep kissing her so she wouldn’t speak of things he didn’t want to hear.

She was beating him with the heels of her hands now.

Good God, he had to get a grip on himself. Gasping for breath, he tore his mouth away and stared down at her. Suddenly, despite the darkness, he thought he saw real fear sketch across her face.

“Oh, Lord,” he gasped. “I’m sorry.”

She was still shaking. He really had frightened her. Roughly, he dragged a hand through his hair. Perhaps Ruby did not have as much experience as he’d thought. And whatever else she might be, she was a human being. He shut his eyes and felt the shame wash over him. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I just haven’t…haven’t had…oh, hell, I’m sorry.”

She turned her face away and said nothing. But he could sense her fighting down fear.

He opened his eyes. “Look, let’s just get this over with, Ruby,” he said more gently. “Just take off your clothes and lie down on the bed, all right? Just let me have a quick pump and I’ll be on my way. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“I am not frightened,” she said, her voice so firm her cockney accent almost vanished. “I am not afraid of you, Devellyn.”

He took her chin in his hand and turned her face into his, cursing the darkness that almost blinded him. But indeed, she did not look frightened. If she had been, she had reined it under control.

“I don’t want to frighten you,” he said, dropping his hands. He no longer touched her in any way. “I’m not that sort of man, Ruby. That’s not how I take my pleasure.”

“Awright,” she said, her voice soft. Then she leaned into him and set her hands on his chest. “That’s a posh-lookin’ crumpler, gov.” Her tone was light again. Stronger. “Let’s ’ave it orf, hmm? P’raps we’ll think of a better use for it.”

He looked down to see her grinning unapologetically at him. Oh, what the hell? “Yes, perhaps we will,” he agreed.

She untied the elaborate knot with no difficulty. She unwound half the cloth from his neck, circled it around her own, and drew their faces together. She kissed the corner of his mouth, then ran her tongue across his bottom lip.

“Umm,” she moaned, then she drew the swell of his lip between her small teeth and bit, none too gently, either. A sudden, fierce craving shot through him, making his balls contract and his cock quiver. Inside, his stomach seemed to bottom out.

“Good Lord, girl,” he whispered, as her mouth traveled down his throat. Her tongue traced a line of fire along his collar, and he realized she was already unbuttoning his trousers. He wasn’t sure just what he was supposed to do, didn’t want to bollix things up again, so he stood, still and stoic, as she touched him.

It seemed to be just what she wanted. She drew the cravat away and tossed it onto the bed pillow. Then, with another little sound of satisfaction, she went down on her knees to pull off his boots. That done, she tugged off his stockings with impatient little jerks, Devellyn clutching the bedpost for balance.

It was odd, but he couldn’t recall ever having been undressed by a woman, other than the unfastening of a few token buttons or the untying of his cravat. He rather liked watching her do it.

He rather liked Ruby, too. He liked her lush figure and narrow shoulders. He liked her strange, raspy voice. And he especially liked how she looked on her knees. She was rough around the edges, and certainly not his type. But strangely, he found himself toying with doing just as she wanted. Letting her have her way with him. Letting her make him beg. Then keeping her someplace snug and warm and buying her some fancy clothes.

Good Lord, he’d be the laughingstock of all his friends. But he didn’t give a damn. Ruby started to stand, and abruptly, he set one hand on her shoulder and urged her back down again. “Wait,” he said, the other hand fumbling at his trousers. He freed the last button and impatiently shoved the fabric down. His cock sprang free, so hot and hard he feared he might shoot wild before she got it in her mouth. He watched in satisfaction as Ruby’s eyes widened.

“Take it,” he rasped, touching himself. “Take it, Ruby. Please. Please. I’m begging you.”

Devellyn had forgotten he was the one in control. He had forgotten he was paying her, and that the word please need not enter into the transaction. Ruby looked uncertain, but she slid a tentative hand back and forth along his length. Devellyn felt his whole body begin to shudder almost uncontrollably, as if he were a schoolboy again. His hand lashed out, grabbing for the bedpost.

Abruptly, Ruby released him and stood up slowly, letting her body rub over his as she rose. “Are you eager, Devellyn?” she whispered, leaning in so that her lips brushed his neck just below his ear. “Are you?”

He tried to nod. “Eager enou—”

He sucked in his breath on a gasp when her cool hands slid up his belly. He felt his muscles tighten and shiver beneath her touch. She pushed his shirt up as she went. Devellyn let go of the bedpost, and stripped it off over his head with one hand.

“Coo,” murmured Ruby at the sight of his chest. “Built like a side o’ lean beef, you are.”

“What do you want, Ruby?” he asked through clenched teeth. “Whatever it is, for pity’s sake, girl, get on with it before I explode.”

Ruby leaned forward, and ran her tongue around one of his nipples, making his breath seize. “Not so fast, you fine, big buck,” she whispered. As she licked him, her hands went to his waist, pushing down his drawers and trousers. They fell to his ankles, and he realized vaguely that he was bare-arsed naked, while she was still fully clothed.

His hands went to her bodice. “Take it off, Ruby,” he whispered. “Now. Please?”

She made a purring sound in her throat, and pushed him toward the bed. “Lie down, Devellyn,” she ordered, slipping off her shoes. “Lie down on the bed, love, and I swear, I’ll give you just wot you deserve.”

His every fiber alive with desire, he did as she asked. And he had to admit, his desire was heightening. She probably would have him begging before it was over with.

Ruby watched him, her eyes aflame as they ran down his naked body. Then she set one foot on the lumpy mattress, hiking up her skirts so high he could see her garter and then some. The woman had long, flawless calves, and thighs which looked slender and tight beneath her cotton drawers.

“Is this wot yer wantin’, Devellyn?” she rasped, rolling her garter to her ankle. “Do you want this leg wrapped round yer waist?” With slow, erotic motions, she pulled the stocking off. “Or would you rather ’ave me ankle hooked round yer neck?”

He swallowed hard. “Both, please,” he said, choking out the words.

“Please,” she softly echoed. “Ooh, I do like the sound o’ that. Now you just lie there real still, Devellyn. Let me play me little game, lovey, and I promise you’ll be screamin’ afore I’m done wiv you.”
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