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				A Note from the Author

				Dear Reader,

				

				What a great time it is for booklovers. There are so many ways for us to read books from our favorite authors these days. Until recently, I never left home without a book in my bag. Now, thanks to my e-reader, I can carry hundreds with me.

				

				My contemporary novels have all been formatted as e-books, and I’m delighted that most of my earlier historicals can now be downloaded, too. I had so much fun writing these stories, and I hope you enjoy them.

				

				I am often asked which of my books is my favorite. It’s difficult to pick favorites. Whatever book I am writing has my undivided attention, so my favorite characters are usually the ones I am spending the most time with. For that reason, I am most excited about Sweet Talk, which Dutton will publish in August 2012. So before you dip into this earlier book of mine, I have included the first chapter of Sweet Talk here. It is the only place you can get a sneak peek at my new book, and I hope you love these characters as much as I do. As always, I’m eager to hear your thoughts about all of my novels on Facebook or on my website (www.juliegarwood.com).

				

				I am grateful that you have purchased this book, whatever the format. Happy reading!
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				Chapter One

				Olivia MacKenzie was certain she would have been offered the job if she hadn’t punched the boss during the interview. But knocking the man senseless turned out to be a real deal breaker.

				The CEO of one of the largest investment firms in the country, Eric Jorguson, was now being questioned by an FBI agent. He wasn’t cooperating. The agent had taken Jorguson to the opposite side of the terrace and was trying to get him to calm down and answer his questions. Jorguson was busy screaming at Olivia, threatening to have her killed and also sue her because she’d broken his jaw. She hadn’t done any such thing, of course. The man was exaggerating. She’d smashed his nose in, not his jaw. A waiter wearing the name tag TERRY pinned to his black vest stood next to her trying to soothe what he referred to as her extreme case of nerves. She wanted to punch him, too.

				“You’re in shock,” he told her. “That’s why you look so calm. The guy tears your dress and gropes you, and it’s only natural for you to go into shock. Don’t you think? That’s why you’re not crying and carrying on.”

				Olivia looked at him. “I’m fine, really.” Now please leave me alone, she silently added.

				“Hey, look,” Terry said. “They’re arresting Jorguson’s bodyguard. What’s the guy doing with a bodyguard, I wonder.” A few seconds later he answered his own question. “He must need one. Especially if he attacks other women the way he attacked you. You think you’d like to go out with me sometime?”

				She smiled to ease the rejection. “I don’t think so.”

				“You’re still in shock, aren’t you?”

				Olivia was angry, not hysterical. She stood by the table with her arms folded across her waist as she patiently waited for the FBI agent to get to her. She had been told it wouldn’t take long.

				Terry tried twice more to engage her in conversation. She was polite but firm each time he attempted to get personal.

				She watched the agents while she tried to figure out how she had gotten into this bizarre situation. Job hunting wasn’t supposed to be dangerous. She had already interviewed with three other Fortune 500 companies without incident. Before she had gone to those interviews, however, she had done quite a bit of research. She didn’t have that luxury with Jorguson Investments. Because the position had just become available, she’d had less than a day to study the company’s prospectus. She should have looked more closely before she agreed to the preliminary interview. Should have, could have, she lamented.

				She hated job hunting and all the inane interviews, especially since she really liked her current job and the people she worked with. But there was talk of cutbacks. Serious talk, and according to some of the other employees, Olivia didn’t have seniority. She would be one of the first laid off. It was important to her that she stay in her current job until she accomplished what she had set out to do, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen. The only constant in Olivia’s life right now was the mortgage. It had to be paid, no matter what, which was why she had to have job options.

				She had gone to the office an hour earlier than usual this morning, finished two case files by noon, and headed over to Seraphina, a lovely restaurant with a stunning view. The five-star restaurant overlooked a manicured terrace, with tables strategically placed under a canopy of tree branches. Beyond was the river. Lunch was going to be a treat. She’d never dined at Seraphina because of the expense, but she’d heard that the food was wonderful. Grossly overpriced, but wonderful. No peanut butter and jelly sandwich today.

				The hostess showed her to a table on the south side of the terrace. It was such a beautiful day with just a slight nip in the air, perfect for lunch outside.

				The preliminary interview with Xavier Cannon, the company’s lead attorney, had gone well, she thought, but he hadn’t answered some of her more pressing questions and had suggested instead that she ask Jorguson. Cannon also mentioned that, if Jorguson liked her, he would offer her the job during lunch.

				Jorguson was waiting for her. She spotted him across the busy terrace. He held an open folder in his hand and was reading a paper inside it. As she drew closer she could see that it was her résumé.

				For about twenty seconds she thought he was quite a charmer and a rather distinguished-looking man. He was tall and thin and had a bright, white smile.

				He stood and shook her hand. “Bring the lady a drink,” he snapped impatiently to a passing waiter.

				“Iced tea, please,” she said.

				The waiter had already moved her chair for her, and she sat before Jorguson could come around the table to assist her.

				Jorguson’s cell phone rang, and without offering an apology or an excuse for the interruption, he turned his back to her and answered. His voice was low and angry. Whoever he was talking to was getting a dressing-down. His vocabulary was crude.

				So much for charming, she thought. She tried to focus on her surroundings while she waited. The linen tablecloth draped all the way to the ground, and in the center of the round table was a crystal bowl of fresh-cut flowers in every color. She looked around her and smiled. It was a really pretty day.

				Jorguson finished his call. He slipped the phone into his suit jacket and gave her his full attention, but the way he was staring at her quickly made her uncomfortable. She was about to ask him if something was wrong when he said, “You’re stunning. Absolutely stunning.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“You’re very beautiful,” he said then. “Xavier mentioned how pretty you were, but I still didn’t expect... that is to say, I wasn’t prepared...”

				Olivia was horrified by his close scrutiny. His leering inspection made her skin crawl. Jorguson wasn’t just unprofessional; he was also creepy. She opened her linen napkin and placed it in her lap. She tried to turn his attention so he would stop gawking at her.

				Typically she would have waited for him to lead the questioning, but the awkward silence and his inappropriate behavior compelled her to speak first.

				“This morning I had a few minutes, and I pulled up your prospectus. Your company is quite impressive,” she said. “But there was a note that last year you were investigated by the FBI—”

				He rudely cut her off with a wave of his hand. “Yes, but of course nothing came of it. It was simple harassment.” He continued, “They didn’t like some of my clients and wanted to make trouble, which was ridiculous. I should have sued, but I didn’t have the time.”

				Sue the FBI? Was he serious or just trying to impress her with his power. His arrogance was overwhelming.

				“You’re a brand-new attorney, aren’t you?” he asked.

				“Yes, that’s correct.”

				“Only two people ranked higher than you on the bar. I cannot tell you how remarkable that is. Still, you don’t have much experience with contracts.”

				“No, I don’t,” she agreed. “How did you find out about my scores? That’s confidential—”

				He waved his hand in the air again, dismissing her question. The gesture irritated her. She admitted then that pretty much everything about the man irritated her.

				“There were quite a few others who applied for the position, and most of them have more experience than you, but when I discovered you were Robert MacKenzie’s daughter, I moved you to the top of the list.”

				“You know my father?” She couldn’t hide her surprise.

				“Everyone who’s anyone knows who your father is,” he replied. “I know people who have invested in your father’s Trinity Fund and have made a handsome profit. Very impressive,” he stated with a nod. “I’m considering adding the fund to my own portfolio. No one plays the market like your father does. He seems to have a knack for choosing the right investments. If you’re half as clever as he is, you’ll go far, young lady.”

				Olivia wasn’t given time to respond. He’d already moved on. “You’ll be wonderful working with our clients. With that smile of yours, you could get them to sign anything. Oh yes, they’ll be as dazzled by you as I am,” he gushed. “And I have several powerful clients. Xavier will guide you. Now then, what questions do you have for me? I have a potential client meeting me here at one, so this will have to be a quick lunch.”

				“Did the SEC investigate when—”

				He interrupted. “No, the SEC will never investigate me,” he boasted. “I’m protected there.”

				“You’re protected? How?”

				“I have a friend, and he has assured me...”

				Her eyes widened. “You have a friend at the Securities and Exchange Commission?”

				Color crept up his neck. His eyes darted to the left, then to the right. Was he checking to make sure no one was listening to the conversation?

				He leaned into the table and lowered his voice. “I don’t have any worries there. As I just said, I won’t be investigated, and since you’re going to be working closely with me, I don’t want you to be concerned.”

				Working closely with him? That thought made her cringe.

				“About this friend...” she began.

				“No more questions about the SEC,” he snapped. He wasn’t looking into her eyes now. He was staring at her chest. The longer he stared, the more indignant she became. She considered snapping her fingers several times in front of his eyes to get his attention but, wanting to remain composed and professional, decided to ask a question about the investments he’d made.

				Jorguson was slick; she’d give him that much. He danced around each question but never really gave her any satisfactory answers.

				The topic eventually returned to the SEC. “Who is your contact?” she asked, wondering if he would tell her. He was so smug and arrogant, she thought there was a good chance he might. She also wanted him to assure her that everything he did was legal, and she thought it was odd that he hadn’t offered any such affirmation.

				“Why do you want to know? That’s confidential information.”

				He was staring at her chest again. She folded her napkin, smiled at Terry the waiter when he placed her iced tea in front of her, and handed him her menu.

				“I won’t be staying for lunch.”

				The waiter hesitated, then took her menu, glanced at Jorguson, and walked away.

				Olivia was disheartened. The salary at Jorguson Investments was good, really good, but it had taken less than five minutes to know she couldn’t work for this man.

				What a waste of time, she thought. And money. She could have worn one of her old suits, but she’d wanted to stand out, so she bought a new dress. It was expensive, too. She loved the fit and the color, a deep emerald green silk. It had a high V-neck, so there was no need to wear a necklace. Diamond stud earrings, which were so tiny you could barely see the sparkle, and a watch were her only jewelry. She wore her hair down around her shoulders and had taken the time to use a curling iron.

				Olivia looked at Jorguson. The degenerate was still staring at her chest. And for this she had curled her hair?

				“This isn’t going to work,” she said.

				She tried to stand. Jorguson suddenly bolted upright, grabbed the top of her dress, and ripped it apart. The silk material tore, exposing her collarbone and part of her black bra.

				Appalled, she slapped Jorguson’s hands away. “What do you think—”

				“Are you wearing a wire? You are, aren’t you? That’s why you asked me who my contact was. That investigation stalled, sweetheart. It’s not going anywhere. The FBI’s been after me for two years now, and they’ve got nothing. I know for a fact they’re following me. They won’t ever get anything on me. They like to go after successful entrepreneurs. I’m an honest businessman,” he shouted into her chest. “Now where’s the damn wire? I know it’s in there somewhere.”

				Olivia was so shocked by his behavior, she bounced between disbelief and outrage. She shoved his hands away, pulled her top together, and said, “If you try to touch me again, you’ll regret it.”

				He tried again, and she retaliated. She heard a crunching sound when she punched him and felt a good deal of satisfaction. It was short-lived. A giant of a man with a thick neck and bald head appeared out of nowhere. He was wearing a tailored black suit, but he looked like a thug. He was at the other end of the terrace and heading toward her. As Jorguson was screaming and holding his nose with one hand, he was waving to the big man and pointing at Olivia with the other.

				“Martin, see what she did to me?” he howled. “Get her, get her.”

				Get her? Was he twelve? Olivia could feel her face turning red. She kept her attention centered on the bodyguard as she jumped to her feet. His suit jacket opened, and she saw a gun. He hadn’t reached for it, though, and was glancing around to see how many people were watching.

				She was in trouble, all right. She thought about taking off one of her stiletto heels and using that as a weapon, but she decided she could do more damage with it on. She spied Terry watching from the doorway with a cell phone to his ear. She hoped he was calling the police.

				“Do you have a permit to carry that gun?” she demanded of the bodyguard, trying to make her voice sound as mean as possible. Now, why, in God’s name, had she asked that? What did she care if he had a permit or not? She was slowly slipping her hand inside her purse to get to her pepper spray. She couldn’t find it and realized then that, when she’d changed purses, she’d left the spray at home on her bedside table. A lot of good it would do her there.

				The thug named Martin, zigzagging around the tables, was getting closer. The man was built like a sumo wrestler. Olivia figured she was on her own. The other diners were already beginning to scatter. She stepped back from the table, dropped her purse into the chair, and waited for the man to reach her. If he touched her, she’d kick him where it mattered most, and if he blocked her, she’d go for his knee or his midsection.

				Jorguson, holding his bloody nose, was backing away but still pointing at her and shouting. “How dare you touch me. You’re going to be sorry. I know people who will hurt you. You don’t hit me and get away with it. Don’t you know who I am and what I can do? One phone call is all it will take,” he screamed. “You’re a dead woman, Olivia MacKenzie. Do you hear me? A dead woman.”

				Of course she’d heard him. She thought everyone within a ten-block area had heard him. She refused to give him any satisfaction by reacting, though, and that was probably why he was becoming more outrageous with his threats.

				Her attention remained centered on the bodyguard. She thought he would do his best to intimidate her in front of his employer, maybe even try to get her to apologize to Jorguson—hell would freeze before she’d do that—but he surely wouldn’t touch her. Not in front of all these people.

				Or maybe he wouldn’t care who was watching. Jorguson had shouted his intent to have her killed. Would this bodyguard try to top that crazy threat?

				There was a wall of windows in the restaurant facing the river, and diners were crammed together, their faces plastered to the glass. Some had their cell phones glued to their ears; others were using the cell phone cameras to record the incident... for YouTube, no doubt. Certainly, most of them had witnessed Jorguson ripping her dress and then screaming after she’d punched him. The man had howled like an outraged hyena. Surely they’d heard his ridiculous threats, too.

				The bodyguard took Jorguson’s orders to “get her” to heart. He lunged. He grabbed her upper arm and twisted as he jerked her toward him. Pain shot up into her neck and down to her fingers. His grip was strong enough to break her bone.

				He glanced over his shoulder at the crowd before turning back to her. “You’re coming with me,” he ordered.

				A woman rushed out of the restaurant shouting, “You leave her alone.” At the same time, two men in business suits ran past the woman to help Olivia.

				“Let go of me,” she demanded as she slammed the heel of her shoe into the top of his foot.

				He grunted and let go. Olivia got in a solid kick, and he doubled over. But not for long. He quickly recovered and, roaring several grossly unflattering names at her, straightened and reached for his gun. His face was now bloodred.

				Good Lord, was he going to shoot her? The look in his eyes suggested that he might. Apparently, Martin had forgotten his audience, or he no longer cared he was being watched. His impulse control had vanished. He had the most hateful look on his face as he pulled the gun from the waistband of his pants. The two businessmen coming to her aid stopped when they spotted the weapon.

				“I said you’re coming with me,” he snarled as he lunged.

				“No, I’m not.” She threw a twelve-dollar glass of iced tea at him. He ducked.

				“Bitch.” He spit the word and tried to grab her again.

				“I’m not going anywhere with you. Now get away from me.”

				The gun seemed to be growing in his hand. She backed away from him, and that infuriated him even more. He came at her again, and before she could protect herself, he backhanded her. He struck the side of her face, his knuckles clipping her jaw. It was a hard hit and hurt like hell. The blow threw her backward, but even as she was falling, she didn’t take her eyes off the gun.

				She landed on her backside, winced from the impact on her tailbone, and quickly staggered to her feet.

				She understood what the expression “seeing stars” meant. Dazed, she tried to back away.

				The thug raised his gun again, and suddenly he was gone. Olivia saw a blur fly past her, tackling the bodyguard to the ground. The gun went one way, and the thug went the other, landing hard. Within seconds her rescuer had the man facedown on the grass and was putting handcuffs on him while reading him his rights. When he was finished, he motioned to another man wearing a badge and gun who was rushing across the terrace.

				With one of his knees pressed against the bodyguard’s spine, the rescuer turned toward her. She suddenly felt lightheaded. She could have sworn she saw an ethereal glow radiating all around him and the sound of a singing choir echoing overhead. She closed her eyes and shook her head. The blow to her jaw must be making her hallucinate. When she opened her eyes again, the vision and the choir were gone, but the man was still there, looking up at her with beautiful hazel eyes.

				“Who are you?” he asked as he hauled the bodyguard to his feet.

				“Olivia MacKenzie,” she answered. She sounded bewildered, but she couldn’t help that. The last few minutes had been hair-raising, and she was having trouble forming a clear thought.

				“Who are you?” she asked.

				“Agent Grayson Kincaid. FBI. Are you all right?”

				“I’ve been better.”

				“Maybe you should sit down.”

				The bodyguard finally found his voice. “I was protecting my boss.”

				“With a Glock?” Kincaid asked. “And against an unarmed woman?”

				“She kicked me.”

				A hint of a smile turned his expression. “Yeah, I saw.”

				“I’m bringing charges.”

				“You attacked her,” Kincaid snapped. “If I were you, I’d be real quiet right now.”

				The bodyguard ignored the suggestion. “Mr. Jorguson has known for a long time that the FBI has been tailing him and listening in on his private conversations. What you’re doing is illegal, but you people don’t play by the rules, do you?”

				“Stop talking,” Kincaid said.

				Another agent grabbed hold of the bodyguard’s arm and led him away. He didn’t go peacefully. He was shouting for a lawyer.

				“Hey, Ronan,” Kincaid shouted.

				The agent dragging the bodyguard away turned back. “Yeah?”

				“Did you see it?”

				Ronan smiled. “Oh yeah, I saw it all. After I put this clown in the back of the car, I’ll go get Jorguson.”

				Olivia glanced around the terrace. In all the commotion she hadn’t seen him slip away.

				Kincaid nodded, then turned back to her.

				“The gun is under the table,” she offered.

				“I’ll get it,” Kincaid said.

				He walked over to her, and she flinched when he reached out to touch her. Frowning, he said, “I’m not going to hurt you. I just want to see how bad it is.”

				“It’s fine,” she insisted. “I’m fine.”

				He ignored her protest. He gently pushed her hair away from the side of her face. “Your cheek’s okay, but he really clipped your jaw. It’s already starting to swell. You need to put ice on it. Maybe I should take you to the emergency room, have a physician look at your arm, too. I saw the way he twisted it.”

				“I’ll be all right. I’ll ice it,” she promised when he looked like he wanted to argue.

				He took a step back and said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to him faster.”

				“You got here before he shot me. He really was going to shoot me, wasn’t he?” She was still astounded by the possibility and getting madder by the second.

				“He might have tried,” he agreed.

				She frowned. “You’re awfully nonchalant about it.”

				“I would have taken him down before he shot you.”

				Her cell phone rang. She checked the number, then sent the call to voice mail. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a man rounding the corner of the building and glaring at her. He stormed toward her, just as Kincaid bent to retrieve the bodyguard’s gun.

				“What the hell’s the matter with you?” the man shouted.

				Since he was wearing a gun and badge, she knew he was also FBI. “Excuse me?”

				“You ruined a perfectly good sting. Were you wearing a wire? Did you get anything we could use? No, I didn’t think so. You weren’t supposed to be here until one. We weren’t ready.”

				The agent screaming at her was an older man, late fifties, she guessed. His face was bright red, and his anger could light fires.

				He moved closer until he was all but touching her, but she refused to be intimidated. “Stop yelling at me.”

				“She’s not with the FBI,” Kincaid said.

				“How...” The confused agent took a step back. He looked at Olivia, then at Kincaid.

				“I’d know if she was. Your undercover woman hasn’t shown up yet.”

				“Two months’ planning,” the agent muttered. He pointed at Olivia. “Are you wearing a wire? Jorguson seems to think you are. Are you with a newspaper or—”

				“Poole, leave her the hell alone,” Kincaid said.

				Poole was staring at her chest. Uh-oh. Olivia knew where this was going.

				“If you think you’re going to look for a wire, be advised. I’ll punch you, too,” she warned.

				Distraught to have his investigation fall apart, Agent Poole stepped closer and said, “Listen, you. Don’t threaten me. I could make your life a nightmare.” He put his hand in front of her face and unfolded three fingers as he said, “I’m F... B... I.”

				She smiled. It wasn’t the reaction he expected. “You want to talk nightmares?” she said. She put her hand up to his face and unfolded her three fingers. “I’m I... R... S.”
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This one’s for you, Elizabeth.




Chapter One
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London, 1815

The hunter waited patiently for his prey.

It was a dangerous deception the Marquess of Cainewood was playing. The infamous Pagan of Shallow’s Wharf would certainly hear of his impersonator; he’d be forced out of hiding then, for his pride, monstrous by all whispered accounts, wouldn’t allow another to take credit for his own black deeds. The pirate would certainly try to extract his own form of revenge. Caine was counting on that possibility. Once Pagan showed himself, Caine would have him.

And then the legend would be destroyed.

The Marquess had run out of choices. The spider wouldn’t leave his web. Bounty hadn’t worked. No, there wasn’t a Judas among the seamen, which was surprising given that most ordinary men would have sold their mamas into bondage for the amount of gold he’d offered. It was a miscalculation on Caine’s part, too. Each seaman voiced loyalty to the legend as his own personal reason for refusing the coins. Caine, a cynic by nature and past sour experiences, guessed fear was the real motive. Fear and superstition.

Mystery surrounded the pirate like the wall of a confessional. No one had ever actually seen Pagan. His ship, the Emerald, had been observed countless times skimming the water like a pebble thrown by the hand of God, or so it was reported by those who’d boasted of seeing the ship. The sight of the black beauty sparked terror in the titled gentlemen of the ton with fat purses, snickers of glee from the downright mean-hearted, and prayers of humble thanksgiving from the deprived, for Pagan was known to share his booty with the less fortunate.

Yet as often as the magical ship was sighted, no one could describe a single shipmate on board the vessel. This only increased the speculation, admiration, and awe about the phantom pirate.

Pagan’s thievery extended beyond the ocean, however, for he was a man who obviously enjoyed variety. His land raids caused just as much consternation, perhaps even more. Pagan was discriminate in robbing only from the members of the ton. It was apparent the pirate didn’t want anyone else taking credit for his own midnight raids on the unsuspecting. He therefore left his own personal calling card in the form of a single long-stemmed white rose. His victim usually awakened by morning light to find the flower on the pillow beside him. The mere sight of the rose was usually quite enough to send grown men into a dead faint.

Needless to say, the poor idolized the legend. They believed Pagan was a man of style and romance. The church was no less effusive in their adoration, for the pirate left trunks of gold and jewels next to the collection plates in their vestibules, topped by a white rose, of course, so the leaders would know whose soul they were supposed to pray for. The bishop was hard put to condemn the pirate. He knew better than to saint him, though, for to do so would incur the wrath of some of the most influential members of society, and therefore settled on calling Pagan rogue instead.  The nickname, it was noted, was always said with a quick grin and a slow wink.

The War Department held no such reservations. They’d set their own bounty on the pirate’s head. Caine had doubled that amount. His reason for hunting down the bastard was a personal one, and he believed the end would justify whatever foul means he employed.

It was going to be an eye for an eye. He would kill the pirate.

Ironically, the two adversaries were equally matched. The Marquess was feared by ordinary men. His work for his government had earned him his own dark legend. If the circumstances had been different, if Pagan hadn’t dared to prod Caine’s wrath, he might have continued to leave him alone. Pagan’s mortal sin changed that determination, however; changed it with a vengeance.

Night after night Caine went to the tavern called the Ne’er Do Well, situated in the heart of London’s slums. The tavern was frequented by the more seasoned dock workers. Caine always took the corner table, his broad back protected by the stone wall from sneak attack, and patiently waited for Pagan to come to him.

The Marquess moved in and out of such seedy circles with the ease befitting a man with a dark past. In this section of the city, a man’s title meant nothing. His survival was dependent upon his size, his ability to inflict pain while defending himself, and his indifference to the violence and crudity surrounding him.

Caine made the tavern his home in less than one night. He was a big man, with muscular shoulders and thighs. His size alone could intimidate most would-be challengers. Caine was dark haired, bronze skinned, and had eyes the color of a dark gray sky. There’d been a time when those eyes had had the power to spark a rush of flutters in the ladies of the ton. Now, however, those same ladies recoiled from the coldness  lurking there, and the flat, emotionless expression. They whispered that the Marquess of Cainewood had been turned into stone by his hatred. Caine agreed.

Once he’d decided to play the role of Pagan, his pretense hadn’t been difficult to maintain. The storytellers all agreed on the fanciful notion that Pagan was actually a titled gentleman who took to pirating as a means of keeping up with his lavish lifestyle. Caine simply used that bit of gossip to his advantage. When he first entered the tavern, he’d worn his most expensive clothing. He’d added his own personal touch by pinning a small white rose to the lapel of his dinner jacket. It was an outrageous, silently boastful addition, of course, and gained him just the right amount of notice.

Immediately, he’d had to cut a few men with his sharp knife to secure his place in their group. Caine was dressed like a gentleman, yes, but he fought without honor or dignity. The men loved him. In bare minutes, he’d earned their respect and their fear. His Herculean size and strength gained him immediate loyalty, too. One of the more fearless asked him in a stammer if the talk was true. Was he Pagan then? Caine didn’t answer that question, but his quick grin told the seaman his question had pleased him. And when he remarked to the tavernkeeper that the seaman had a very cunning mind, he forced the inevitable conclusion. By week’s end, the rumor of Pagan’s nightly visitations to the Ne’er Do Well had spread like free gin.

Monk, the bald-headed Irishman who’d won the tavern in a crooked game of cards, usually sat beside Caine at the close of each evening. Monk was the only one who knew about the deception. He was in wholehearted agreement with Caine’s plan, too, as he’d heard all about Pagan’s atrocity to Caine’s family. Just as significant, business had picked up considerably since the deception had begun. Everyone, it seemed, wanted to get a good look at the pirate,  and Monk, a man who put profit above all other matters, charged exorbitant prices for his watered-down ale.

The tavernkeeper had lost his hair years before, but his bright orange-colored eyebrows more than made up for any lack. They were thick, curly, and crept like determined vines of ivy halfway up his freckled forehead. Monk rubbed his brow now in true frustration for the Marquess. It was almost three o’clock in the morning, an hour past time to shut down the tavern for the evening. Only two paying customers were lingering over their drinks now. When they’d belched out their sleepy farewells and taken their leave, Monk turned to Caine.

“You’ve got more patience than a flea waiting on a mangy dog, coming here night after night. I’m praying you don’t get too discouraged,” he added. He paused to pour a full goblet of brandy for the Marquess, then swallowed a hefty portion directly from the bottle. “You’ll flush him out, Caine. I’m sure of it. The way I see it, he’ll send a couple of his men first to try to waylay you. That’s why I’m always warning you to protect your back when you leave each night.”

Monk took another drink, and snickered. “Pagan’s a mite protective of his reputation. Your pretense must be turning his hair gray. He’ll show himself soon enough. Why, I’ll wager that tomorrow will be the night.”

Caine nodded agreement. Monk, his gaze piercing with promise, always ended his nightly speech with the prediction that tomorrow the prey would show himself.

“You’ll pounce on him then, Caine, like a duck on a bug.”

Caine swallowed a long drink, his first of the evening, then tilted his chair back so he could rest his shoulders against the wall. “I’ll get him.”

The harshness in Caine’s tone sent a shiver down Monk’s spine. He was about to give hasty agreement when the door suddenly flew open, drawing his attention. Monk half turned in his chair to call out that the tavern was closed for  the night, but the sight standing in the center of the doorway so stunned him, he could only gape in astonishment. When he was finally able to regain his voice, he whispered, “Holy Mother of God, has an angel come calling on us?”

From his position against the wall, Caine faced the entrance and had a clear view. Though he didn’t move or show any outward reaction, in truth, his surprise was just as great as Monk’s. His heart started slamming a wild beat and he couldn’t seem to catch his breath.

She did look like an angel. Caine didn’t want to blink, certain his vision would vanish into the night if he closed his eyes for just a second or two.

She was an incredibly beautiful woman. Her eyes captivated him. They were the most magnificent shade of green. The green of his valley, he thought to himself, on a clear, moonlit night.

She was staring at him. Caine stared back.

Several long minutes passed while they studied each other. Then she started walking toward him. As soon as she moved, the hood of her black cape fell to her shoulders. Caine quit breathing. The muscles in his chest constricted painfully. His vision was blessed with lush, auburn-colored hair. In the candlelight, the color was as brilliant as fire.

Caine noticed the pitiful condition of her clothing when she neared the table. The quality of her cloak indicated wealth, yet the expensive material had been shredded halfway up one side. It looked as though someone had taken a knife to it. Part of the green satin lining hung in tatters around her hem. Caine’s curiosity intensified. He looked back up at her face, saw the faint bruises on her right cheekbone, the small cut below her full lower lip, and the splotch of dirt marring her forehead.

If his vision was an angel, she’d just been forced to pay purgatory a visit, Caine decided. Yet even though she looked like she’d just lost the battle with Satan, she was still very  appealing, too appealing in fact for his peace of mind. He grew tense as he waited for her to speak.

She stopped when she reached the other side of the round table. Her gaze was now directed on the rose pinned to his lapel.

His angel was obviously frightened. Her hands were shaking. She clutched a small white bag to her bodice and he noticed several faded scars on her fingers.

He didn’t know what to make of her. Caine didn’t want her to be afraid of him, though. That admission made his frown intensify.

“You’re all alone?” he asked, his tone as brisk as the rising wind.

“I am.”

“At this time of night, in this section of the city?”

“Yes,” she answered. “Are you Pagan?”

Her voice, he noticed, was husky, whisper soft.

“Look at me when you ask your questions.”

She wouldn’t comply with his command but stubbornly continued to stare at the rose. “Pray, answer me, sir,” she returned. “Are you Pagan? I have need to speak with the pirate. It is a terribly important matter.”

“I am Pagan,” Caine said.

She nodded. “It’s said that you’ll do any task if the price be enough. Is that true, sir?”

“It is,” Caine acknowledged. “What is it you want from me?”

In answer to his question, she dropped the bag onto the center of the table. The drawstring tore open and several coins spilled out. Monk let out a low whistle.

“There are thirty pieces in all,” she said, her gaze still downcast.

Caine raised an eyebrow in reaction to that statement. “Thirty pieces of silver?”

She timidly nodded. “Is that enough? It’s all I have.”

“Who is it you wish to betray?”

She looked startled by that assumption. “Oh, no, you misunderstand. I don’t want to betray anyone. I’m not a Judas, sir.”

He thought she looked insulted by his comment. “It was an honest mistake to make.”

Her frown indicated she didn’t agree. Caine vowed he wasn’t going to let her get his temper riled. “Then what is it you ask from me?”

“I would like you to kill someone, please.”

“Ah,” he drawled out. His disappointment was almost painful. She looked so damned innocent, so pitifully vulnerable, yet sweetly asked him to murder someone for her.

“And who is this victim? Your husband, perchance?” The cynicism in his voice was as grating as a nail scraping down a chalkboard.

She didn’t seem to mind his biting tone. “No,” she answered.

“No? You’re not married then?”

“Does it matter?”

“Oh, yes,” he countered in a whisper to match hers. “It matters.”

“No, I’m not married.”

“Then who is it you want killed? Your father? Your brother?”

She shook her head again.

Caine slowly leaned forward. His patience was wearing as thin as the ale Monk watered down. “I tire of having to question you. Tell me.”

He’d forced a belligerent tone, certain he’d intimidate her into blurting out her full explanation. He knew he’d failed in that endeavor, however, when he caught the mutinous expression on her face. If he hadn’t been watching her so intently, he knew he would have missed the flash of anger. The frightened little kitten had a little spirit inside her, after all.

“I would like you to accept this task before I explain,” she said.

“Task? You call hiring me to kill someone a task?” he asked, his voice incredulous.

“I do,” she announced with a nod.

She still refused to look him in the eye. That fact irritated him. “All right,” he lied. “I accept.”

Her shoulders sagged in what Caine surmised was acute relief. “Tell me who my victim is,” he instructed once again.

She slowly lifted her gaze to look at him then. The torment Caine saw in her eyes made his chest ache. The urge to reach out, to take her into his arms, to offer her comfort very nearly overwhelmed him. He suddenly felt outraged on her behalf, then had to shake his head over such a ludicrous, fanciful notion.

Hell, the woman was contracting him to murder someone.

Their gazes held a long while before Caine asked again, “Well? Who is it you want killed?”

She took a deep breath before answering.

“Me.”




Chapter Two
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“Holy Mother of God,” Monk whispered. “You cannot be serious, dear lady.”

She didn’t take her gaze away from Caine when she answered the tavernkeeper. “I’m very serious, my good man. Do you think I would have ventured out into this part of town in the middle of the night if I weren’t serious?”

Caine answered her question. “I think you’ve lost your mind.”

“No,” she replied. “It would be much easier if I had.”

“I see,” Caine said. He was trying to keep his temper controlled, but the urge to shout at her made his throat ache. “When would you like this . . . this . . .”

“Task?”

“Yes, task,” Caine asked. “When would you like this task done?”

“Now.”

“Now?”

“If it’s convenient, mi’lord.”

“If it’s convenient?”

“Oh, dear, I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“Why do you think you’ve upset me?”

“Because you’re shouting at me.”

He realized she was right. He had been shouting. Caine let out a long sigh. For the first time in a good long while, his composure was completely shattered. He excused his shameful condition by telling himself that anyone with half a mind would have been caught off guard by such an outrageous request. She looked so sincere and appeared to be terribly fragile, too. Hell, the woman had freckles on the bridge of her nose, for God’s sake. She should be home under lock and key with her loving family protecting her, not standing in this seedy tavern calmly discussing her own murder.

“I can see how distressed I’ve made you,” she said. “I really do apologize, Pagan. Have you never killed a woman before?” she asked. Her voice was filled with sympathy.

She looked as if she felt sorry for him now. “No, I’ve never killed a woman before,” he grated out. “But there’s always a first time for everything, now isn’t there?”

He’d meant the comment to be sarcastic. She took it to heart. “That’s the spirit,” she rushed out. She actually smiled at him then. “It really shouldn’t be too difficult for you. I’ll help, of course.”

He wanted to throw his head down on the table. “You’re willing to help?” he strangled out.

“Certainly.”

“You have lost your mind.”

“No, I haven’t,” she countered. “But I’m very desperate. This task must be done as soon as possible. Do you think you could hurry and finish your drink?”

“Why must it be done so soon?” he asked.

“Because they’re going to come for me sometime soon, perhaps even yet tonight. I’m going to die, Pagan, by their  hand or yours, and I’d really rather determine my own end. Surely you can understand that.”

“Then why don’t you just kill yourself?” Monk blurted out. “Wouldn’t that be much easier than hiring someone else?”

“For God’s sake, Monk, don’t encourage her.”

“I’m not trying to encourage her,” Monk rushed out. “I’m just trying to understand why such a pretty would want to die.”

“Oh, I could never kill myself,” she explained. “It would be a sin. Someone else has to do it. Don’t you see?”

Caine had taken about all he could handle for one evening. He bounded to his feet, upsetting the chair in his haste, then planted the palms of his big hands on the tabletop. “No, I don’t see, but I promise you I’m going to before this night is over. We’re going to start at the beginning. First you’ll begin by telling me your name.”

“Why?”

“It’s a little rule I have,” he snapped. “I don’t kill anyone I don’t know. Now tell me your name.”

“It’s a stupid rule.”

“Answer me.”

“Jade.”

“Damn it, I want your real name!” he commanded in a near roar.

“Damn it, that is my real name,” she replied. She had a thoroughly disgruntled look on her face.

“You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Of course, I’m serious. Jade is my name,” she added with a shrug.

“Jade’s an unusual name,” he said. “Fitting, though. You’re proving to be a rather unusual woman.”

“Your opinion of me isn’t at all relevant, sir. I hired you to complete an assignment and that is all. Is it customary for you to interview your victims before you do them in?”

He ignored her glare. “Tell me the rest of your name, or I may strangle you.”

“No, you mustn’t strangle me,” she replied. “I don’t want to die that way and I am the one doing the hiring, if you’ll remember.”

“What way did you have in mind?” he asked. “Oh, hell, never mind. I don’t want to know.”

“But you have to know,” she argued. “How can you kill me if you don’t know how I want it done?”

“Later,” he interjected. “You may instruct me in the method you’ve chosen later. First things first, Jade. Are your parents waiting at home for you?”

“It’s doubtful.”

“Why?”

“They’re both dead.”

He closed his eyes and counted to ten. “So you’re all alone?”

“No.”

“No?”

It was her turn to sigh. “I have a brother. I’m not going to tell you anything more, Pagan. It’s too much of a risk, you see.”

“Why is it a risk, miss?” Monk asked.

“The more he knows about me, the more difficult the task will become. I believe it would be very upsetting to kill someone you liked. Don’t you, sir?”

“I ain’t never had to kill someone I liked,” Monk admitted. “As to that, I ain’t never killed anyone. Still, your theory makes sense to me.”

It took all Caine had not to start bellowing. “Jade, I assure you that won’t be a problem. At this moment, I don’t like you at all.”

She took a step back. “Well, why not?” she asked. “I haven’t been half as insulting as you have. Are you just a cranky person by nature, Pagan?”

“Don’t call me Pagan.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a danger, miss, if anyone overhears,” Monk blurted out when he saw how infuriated Caine was becoming. The muscle in the side of his jaw had started flexing. Caine had a fierce temper and she was innocently shaking him into a real froth. Why if he let loose, he might very well give her her wish and frighten her to death.

“What should I call him then?” she asked the tavernkeeper.

“Caine,” Monk answered with a nod. “You can call him Caine.”

She let out an inelegant snort. “And he thinks I have an unusual name?”

Caine reached out and grabbed hold of her chin. He forced her to look at him again. “What is your brother’s name?”

“Nathan.”

“Where is Nathan now?”

“He’s away on pressing business matters.”

“What business?”

She slapped his hand away before answering. “Shipping business.”

“When will he be back?”

Her glare could melt a lesser man. “Two weeks,” she snapped. “There, I’ve answered all your questions. Now will you please quit pestering me and get on with your assignment?”

“Where do you live, Jade?”

“Sir, your endless questions are giving me a pounding headache. I’m not at all used to having men scream at me.”

Caine glanced down at Monk and let him see his exasperation. “The daft woman wants me to kill her, yet now complains about a headache.”

She suddenly reached out, grabbed hold of his chin, and nudged him back to look at her. It was a deliberate imitation  of his earlier action. Caine was so surprised by her boldness, he let her have her way.

“Now it’s my turn,” she announced. “I’ll ask you my questions and you will answer them. I’m the one giving you the silver coins, sir. First, and most important, I want to know if you’re really going to kill me. Your hesitation alarms me. That and this endless inquisition.”

“You’re going to have to satisfy my curiosity before I decide,” he told her.

“No.”

“Then I won’t kill you.”

“You scoundrel!” she cried out. “You promised me before you knew who your victim was. You gave me your word!”

“I lied.”

Her gasp of outrage nearly knocked her over. “You are a real disappointment to me. A man of honor wouldn’t so easily break his word. You should be ashamed of yourself.”

“Jade,” he answered. “I never said I was a man of honor.”

“Nay, miss, he didn’t,” Monk interjected.

Her eyes turned the color of green fire. She was apparently furious with him. Her hands joined his on the tabletop. She leaned forward and whispered, “I was told Pagan never, ever breaks his word.”

“You were misinformed.”

They were almost nose to nose now. Caine tried to concentrate on their conversation, but her wonderful scent, so clean, so fresh, so utterly feminine, kept getting in the way.

She was shaking her head at him now. Caine was literally at a loss for words. He’d never had a woman stand up to him before. No, the ladies of the ton usually cowered when he showed the least amount of displeasure. This one was different, however. She wasn’t just standing up to him either. She was actually matching him glare for glare. He suddenly felt like laughing and didn’t have the faintest idea why.

Her insanity was obviously the catching kind.

“You really should be hanged,” she said. “You certainly had me fooled. You don’t look like the sort to act so dastardly.”

She tried to move away from the table but Caine’s hands covered hers, trapping her. He leaned down again, until his mouth was just a scant kiss away. “I’m a pirate, madam. We’re known to be dastardly.”

He waited for another angry rebuttal. She burst into tears instead. Caine wasn’t at all prepared for that emotional display.

While he reached for his handkerchief, Monk jumped to his feet and rushed over to comfort her. The barkeep awkwardly patted her on her shoulders. “There, there, miss, don’t cry now.”

“It’s all his fault,” she sobbed. “All I asked was a simple little favor. Just one quick task that wouldn’t take him any time at all; but, no, he couldn’t be bothered. I even offered to wait until he’d finished his refreshment,” she continued with a wail. “I was willing to pay good coins too.”

By the time she’d finished her pitiful tirade, Monk was glaring at Caine. “You’ve upset the pretty,” he told the Marquess. “Why, you’ve broken her heart.”

The tavernkeeper grabbed the handkerchief out of Caine’s hand and began to awkwardly mop the tears away from her cheeks. “It will be all right, miss,” he crooned.

“No, it won’t,” she argued. Her voice was muffled by the linen cloth Monk had shoved under her nose. “Do you know I’ve never asked anyone for anything in all my days? Yet the very first time I do ask, I’m denied my request. No one wants to make an honest living anymore. No, they’d rather steal than earn their way. It’s a shame, isn’t it, Monk?”

Caine was too incredulous to speak. He didn’t know if he should take her into his arms and comfort her or grab her by the shoulders and shake some sense into her. One thing was  certain, however. If Monk continued to frown at him, he was going to break his nose.

“Mi’lady, it really ain’t honest work to take coins from a lady and kill her,” Monk argued. He patted her shoulder in a bid to soften his gentle rebuke.

“Of course it’s honest work,” she replied. “As long as the lady wants the killing done.”

Monk paused to rub his brow. “She’s got a true point there, don’t she?” he asked Caine.

“For the love of . . . now what are you doing?” Caine asked Jade when she began to collect her coins.

“I’m leaving,” she announced. “I’m sorry I bothered you, Pagan, or Caine, or whatever your real name is,” she whispered.

She tied the string into a knot, then tucked the bag in her pocket.

When she turned and started for the door, Caine called out. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“That’s none of your concern,” she answered. “Still, I’m not half as insolent as you are and so I shall tell you I’m going to find someone more cooperative. Have no fear, sir. I won’t give up. Before this black night is over, I’ll find someone willing to kill me.”

He caught her at the door. His hands settled on her shoulders and he slowly forced her around to look at him.

The minute he touched her, she started crying again. Caine was exasperated, unsettled too. He gave in to his overwhelming urge though, and roughly pulled her into his arms.

His bear hug seemed to be all the prodding she needed. She wept against his chest, whispering her apology for her unladylike behavior in between her loud sobs.

Caine was content to wait until she’d regained a bit of control. He couldn’t possibly reason with her now. She was making so much noise she wouldn’t have been able to hear a word he said anyway. And she kept blaming her current  condition on him too. She was, without a doubt, the most confusing woman he’d ever encountered.

Lord, she was wonderfully soft. She fit him nicely too. He usually disliked women who cried, yet found he didn’t want to let go of this one.

She was hiccupping just like a drunken peasant now, the aftermath of the quick storm.

It was high time he reasoned with her. “Jade, it can’t possibly be as terrible as you now believe,” he told her in a low, husky voice. “Surely, come morning, you’ll be thankful I didn’t give in to your request.”

“I’ll be dead come morning,” she wailed.

“No, you won’t,” he replied. He gave her an affectionate squeeze. “I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise. You can’t really want to die just yet.”

“My brother’s bound to be disappointed if I die,” she said.

“I would imagine so,” he answered dryly.

“Still, I’m not strong enough to fight them. They’re very mean-hearted men. I fear they’ll use me before they kill me. I don’t want to die that way. There’s no dignity in it.”

“Death with dignity?” he asked. “You speak like a soldier preparing for the battlefield.”

“I don’t want to be remembered as a coward.”

“Will your brother be able to take care of your problem once he returns?”

“Oh, yes,” she answered. She rested her cheek against his chest. “Nathan wouldn’t let anything happen to me. Since our papa died, he’s become my protector. My brother’s a very strong man.”

“Then I’ll keep you safe until your brother returns. I give you my word.”

A long, silent minute passed before she showed any reaction to that promise. Caine thought she might be too overcome with gratitude to speak. Then she moved away from him and looked up into his eyes. He realized she  wasn’t overcome at all. Hell, she looked downright irritated. “You’ve already broken your word to me, sir. You promised you’d kill me and then changed your mind.”

“This is different,” he argued.

“You really mean what you say?”

“Yes, I mean what I say,” he answered. “You just explained that you’ll be safe once your brother returns in two weeks. It is two weeks, isn’t it?”

Her expression was solemn. “Perhaps even sooner. But you’re a pirate. You cannot be taking such chances keeping me safe for two long weeks. There’s a bounty on your head. I won’t be responsible for getting you killed.”

“You don’t have much faith in my ability.”

“I don’t have any faith in your ability,” she qualified. “Why should I? You’ve just admitted that the rumors about you aren’t at all reliable. You probably don’t even leave a white rose on your victim’s pillow, do you?”

Caine was exasperated with her again. “You don’t have to sound so damned disappointed in me.”

“But I am disappointed!” she cried out. “You aren’t even honorable. That’s the real pity. Besides, you don’t look at all strong enough to take on my enemies. You’d be an easy target, Caine. You’re such a . . . big man. No, I’m sorry. I’m afraid you simply won’t do.”

He wanted to throttle her.

She turned her back on him again and tried to leave. Caine was so astonished by her attitude he almost let her get away. Almost. He caught her just as she reached the walkway outside the door.

His hold wouldn’t allow her any freedom as his arm was anchored around her shoulders. He tucked her into his side with as much care as he’d give an old blanket, then turned to speak to Monk. “I don’t want you telling anyone what happened here tonight. Give me your word, Monk.”

“Why should he give you his word when you so freely break yours? A gentleman only asks as much as he can give  in return, sir. Didn’t your mama teach you any manners?” she asked.

“Ah, Jade,” he said. “That’s the rub.” He looked down at her and slowly stroked the side of her cheek with his fingertips. “I’m not a gentleman. I’m a pirate, remember? There’s a distinct difference.”

She went completely still the second he touched her. Caine thought she looked quite stunned. He didn’t know what to make of that odd reaction. When his hand dropped away, she came out of her stupor and shoved against him.

“Yes, there is a difference,” she muttered. “Tell me this, Caine. If I make you angry enough, will you kill me in vexation?”

“The idea’s beginning to have merit,” he answered.

“Let go of me. You must never touch me.”

“I mustn’t?”

“No. I don’t like to be touched.”

“Then how in God’s name was I suppose to kill you?”

She obviously hadn’t realized he was jesting. “You were going to use a pistol,” she told him. She paused to give him a suspicious look. “You do own one, don’t you?”

“I do,” he answered. “And where was I suppose to . . .”

“One clean shot, directly through my heart,” she explained. “You’d have to be accurate, of course. I wouldn’t want to linger.”

“No,” he agreed. “Lingering would definitely be out of the question.”

“How can you find this amusing? We happen to be discussing my death!” she cried out.

“I’m not amused,” he argued. “Fact is, I’m getting downright angry again. Tell me, do I get to ravage you first?”

She took a deep breath before answering. “You certainly do not.”

“That’s a pity,” he replied, completely ignoring her outraged expression.

“Sir, do your parents happen to be first cousins? You’re  acting like a complete simpleton. You’re either an idiot or the most cold-hearted man I’ve ever met. I find your conduct disgraceful.”

Her eyes were flashing with indignation. Caine had never seen such a dramatic shade of green before. It was as though the purity and the sparkle of a thousand emeralds had all been squeezed dry of their color and given to her.

“I’m not at all convinced you’re in any real danger, Jade,” he announced. “This could very well just be a product of your overactive imagination.”

“I dislike you intensely,” she whispered. “And as for your ignorant opinions, well I . . .”

“Jade, save the bluster for later. I’m not in the mood. Now, I don’t want to hear another word about killing you. And if you continue to glare up at me so prettily, I swear I’m going to kiss you just to take your mind off your foolish worries.”

“Kiss me?” She looked stunned. “Why in God’s name would you want to kiss me?”

“I haven’t the faintest idea,” he admitted.

“You’d kiss someone you disliked?”

“I guess I would,” he replied with a grin.

“You are arrogant, overbearing . . .”

“You’re sputtering, my sweet.”

She didn’t have a quick comeback. Caine continued to stare down at her when he spoke to Monk again. “Well, Monk, do you give me your word?”

“I do. I won’t be telling anyone about this night, Caine, but we both know your friend, Lyon, will surely find out before the sun sets again. He’ll wring the truth out of me. I’m giving you warning ahead of time.”

Caine nodded. The Marquess of Lyonwood was a good friend. Caine trusted him completely. The two had worked on several missions together for their government. “Yes, he will find out,” he predicted. “But his new wife and son keep him occupied. Besides, when he learns what I’m up to, he’ll  keep it to himself. If he inquires, you may speak freely to him. No one else though, not even Rhone,” Caine added, referring to Lyon’s closest friend. “For all his merits, Rhone does talk too much.”

Monk nodded. “I’m begging you, Caine, to let me know how it all ends up with the little lady.”

“Monk?” Jade asked, drawing both men’s attention. “You wouldn’t happen to own a pistol, would you?”

She sounded too damned eager to him. Caine knew what she was thinking. His angel was as easy to read as a Latin text. “He doesn’t and he won’t,” he announced.

“I don’t and I won’t what?” Monk asked.

“You don’t own a pistol and you won’t kill her,” Caine answered in a clipped tone of voice.

“No, no, of course not,” Monk agreed. “Caine, you aren’t forgetting your trap, are you?” he asked, when he was finally able to pull his gaze away from the beautiful woman.

“No, I’m not forgetting,” Caine answered. He turned to Jade and asked, “Is your carriage returning for you?”

Her exasperation was obvious. “I hired a hack,” she told him. “I didn’t think I’d be returning to my lodgings tonight.” She pushed away from his hold and picked up the large gray satchel from the walkway. “All I own is in here. I came directly from the country,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

“You left your possessions on the street for anyone to snatch?”

“It was my intention to have my things stolen,” she answered. She sounded like a tutor instructing a deliberately obtuse student. “I was hoping my clothing could benefit some poor soul. I wasn’t supposed to have further need once you . . .”

“Enough!” he nearly growled. “You aren’t going to mention murder again. Have you got that?”

She didn’t answer him quickly enough. Caine tugged on her hair. She let out a shrill cry just as he noticed the large  swelling above her ear. “Good God, Jade, when did you get that?”

“Don’t touch it,” she demanded when he tried to prod the edges of the bump. “It still stings.”

“I would think so,” he said. His hand dropped back to his side. “Tell me what happened.”

“I caught the heel of my boot on the carpet loop in my brother’s house and tumbled down the stairs,” she explained. “I hit the side of my head on the banister knob. It fairly knocked the wind out of my sails.”

The wind out of her sails? Caine thought that was a rather odd remark to make, but he didn’t take time to reflect upon it. “You could have killed yourself,” he stated. “Are you always so awkward?”

“No, I’m never awkward,” she countered. “I’m usually very ladylike. Lord, you’re rude,” she ended with a mutter.

“What happened after you fell?” Monk asked.

She shrugged. “I went for a walk to try to clear my head. Then they started in chasing after me, of course.”

“Of course?” Monk asked.

“They?” Caine said at the very same time.

She paused to give both men a frown. “The men I saw kill the finely dressed gentleman,” she explained. “For heaven’s sake, do pay attention. I’m certain I mentioned that fact earlier.”

Monk shook his head. “I’m just as certain you didn’t, miss,” he confessed. “I’m sure I would have remembered.”

“You witnessed a murder? No, Jade, you sure as hell didn’t mention that fact.”

“Well, I meant to mention it,” she muttered. She folded her arms across her chest and looked disgruntled again. “I would have explained it all to you if you hadn’t turned my attention by arguing with me. So you see, this is your fault because I lost my train of thought. Yes, you’re to blame.”

“Did you witness the murder before or after you hit yourself in the head?” Caine asked.

“Do you suppose it was a titled gentleman she saw murdered?” Monk asked Caine.

“I did not hit myself,” Jade snapped. “And it was before . . . no, it was after. At least I think it was after I fell down. Oh, I don’t remember now. My head’s pounding again. Do quit your questions, sir.”

Caine turned back to the tavernkeeper. “Now I’m beginning to understand,” he said. He looked at Jade again. “Were you wearing your cloak at the time of this mishap?”

“Yes,” she answered. She looked perplexed. “But what does that . . .”

“You tore your cloak and bruised your face when you fell down, didn’t you?”

His tone was a little too condescending for her liking. “Tell me exactly what it is you think you’re beginning to understand.”

“It’s really very simple,” he answered. “Your head suffered a trauma, Jade. You aren’t thinking logically now, though I must admit that most women aren’t ever logical. Still, with plenty of rest and care, in a few days you’ll realize your mind was just playing tricks on you. You’ll be worrying about what gown to wear to your next ball then.”

“My mind isn’t playing tricks on me,” she cried out.

“You’re confused.”

“I am not confused!”

“Quit shouting,” Caine ordered. “If you’ll only think about what I’m . . .”

He gave up when she shook her head at him. “You’re too addled to be reasoned with now. We’ll wait until you’re feeling better.”

“He’s right, miss,” Monk whispered. “If you’d seen a titled gentleman murdered, the news would have hit this section of town right off. The men who’d done the deed would have boasted of their cunning. Listen to Caine now. He knows what’s best.”

“But if you believe I’m just imagining I’m in danger, then you don’t need to protect me, do you?”

“Oh, yes, I do,” he replied. “Only now I know who I’m protecting you against.”

Before she could ask another question, he continued. “Like it or not, you’re a menace until you’ve recovered. In all good conscience, I can’t leave you on your own.” His smile was gentle when he added, “I guess you could say I’m protecting you from yourself, Jade. Now give me your satchel. I’ll carry it for you.”

She tried to lift the bag before Caine could and ended up in a tug of war. Caine won. “What in God’s name do you have in here?” he asked. “This thing weighs more than you do.”

“Everything I own,” she answered. “If it’s too much for you, I’ll be happy to carry it.”

Caine shook his head. He took hold of her hand. “Come along. My carriage is waiting two blocks over. You should be home in bed.”

She drew to an abrupt stop. “Whose bed, Caine?”

His sigh was loud enough to wake the drunks littering the alleys. “Your very own bed,” he snapped. “Your virtue’s safe. I never take virgins to my bed and I sure as certain don’t want you.”

He thought she would be relieved by his vehement promise not to bother her. It was only a half lie, of course. He did want to kiss her, yet he wasn’t sure if it was merely out of the need to have a few minutes of blissful silence.

“Is that a little rule of yours?” she asked. “Not to bed a virgin?”

She looked highly insulted. Caine didn’t know what to make of that reaction. “It is,” he answered. “I also don’t bed daft women I don’t particularly like, sweet, so you’re safe enough with me.”

He dared to grin at her when he made those shameful  remarks. “I do believe I’m beginning to hate you,” she muttered. “Well, you’re bloody safe with me, too, Caine. I would never let you touch me, either.”

“Good.”

“Yes, good,” she replied, determined to have the last word. “If you don’t quit dragging me, I’m going to scream your name over and over again until the authorities come and take you away, Pagan.”

“I’m not Pagan.”

“What?”

She almost fell down. Caine grabbed her. “I said, I’m not Pagan.”

“Just who in thunder are you then?”

They’d reached his carriage but she refused to let him assist her inside until he’d answered her question. She kept slapping his hands away.

Caine gave in. He tossed her satchel up to the driver, then turned back to her. “My name really is Caine. I’m the Marquess of Cainewood. Now will you get inside? This is neither the time nor the place for a lengthy discussion. When we’re on our way, I’ll explain everything to you.”

“You promise?”

“I promise,” he answered with a low growl.

She didn’t look like she believed him. Jade folded her arms across her chest. “Shame on you, Caine. You’ve been pretending to be the noble pirate all this time . . .”

“That bastard’s a lot of things, Jade, but he sure as hell isn’t noble.”

“How can you know if you speak truth or fancy?” she demanded. “I’ll wager you never even met the man. Is your own life so unhappy that you must pretend to ...”

The look on his face turned as stinging as his hard grip on her arm, interrupting her speech. While she watched, he tore the flower from his lapel and tossed it on the ground. He wasn’t at all gentle when he half lifted, half tossed Jade inside the vehicle.

Once the carriage started moving, the interior was thrown into darkness. She couldn’t see his scowl and was most relieved.

He couldn’t see her smile either.

They rode in silence a short while. Jade used the time to regain her composure. Caine used the time to calm his frustration.

“Why were you pretending to be Pagan?”

“To hunt him down,” Caine answered.

“But why?”

“Later,” he snapped. “I’ll tell you all about it later, all right?”

He was sure his hard tone of voice would discourage her from asking any more questions. He was mistaken.

“You’re angry because I made you quit your hunt, aren’t you?”

His sigh indicated his impatience. “You didn’t make me quit my hunt. I might have failed thus far, but when we’ve taken care of your problem, I’ll go back to my hunt. Don’t worry, Jade. I won’t fail.”

She wasn’t at all worried, but she couldn’t very well tell him that. Caine hadn’t failed at all. No, he’d gone into the tavern to draw Pagan out.

And that’s exactly what he’d done.

She’d done her task well. Her brother was going to be pleased.
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