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							From the moment Grant Morgan saw the woman, he knew thatdespite her beautyshe would never be any mans bride.

				He followed the waterman through the swirls of fog, cold mist clinging to his skin and forming beads on his wool coat. He kept both hands shoved deep in his pockets, while his gaze chased restlessly around the scene. The river looked oily in the dull glow of lamps hung on the massive blocks of granite near the landing. Two or three tiny boats ferried passengers across the Thames, bobbing like toys on the water. Chilly waves lapped against the steps and face of an embankment wall. A wintry March breeze curled around Grants face and ears and slipped persistently beneath the edge of his cravat. He suppressed a shiver as he stared at the sloshing black river. No one could survive much longer than twenty minutes in water that cold.

				Where is the body? An impatient frown tugged at Grants brow. He reached inside his coat, fingering the case of his pocket watch. I dont have all night.

				The Thames waterman stumbled as he twisted his head to glance at the man following him. The drifting mist surrounded them in a yellow-gray haze, causing him to squint in the effort to see better. Yere Morgan, arent ye? Mr. Morgan hisselfWhy, no one will believe it when I tell em. A man who guards the kingI would ha thought you above such dirty business as this.

				Unfortunately not, Grant muttered.

				This way, sirand mind yer step. The stairs is awful slick by the water, specially on a damp night like this.

				Stiffening his jaw, Grant made his way down to the small, soaked form that had been hauled onto the landing stairs. In the course of his detective work he often saw dead bodies, but drowning victims were surely among the most unpleasant. The body had been left facedown, but it was clearly female. She was spread akimbo like a rag doll abandoned by a careless child, the skirts of her dress heaped in a dripping mass around her legs.

				Crouching beside her, Grant clasped the womans shoulder with a leather-gloved hand and began to turn her over. He recoiled instantly, startled, as she began to cough and retch salt water, her body spasming.

				The waterman yelped in terror behind him, then drew nearer. I thought she was dead. His voice shook with amazement. She was cold meat, I swear it!

				Idiot, Grant muttered. How long had this poor woman been left in the bitter cold while the waterman had sent for a Bow Street Runner to investigate? Her chances of survival would have been far greater had she been taken care of immediately. As it was, her odds werent good. He flipped the woman over and lifted her head to his knee, her long hair soaking his trousers. Her skin was ashen in the murky light, and there was a swelling lump on the side of her head. Even so, the delicate, distinctive features were recognizable. He knew her.

				My God, Grant breathed. He made a point of never being surprised by anythingbut to find Vivien Rose Duvall here, like thisIt was inconceivable.

				Her eyes half opened, dull with the knowledge of her imminent death. But Vivien was not the kind of woman to slip away without a struggle. She whimpered and reached upward, her hand brushing the front of his waistcoat in a feeble attempt to save herself. Spurred into action, Grant locked his arms around her and hauled her upward. She was small and compact, but the skirts of her waterlogged gown nearly doubled her weight. Grant held her high against his chest, giving a grunt of discomfort as the icy salt water soaked through his own clothes.

				Will you take er to Bow Street, Mr. Morgan? the waterman chattered, hastening to follow Grant as he took the steps two at a time. I spect I should go too, an give my name to Sir Ross. I done someone a favor, didnt I, finding the lady afore she croaked. I wouldnt take no thanks, o coursejust to do the right thing is enoughbut there might be a reward, mightnt there?

				Find Dr. Jacob Linley, Grant said harshly, interrupting the mans eager speculation. Hes usually at Toms coffeehouse this time of night. Tell him to come to my residence at King Street.

				I cant, the waterman protested. I as to work, ye knowWhy, I could earn five shillings yet tonight.

				Youll be paid when you bring Linley to King Street.

				But what if I cant find im?

				Youll bring him there within a half hour, Grant said curtly, or Ill have your boat confiscatedand Ill arrange a three-day stay for you in a prison hulk. Is that motivation enough?

				I always thought you was a fine fellow, the waterman said sourly, until I met you. Youre not a-tall like they write you in the papers. Hours Ive spent in the taverns whilst they read aloud about yer doings He trotted away, disappointment evident in every line of his squatty form.

				Grants mouth curved in grim amusement. He was well aware of the way his exploits were described in the papers. Editors and writers had exaggerated his accomplishments until he was made to seem superhuman. People regarded him as a legend, not as a normal man with flaws.

				He had made the job of Bow Street Runner into a highly profitable one, earning a fortune from recovering stolen property for banks. He had, on occasion, taken other kinds of caseslocating an abducted heiress, serving as a personal guard to a visiting monarch, tracking down murderersbut banks were always his preferred clients. With each case solved, his name had garnered more celebrity, until he was discussed in every coffee shop and tavern in London.

				To Grants amusement, the ton had taken him to its bejeweled bosom, clamoring for his presence at their social functions. It was said that a balls success was assured if the hostess was able to write Mr. Morgan will attend at the bottom of the invitation. Yet for all his apparent popularity with the nobility, it was clear to all that he was not one of them. He was more a figure of entertainment than an accepted member of the high social circles he frequented. Women were excited by the notion that he was a potentially dangerous character, and men wanted his friendship in order to appear more brave and worldly themselves. Grant was aware that he would never be accepted except in the most superficial way. And he would never be trusted by the tonHe knew too many of their dirty secrets, their vulnerabilities, their fears and desires.

				A gust of frosty air whirled around him, making the woman in his arms moan and tremble. Clutching his unwieldy burden more tightly, he left the embankment and crossed a cobblestoned street coated with mud and manure. He strode through a small, square court filled with stagnant water barrels, a fetid pigsty, and a cart with broken wheels. Covent Garden was littered with courts like these, from which dark, winding rookeries spread out in disease-ridden webs. Any gentleman in his right mind would be terrified to venture in this area of the city, rife with thieves kitchens, whores, bullies, and criminals who would kill for a few shillings. But Grant was hardly a gentleman, and the London underworld held no terrors for him.

				The womans head lolled on his shoulder, her weak, cool breath hitting his chin. Well, Vivien, he murmured, there was a time I wanted you in my armsbut this wasnt exactly what I had planned.

				He found it hard to believe he was carrying Londons most desirable female past Covent Gardens tumbledown booths and open stalls. Butchers and peddlers paused to stare curiously as he passed, while prostitutes ventured from the shadows. Here, laddie, a sunken-cheeked scarcrow of a woman called, got a nice fresh cream pot for ye!

				Some other time, Grant said sarcastically, ignoring the whores eager cawing.

				He crossed the northwest corner of the square and reached King Street, where the decaying buildings turned abruptly into a row of tidy town houses, coffeehouses, and a publisher or two. It was a clean, prosperous street with bow-fronted houses inhabited by the upper class. Grant had purchased an elegant, airy three-story air town house there. The busy headquarters at Bow Street was only a short step away, but it seemed far removed from this serene location.

				Swiftly Grant mounted the steps of his town house and gave the mahogany door a resounding kick. When there was no response from within, he drew back and kicked again. Suddenly the door opened and his housekeeper appeared, spluttering with protests at his cavalier treatment of the polished wood paneling.

				Mrs. Buttons was a pleasant-faced woman in her fifties, kind of heart but bottled-up, steel-spined, and possessed of stern religious convictions. It was no secret that she disapproved of Grants chosen profession, abhorring the physical violence and corruption he dealt with as a matter of course. Yet she tirelessly received the wide assortment of underworld callers who came to the town house, treating all with equal parts of politeness and reserve.

				Like the other Bow Street Runners who worked under the direction of Sir Ross Cannon, Grant had become so immersed in the world of darkness that he sometimes questioned how much difference there was between himself and the criminals he pursued. Mrs. Buttons had once told Grant of her hopes that he would someday step into the light of Christian truth. Im beyond saving, he had replied cheerfully. Youd better direct your ambitions toward an attainable goal, Mrs. Buttons.

				As she beheld the dripping burden in her employers arms, the housekeepers normally unflappable face went slack with amazement. Good Lord! Mrs. Buttons exclaimed. What happened?

				Grants muscles were beginning to tire from the strain of carrying the womans limp weight so far. A near drowning, he said curtly, pushing past the housekeeper as he headed for the stairs. Im taking her to my room.

				
				But how? Who? Mrs. Buttons gasped, making a visible effort to recover herself. Shouldnt she be brought to a hospital?

				Shes an acquaintance of mine, he said. I want her seen by a private doctor. God knows what they would do to her at a hospital.

				An acquaintance, the housekeeper repeated, hurrying to keep pace with his rapid strides. It was clear she was burning to know more, but wouldnt presume to ask.

				A lady of the evening, actually, Grant said dryly.

				A lady of theand youve brought her here Her voice reeked with disapproval. Sir, once again you have outdone yourself.

				A brief grin crossed his face. Thank you.

				It was not a compliment, the housekeeper informed him. Mr. Morgan, wouldnt you prefer to have one of the guest rooms prepared?

				Shell stay in mine, he said in a tone that quashed further argument.

				Frowning, Mrs. Buttons directed a housemaid to wipe up the puddles they had left on the inlaid floors of the amber marble entranceway.

				The town house, with its long windows, Sheraton furniture, and English hand-knotted carpets, was the kind of place Grant had once never dared to dream of living in. It was a far cry from the crowded flat he had occupied as a small child, three rooms crammed with the eight offspring of a middle-class bookseller and his wife. Or the succession of orphanages and workhouses that had come later, when his father had been thrown into debtors prison and the family had fallen to pieces.

				Grant had eventually found himself on the streets, until a Covent Garden fishmonger had taken pity and given him steady work and a pallet to sleep on at night. Snuggled up against the heat of the kitchen stove, Grant had dreamed of something better, something more, though his dreams had never taken precise shape until the day he met a Bow Street Runner.

				The Runner had been patrolling the jostling market square and had caught a thief who had snatched a fish from the fishmongers stall. Grant had stared wide-eyed at the Runner in his smart red waistcoat, armed with cutlass and pistols. He had seemed larger, finer, more powerful than ordinary men. Grant had immediately known that his only hope of escaping the life he had been consigned to was to become a Runner. He had enlisted in the Foot Patrol at age eighteen, was promoted to the Day Patrol within a year, and a few months later was chosen by Sir Ross Cannon to complete the elite force of a half dozen Bow Street Runners.

				To prove his worthiness, Grant had hurled himself into his work with unflagging zeal, treating each case as if it required a personal sense of vengeance. He went to any lengths to catch a culprit, once following a murderer across the Channel to apprehend him in France. As success mounted on success, Grant had begun to charge exorbitant fees for his private services, which had only made him more sought-after.

				Acting on advice from a wealthy client who owed him a favor, Grant had invested in shipping and textile companies, purchased a half interest in a hotel, and bought several choice pieces of property on the west side of London. With some luck and determination, he had climbed far higher than God or man had intended. At age thirty, he could retire with a comfortable fortune. But he couldnt bring himself to resign from the Bow Street force. The thrill of the chase, the lure of danger, were strong, almost physical needs he could never seem to satisfy. He didnt care to dwell on exactly why he couldnt settle down and lead a normal life, but he was certain it didnt speak well of his character.

				Reaching his bedroom, Grant brought Vivien to the massive mahogany tester bed with draped swags carved at the headboards and foot. Much of his furniture, including the bed, had been specially made to suit his proportions. He was a tall, bigframed man, for whom the tops of doorframes and ceiling beams posed a frequent hazard.

				Oh, the counterpane! Mrs. Buttons exclaimed as Viviens clothes saturated the heavy velvet embroidered with gold and blue silk. It will be ruined beyond repair!

				Then Ill buy another, Grant said, flexing his sore arms and stripping off his drenched coat. He dropped his coat to the floor and bent over Viviens still form. Intent on removing her clothes as quickly as possible, he tugged at the front of her gown. A curse escaped his lips as the buttons and hooks remained obstinately entrenched in the shrunken wet wool.

				Grumbling about the damage that was being done to the velvet counterpane, Mrs. Buttons endeavored to assist him, then pulled back with a frustrated sigh. Theyll have to be cut off her, I suppose. Shall I fetch the scissors?

				Grant shook his head and reached for his right boot. In a smooth move born of long habit, he extracted an ivory-handled knife with a six-inch spearpoint blade.

				The housekeeper gaped as he began to cut through the gowns thick woven bodice as if it were butter. Oh, my, she faltered.

				Grant focused intently on the work at hand. No one can wield a knife like a former Covent Garden fishmonger, he remarked dryly, spreading the sides of the gown wide to reveal a wealth of white linen undergarments. Viviens chemise was soaked and plastered to her snowy skin, revealing the rosecolored points of her nipples beneath. Although Grant had seen countless female bodies, something about Viviens barely clad form made him hesitate. He struggled with the unaccountable feeling that he was violating somethingsomeonetender and virginal. Ludicrous, considering the fact that Vivien Duvall was an accomplished courtesan.

				Mr. Morgan, the housekeeper said, fidgeting with the edges of her large white apron, if you would prefer, I can have one of the housemaids assist me in removing Miss

				Duvall, Grant supplied softly.

				Miss Duvalls garments.

				Ill see to our guest, Grant murmured. Ill wager at least a regiments worth of men have had the privilege of seeing Miss Duvall naked. Shed be the first to say, Get the job done and modesty be damned. Besides, after the trouble hed gone to tonight, he was entitled to this one small pleasure.

				Yes, sir. She gave him an odd, considering look, as if he werent quite behaving like himself. And perhaps he wasnt. A strange feeling suffused him, the chill from the outside mingling with a heat that burned at his core.

				Stone-faced, Grant continued to cut away the wet clothes, slicing through one sleeve and then the other. As he lifted Viviens slim upper torso and yanked the sodden wool from beneath her, someone walked through the half-open door and gasped loudly.

				It was Kellow, his valet, a dignified young man with a prematurely balding head and a pair of round spectacles settled firmly on his nose. His eyes seemed to fill the spectacle lenses as he beheld his employer standing with a knife over the half-clad body of the unconscious woman. Oh, dear God!

				Grant turned to fix him with a ferocious scowl. Try to be of some use, will you? Get one of my shirts. And some towels. And now that I think of it, some tea and brandy. Now, hurry.

				Kellow started to reply, appeared to think better of it, and proceeded to fetch the required articles. Carefully averting his eyes from the woman on the bed, he handed a fresh shirt to Mrs. Buttons and fled the room.

				Grants growing need to have Vivien clothed and warm overrode any desire to see her naked. He caught only a brief glimpse of her body as he and the housekeeper worked to pull Viviens arms through the long linen sleevesbut his brain gathered the image greedily and kept it to savor later.

				Vivien wasnt perfect, but the promise of delight was captured in her imperfections. She was charmingly short-waisted, as so many petite women were, with gorgeous round breasts and softly dimpled knees. Her smooth abdomen was crowned with a triangle of spicy red hair just a few shades darker than the sunset locks on her head. No wonder she was the most highly paid prostitute in England. She was lush, pretty, daintythe kind of woman any man would want to keep in bed for days.

				They weighted Vivien with linens and heavy blankets, and Mrs. Buttons wrapped her stiff, salttainted hair in one of the towels Kellow had brought. Shes a lovely woman, the housekeeper said, her face softening with reluctant pity. And young enough to change her life for the better. I hope the Lord will choose to spare her.

				She wont die, Grant said shortly. I wont allow it. He touched the pure ivory curve of Viviens forehead, using his thumb to brush a tendril of hair beneath the towel. Carefully he laid a cold cloth over a bruise at her temple. Though it seems someone will be disappointed by her survival.

				Pardon, sir, but I dont followoh. Her eyes widened as Grants fingertips swept gently over Viviens throat, indicating the shadowy bruises that encircled her slim neck. It looks as if someone tried toto

				Strangle her, he said matter-of-factly.

				
				Who would do such a thing? Mrs. Buttons wondered aloud, her forehead creased with horror.

				Most often in the case of a murdered woman, its a husband or lover. His lips twitched with a humorless smile. Females always seem to fear strangers, when its usually the men they know who do them harm.

				Shaking her head at the ugly thought, Mrs. Buttons stood and smoothed her apron. If it pleases you, sir, Ill send up some salve for Miss Duvalls bruises and scrapes, and wait downstairs for the doctors arrival.

				Grant nodded, barely aware of the housekeeper leaving the room as he stared at Viviens expressionless face. Gently he rearranged the cloth on her forehead. He stroked the curve of her pale cheek with a single fingertip, and made a sound of grim amusement in his throat. I swore you would rue the day you made a fool of me, Vivien, he murmured. But the opportunity has come a hell of lot sooner than I expected.

			

			
		

	


Two




She found herself in a waking nightmare of cold and pain. The act of breathing was an unwelcome burden on her lungs. Her throat and chest were on fire, as if she had been scoured on the inside. Trying to speak, she emitted a rough, bleating sound, and flinched in agony. Oh

Strong hands adjusted her position, wedging a pillow beneath her head and neckbrushing a straggling lock of hair away from her forehead. A growl of a voice fell on her ears. Dont try to talk. Here, this will help. She felt the edge of a warm spoon against her lips and recoiled slightly. But the man beside her persisted, cupping a huge hand around the back of her head and bringing the spoon to her mouth once more. Her teeth clattered against the metal, her body seized by trembling she couldnt control. She swallowed a spoonful of hot sugared tea, though the movement of her throat muscles was pure agony.

Good girl. Take another.

She forced herself to swallow a second spoonful, and a third. Her head was eased back to the pillow, and a sheaf of blankets was pulled snugly over her shoulders. Only then did she try to open her eyes, wincing as they smarted from the glow of a nearby lamp. A stranger was leaning over her, his face painted half in shadow, half in light. He was dark-haired and attractive, with no trace of boyishness in his features. His complexion was tanned and slightly weathered, the grain of black shaven whiskers lending a dark cast to his jaw. The hard planes of his face were complemented by a long nose and a generous mouth, and vivid green eyes. Strange, cynical, perceptive eyes, that seemed to look right through her.

Die? she asked in a hoarse croak. It hurt to talk, to move, to breathe. Icy needles stung her inside and out, and a great vise around her lungs made it nearly impossible to draw in air. Worst of all was the violent shaking in every muscle, shudders that racked her bones and joints until she feared she would come apart. If only she could make herself be still for a moment. When she tried to hold herself rigid, the shaking only intensified. She was breaking to pieces, sinking, drowning.

No, youre not going to die, he said quietly. And the shaking will stop eventually. It often happens in cases like yours.

Cases like hers? What had happened? Why was she here? Her swollen eyes flooded with tears of confusion, and she bit her lip to keep from crying. Thank you, she gasped, though she had no precise idea of what to thank him for. She groped for his hand, needing the reassurance of a human touch. He moved, sitting on the side of the bed, his weight depressing the mattress, and she felt him take her fingers in his large hand. The heat of his skin, the burning vitality of his grip, shocked her.

Please dont let go, she whispered, clinging to him as if to a lifeline. Please.

His formidable masculine face softened in the lamplight. A strange self-mockery gleamed in his fathomless green eyes. I cant stand a womans tears. Keep crying and Ill leave.

Yes, she said, chewing harder on her lip. But the tears kept leaking out, and the stranger swore beneath his breath.

He gathered her in the mass of bedclothes and carefully pulled her into his arms, compressing her trembling limbs. She gasped at the relief of it. He was so infinitely strong, holding her hard against him. Resting her head on his shoulder, she crushed her cheek against the linen of his shirt. Her vision was filled with details of him: the smooth tanned skin, the neat question-mark shape of his ear, the silky-rough locks of dark brown hair cropped unfashionably close to his head.

Im s-so cold she said, her mouth close to his ear.

Well, a swim in the Thames will do that to you, he said dryly. Especially this time of year. She felt him breathe against her forehead, a rush of heat, and she was flooded with desperate gratitude. She never wanted to leave his arms.

Her tongue felt thick as she tried to moisten her cracked lips. Who are you?

Dont you remember?

No, I Thoughts and images eluded her efforts to capture them. She couldnt remember anything. There was blankness in every direction, a great confounding void.

He eased her head back, his warm fingers cupping around the back of her neck. A slight smile tipped the corners of his mouth. Grant Morgan.

What h-happened to me? She struggled to think past the pain and the distracting tremors. I-I was in the water She remembered the salty coldness burning her eyes and throat, blocking her ears, paralyzing her thrashing limbs. She had lost the battle for air, felt her lungs exploding, felt herself descending as if invisible hands pulled her from below. S-someone pulled me out. Was it you?

No. A waterman found you and sent for a Runner. I happened to be the only one available tonight. His hand moved over her back in slow strokes. How did you end up in the river, Vivien?

Vivien? she repeated in desperate confusion. Why did you call me that?

There was a moment of silence that terrified her. He expected her to recognize the nameVivienShe struggled to think of some meaning or image to attach to the name. There was only blankness.

Who is Vivien? Her sore throat clenched until she could barely produce a sound. Whats happening to me?

Calm down, he said. Dont you know your own name?

NoI dont know, Icant remember anything She shuddered with frightened sobs. OhIm going to be sick.

Morgan moved with remarkable quickness, snatching up a creamware bowl from the bedside table and lowering her head over it. Dry heaves racked her body. When the convulsion passed, she hung limply over his arm and shivered miserably. He lowered her onto his lap and rested her head against his hard thigh.

Help me, she moaned.

Long fingers slid gently over the side of her face. Its all right. Dont be afraid.

Incredibly, though it was clear that nothing was right and there was a great deal to fear, she took comfort in his voice, his touch, his presence. His hands moved tenderly over her body, soothing her shaking limbs. Breathe, he said, his palm moving in circles on the middle of her chest, and somehow she drew in a gulp of air. Hazily she wondered if this was what it felt like when heavenly spirits visited to minister to the sufferingYes, an angels touch must be like this.

My head hurts, she croaked. I feel so strangeHave I gone mad? Where am I?

Rest, he said. Well sort everything out later. Just rest.

Tell me your name again, she begged in a hoarse whisper.


My name is Grant. Youre in my homeand youre safe.

Somehow through her misery, she sensed his ambivalence toward her, his wish to remain remote and unfeeling. He hadnt wanted to be kind to her, but he couldnt help himself. Grant, she repeated, catching at the warm hand on her chest, feebly pressing it against her heart. Thank you. She felt him go very still, his thigh tautening under the weight of her head. Exhausted, she closed her eyes and went to sleep in his lap.



Grant eased Vivien onto the pillows and tucked her neatly beneath the covers. He struggled to make sense of what was happening. He had helped women in trouble too many times to count. By now he was no longer capable of being moved by the sight of a damsel in distress. It was better for the people he served, not to mention himself, to remain efficiently impassive and get the job done. He hadnt wept in years. Nothing could break through the protective shell that had formed around his heart.

But Vivien, in all her damaged beauty and unexpected sweetness, had affected him more than he would have believed possible. He couldnt ignore a chord of elemental pleasure at seeing her in his homein his bed.

His palm tingled at the feel of her heartbeat, as if the rhythm of her life force were captured beneath his hand. He wanted very much to stay with her, to hold her, not out of passion but from a desire to give her the warmth and protection of his own body.

Grant scrubbed his hands roughly over his face, through his short hair, and stood with a growl. What the hell was the matter with him?

The memory of the one time he and Vivien had met, two months ago, was still fresh in his mind. He had seen Vivien at a birthday ball given by Lord Wentworth for his mistress. The ball had been attended by members of the demimonde, the halfworld of high-living prostitutes, gamblers, and dandies who were not fit for the ton but considered themselves far above the working classes. Since Grants position in society was well nigh impossible for anyone to define, he was invited to gatherings of every stratum of society, from the highest to the lowest. He associated with the morally righteous, the ethically questionable, and the overtly corrupt, belonging nowhere and everywhere.

The private ballroom, with its elaborate plasterwork scenes of Neptune, mermaids, porpoises, and fish, was a perfect backdrop for Vivien. She resembled a mermaid herself, wearing a green silk gown that clung to every curve of her body. The deep neckline and hem of the gown were trimmed with ruchings of white satin and dark green gauze, and the sleeves were mere wisps of gauze at the shoulders. It did not escape Grants or any other mans attention that Vivien had dampened her skirts to cling more closely to her legs and hips, heedless of the bitter clime outside.

That first sight of her was like a blow to the stomach. She wasnt classically beautiful, but she was as vibrant as a flame, with an intriguing combination of sweetness and witchery in her face. Her mouth was a fantasy come true, tender, full, and unmistakably carnal. The mass of her sunset-red curls had been pinned at the crown of her head, exposing a vulnerable neck and the most beautiful ivory shoulders Grant had ever seen.

Becoming aware of his intent stare, Vivien looked back at him, her red lips curved in a smile that invited and taunted at the same time.

Ah, youve noticed Miss Duvall, I see. Lord Wentworth appeared at Grants side, a wry expression settling on his wrinkle-scored face. I warn you, my friend, Vivien Duvall has left a trail of broken hearts in her wake.

Whom does she belong to? Grant murmured, knowing that a woman of her beauty would not be unattached.

Lord Gerard, until quite recently. He was invited to attend the ball, but declined without giving an explanation. It is my belief that hes licking his wounds in private while Vivien searches for a new protector. Wentworth chuckled at Grants speculative expression. Dont even consider it, man.

Why not?

To begin with, shell demand a fortune.

And if I can afford her? Grant asked.

Wentworth tugged idly at a lock of his gray hair. She likes her men titled and married, andwell, a trifle more refined than you, my friend. No offense intended, of course.

None taken, Grant murmured automatically. He had never tried to conceal his rough background, had even made use of it on occasion. Many women were actually excited by his occupation and his lack of pedigree. It was possible that Vivien Duvall would enjoy a change from her aristocratic protectors with their manicured hands and self-important demeanors.

Shes dangerous, you know, Wentworth persisted. They say she drove one poor forlorn bastard to suicide just a fortnight ago.

Grant smiled cynically. Im hardly the kind to expire for the love of a woman, my lord.

He continued to watch Vivien, who had extracted a jeweled patch box from her beaded reticule. Flipping the box open, she beheld her reflection in a tiny looking glass fitted behind the lid. Carefully she touched the tip of a gloved finger to the heart-shaped patch that had been strategically glued near the corner of her delectable mouth. It was clear she only half heard the nearby gentleman who was trying earnestly to engage her in conversation. Seeming annoyed by his attentions, she gestured toward the long refreshment tables. He left at once to fetch her a plate, and she continued to study her reflection intently.

Seeing his opportunity, Grant snatched a glass of wine from a tray carried by a passing waiter. He approached Vivien, who closed the patch box with a snap and slipped it back into her reticule.

Back so soon? she asked without looking at him, her tone languid and bored.

Your companion should know better than to leave a beautiful woman unattended.

Surprise flickered in Viviens midnight-blue eyes. Her gaze dropped to the proferred glass in his hand. She took the artfully twisted stem of the trumpet-shaped glass and sipped delicately. Hes not my companion. Her voice fell on his ears like a stroke of velvet. Thank you. I am parched. She drank again, her gaze lifting to his. Like most successful courtesans, she had a flattering way of looking at a man as if he were the only one in the room.

You were staring at me earlier, she remarked.

I didnt mean to be rude.

Oh, Im accustomed to such stares, she said.

Im sure you are.

She smiled, revealing a flash of pearly white teeth. We havent been introduced.

Grant smiled back at her. Shall I go find someone to do the honors?

No need. Her soft pink mouth pressed against the rim of the wineglass. Youre Mr. Morgan, the Bow Street Runner. Thats only a guess, but Im sure Im right.

Why do you think so?

You fit the description. Your height and your green eyes are quite distinctive. She pursed her lips thoughtfully. But theres something else about youa sense that youre not quite comfortable in these surroundings. I suspect you would rather be doing anything but stand here in a stuffy room making small talk. And your cravat is too tight.

Grant smiled as he tugged at the white starched linen that bound his neck with an artful knot. The civilized confinement of high collars and stiff cravats was more than he could bear at times. Youre wrong about one thing, Miss Duvalltheres nothing Id rather be doing than talking with you.

How do you know my name, sir? Has someone told you about me? I insist on knowing what was said.

I was told that youve broken many hearts.

She laughed, clearly entertained by the notion, and her blue eyes sparkled wickedly. True. But I suspect youve broken your share of female hearts.

Its fairly easy to break hearts, Miss Duvall. The more interesting challenge is how to keep someones love, not to lose it.

You speak of love too seriously, Vivien said. Its only a game, after all.

Is it? Tell me your rules.

Its rather like chess. I plan my strategy carefully. I sacrifice a pawn when its no longer useful. And I never reveal my true thoughts to my opponent.

Very pragmatic.

One has to be, in my position. Her provocative smile dimmed slightly as she stared at him. I dont quite like your expression, Mr. Morgan.

Grants initial attraction to her had begun to fade as he reflected that any involvement with her would ultimately lead to nothing. She was manipulative, hard-edged, offering sex without real companionship. He wanted more than that, no matter how prettily packaged she was.

Her gaze searched his impassive features, and she affected a small, delicious pout. Tell me your rules, Mr. Morgan.

I only have one, he replied. Complete honesty between myself and my partner.

A bright peal of laughter escaped her. That can be quite inconvenient, you know.

Yes, I know.

Obviously confident in her own attractiveness, Vivien preened and posed before him, angling her breasts outward, resting a graceful hand on the elegant curve of her hip. Grant knew that he was supposed to be admiring her, but instead he couldnt help wondering why it was that so many strikingly lovely women were self-absorbed.

Out of the corner of his eye he saw Viviens former companion bearing down on them with quick, anxious strides, a plate of tidbits clutched in his hands. Clearly the man was determined to defend his territory, and Grant was hardly inclined to argue with him. Vivien Duvall wasnt worth a public dispute.

Vivien followed his glance, and sighed shortly. Ask me to dance before that bore returns, she said in a low voice.

Forgive me, Miss Duvall, Grant murmured, but I would hate to deprive him of your company. Especially after the trouble hes taken to fetch you refreshments.

Viviens eyes widened as she realized she had been rejected. A mottled pink flush covered her cheeks and forehead, clashing with the cinnamon tones of her hair. When she managed to reply, her tone dripped with disdain. Perhaps well meet again, Mr. Morgan. Ill send for you if Im ever bothered by a pickpocket or footpad.


Please do, he replied, utterly polite, and took his leave with a brief bow.

Grant had thought the matter was over, but unfortunately their brief encounter had not gone unnoticed by others at the ball. And Vivien, taking a petty stab at revenge, had explained the situation in a way that had the gossips snickering behind their palms. Delicately Vivien had insinuated to a host of wagging tongues that the redoubtable Mr. Morgan had made an offer for her, which she had summarily rejected. The idea of the celebrated Bow Street Runner trying and failing to win the favor of Vivien Duvall was greeted everywhere with amusement. Hes not so dangerous as they claim, someone had slyly remarked within Grants hearing, if he can so easily be set back on his heels by a woman.

Grants pride had smarted at the spread of deliberate liesbut he had managed to hold his silence on the matter. Hed known that, like all rumors, it would fade more quickly if nothing was said to add fuel to the fire. Still, the mention of Viviens name never failed to annoy him, especially when people watched so carefully for his reaction. He had done everything possible to make his indifference clear, while inwardly promising himself that Vivien would come to regret the lies she had spread. It was a promise he was still bound and determined to make good on.

Wandering to the window, Grant pushed aside the dark blue damask curtain and stared through the long panes of glass. Impatiently his gaze hunted the quiet shadowed street for a glimpse of Dr. Linley. In less than a minute, a hired hack stopped in front of the town house. Linley emerged from the vehicle, hatless as usual, his shock of dark blond hair gleaming in the light of the streetlamps. He gave no appearance of great haste, but his legs moved in long, ground-covering strides. Hefting his heavy leather doctors case as if it weighed next to nothing, he approached the front entrance.

Grant waited at the bedroom door, giving the doctor a nod of greeting as he ascended the main staircase with the housekeeper. Linleys progressiveness and intelligence had made him one of the most sought-after doctors in London. And it hardly hurt his popularity to be a handsome bachelor in his late twenties. Wealthy society ladies clamored mightily for his services, claiming that only Dr. Linley could cure their headaches and female ailments. Grant was frequently amused by Linleys disgruntlement at being monopolized by the fashionable women of the ton instead of being allowed the time he desired to take on more serious cases.

The two men shook hands briefly. They had a genuine liking for each other, both of them professional men who regularly saw the best and worst that people were capable of.

Well, Morgan, Linley said pleasantly, this had better be worth dragging me away from a mug of brandied coffee at Toms. What is the matter? You seem well enough to me.

I have a guest who requires your attention, Grant replied, opening the door and showing him into the bedroom. She was pulled from the Thames about an hour ago. I brought her here, and she regained consciousness for a period of almost ten minutes. The odd thing is, she claims to have no memory. She couldnt tell me her own name. Is such a thing possible?

Linleys gray eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Yes, of course. Memory loss is more common than you think. Its often caused by aging, or excessive amounts of alcohol

What about a blow to the head and a near drowning?

The doctors lips puckered in a silent whistle. Poor lady, he murmured. Yes, I once saw a case of amnesia that was caused by a head injury. The man had been wounded in a shipyard accidenta falling beam struck him on the crown, and he was unconscious for three days. When he awoke, he was beset by extreme confusion. The habits of walking, writing, and reading were easy for him, but he didnt recognize a single member of his family, and could recall nothing of his past.

Did his memory return?

In five or six months. But Ive heard of another case in which the memory came back in a matter of days. Theres no way of predicting how long it might take. Or if it will happen at all. Brushing past Grant, Linley approached the bed and set his doctors case on the chair. As he bent over the sleeping patient, the doctor gave a startled murmur that barely reached Grants ears. Miss Duvall!

Youve attended her before?

Linley nodded, looking troubled. Something about the doctors expression alerted Grant to the fact that Viviens visit had been for an ailment far more serious than a headache.

What for? Grant asked.

You know I cant divulge that.

She cant remember anythingit wont make a damned bit of difference to her if you tell me or not.

Linley wasnt swayed by the argument. Would you care to leave the room, Morgan, while I examine my patient?

Before Grant could reply, Vivien stirred and moaned. She rubbed her eyes, squinting at the doctors unfamiliar face. Strangely attuned to her moods, Grant sensed the exact moment she began to panic. He reached the bedside in three strides and took her trembling hand. The strength of his grip seemed to calm her. Grant, she croaked, her gaze lifting to his face.

The doctors here, he murmured. Im going to wait outside the door while he has a look at you. Is that all right?

A long moment passed before she gave a tiny nod and released his hand.

Good girl. Grant gently tucked a lock of her hair behind her small ear.

You two seem to have become fast friends, Linley remarked.

Its my way with women, Grant said. They cant resist my charm.

Linleys mouth quirked. Charm? Ive never suspected you of having any.

They were both surprised to hear Viviens feeble scratch of voice join in the conversation. Thats becauseyoure not a woman.

Grant stared at her with an unwilling smile. Half dead, she might be, but the instinct to flirt had not left her. And God help him, he was far from immune. Rallying to my defense, are you? He reached down to stroke the curve of her cheek with his fingertip. Ill have to thank you later. A slow tide of pink crept over Viviens face. Grant didnt realize his tone was unconsciously seductive until the doctor shot him a speculative glance.

Abruptly Grant left the room. Scowling, he wedged his back against the papered wall of the hallway. Damn you, Vivien, he muttered beneath his breath.

He had found it so easy to reject Vivien before, when hed viewed her as shallow, vain, manipulative. And he wouldnt have spared her a thought since then had it not been for the pride-stinging lies she had sprinkled all over London. Grant would have hated her if she had been worth such expenditure of emotion.

But there were times in every man or womans life when circumstances made one vulnerable, and Viviens time had come. Could she really have lost her memory, or was she shamming? And if her memory, really was gonethen she had been stripped of all defenses, all the grievances and pretensions that kept adult human beings from revealing their true selves to each other. How many men had been given the chance to know the real Vivien? Not one. He would bet his life on it.


A gentleman would not take advantage of the situation. But he was no gentleman.

He had once promised himself that Vivien would pay for her petty little gameand she would, with interest. Now that she was in his possession, she wasnt going to leave until his pride had been assuaged. He was going to amuse himself with her for as long as he wanted, or until her memory had returned. Whichever came first.

He smiled in satisfaction, the hot wistful ache in his chest seeming to ease.

After what seemed an unaccountably long time, Linley opened the door and welcomed him into the room. Vivien appeared calm but exhausted, her face as pale as the white linen pillow behind her head. An uncertain smile touched her lips as she saw Grant.

Well? Grant asked, while Linley bent over his medical case and latched it shut.

Linley glanced up from his task. It appears Miss Duvall has suffered a concussion, though not a severe one.

Grants eyes narrowed at the unfamiliar term.

A blow to the cranium, Linley proceeded to explain, resulting in distress to the brain. The aftereffects usually last for a few weeks, perhaps a month, and may include confusion, nausea, and physical weakness. And also, in this particular case, amnesia.

How will you treat it? Grant asked tersely.

Unfortunately, the symptoms of concussion, including amnesia, must run their course. Theres nothing I can do except prescribe rest. I dont think Miss Duvall will have any lasting problems from her experience tonight, although the next few days will be uncomfortable. Ive left a few digestive powders to counteract the effects of the salt water she ingested, and a salve for the bruises and abrasions. I cant find evidence of fractured bones or internal injuries, just a mild sprain in one ankle. He went to Viviens side and patted her hand. Sleep, he advised kindly. Thats the best advice I can give.

The doctor picked up his bag and crossed the room, stopping near the doorway to confer with Grant. His serious gray eyes met Grants, and he spoke in a tone too low for Vivien to overhear. There are finger marks around her throat, and signs of a struggle. I assume youre going to investigate?

Of course.

Obviously Miss Duvalls amnesia will make your job more difficult. I dont have great experience in these matters, but I do know that the mind is a fragile instrument. A warning note laced the doctors matter-of-fact voice. I strongly suggest that Miss Duvall remain in a calm environment. When she feels better, perhaps she can visit some familiar places and people in an effort to aid her memory. However, you could possibly injure her by making her remember something shes not ready for.

Im not going to harm her. Grants brows lowered in a scowl.

Well, your skills at inquisition are well known. Ive heard that you can obtain a confession from the most hardened criminalsand in case you were thinking of somehow forcing Miss Duvalls memory to return.

Point taken, Grant muttered, offended. Christ. One would think I went about kicking dogs and frightening small children.

Linley chuckled in the face of his annoyance. I only know your reputation, man. Good eveningIll be sending you a bill soon.

Do that, Grant said, making no secret of his impatience for the sawbones to leave.

One more thinga patient with a concussion is quite vulnerable. A second trauma to the head, perhaps caused by a fall, could prove harmful or even fatal.

Ill take care of her.

All right, Morgan. The doctor sent a warm smile toward Vivien. Au revoir, Miss Duvall. Ill visit again in a few days.

Mrs. Buttons popped her head around the door, her gaze fixed on Grant. Sir? Is there anything you require?

Nothing right now, Grant murmured, and watched as the housekeeper accompanied the doctor to the main staircase.

What is your reputation? Vivien asked feebly, apparently having caught the last of the doctors comments.

Grant went to her and sat in the bedside chair. He wove his fingers together and extended his long legs, crossing them at the ankles. Damned if I know. He shrugged irritably. Im a Bow Street Runner. In the course of my work people are always lying, hiding things, evading questions. I just have a way of cutting to the truth, and that makes them uncomfortable.

Despite her weariness, a spark of amusement appeared in Viviens blue eyes. You have a way, she repeated drowsily. What does that mean?

He grinned suddenly, unable to keep from leaning forward and smoothing a straggling tendril away from her face. It means I do whatevers necessary to find out the truth.

Oh. She yawned, fighting to stay awake, but her exhaustion was clearly overwhelming. Grant, she whispered, what is my reputation?

She fell asleep before he could reply.
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