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Prologue





They call you the Irish Hound, she said. Her face was illumined and shadowed, cast gold by the dancing flames and etched to stunning perfection.


OBanyon shrugged as he watched her. She was the enemy, but the enemy was comely, and as darkly alluring as sweet sin. Meant as an endearment, I am certain, he said.


Are you? She raised one fair brow. Her face was magic sung aloud, a light in a dark place. Perhaps whilst you yet lie in their beds, my handsome hound, but afterwhen your eyes have roved to another? She paced away from the fire, but the light seemed to follow her, playing across her silken gown like music, glimmering like jewels in her loosened hair.


Ive taken naught but what theyve willingly offered, me lady.


Willingly. She tilted her head slightly, watching him. Aye, I would imagine there have been more than a few maids willing indeed. But perhaps they thought you might remain in their arms for more than a scant hours time. I am told, in fact, that there have been a few who hoped to bind you to their sides forever.


He spread his hands. As ye have already said, me lady, I am called the hound. They knew thus when first they met me. I made no pretense to be a house dog, content to lie upon their laps forevermore.


She laughed. The sound was enchanting. There was a reason her men followed her like sheep to battle, a reason her holdings grew larger by the year. Have you not heard that women love a challenge, Sir OBanyon?


Aye, I have that, he said and did not attempt to stifle his grin, though it too had been called enchanting by more than a few. And I have na desire to condemn any woman to unhappy tedium.


Thus you supply the challenge.



Just so, lass.


She nodded. Very well, then, my good knight, if you are eager for a contest, I shall suggest one. She moved again. One could not quite call it walking, for she seemed to glide across the floor, her simple ivory gown caressing her barely hidden curves.


He held himself steady, waiting, though his body felt tight and hard with anticipation. Rarely had he been called a patient man, but he would not rush a woman, adversary or no, regardless of the rumors that washed about her like potent wine. A contest, me lady?


Aye, she said and took the few short steps that separated them.


Her fingertips were soft against his face. His skin seemed to catch fire beneath them. His body galvanized instantly, but he managed to hold steady, to speak with a modicum of normalcy that belied his aching need. Surely any match between meself and such renowned beauty as yours is a welcome one indeed, he said, but he wondered if perhaps the gossipmongers spoke truth this time. Perhaps she truly was a sorceress. And perhaps he should turn tail and run like the cur some thought him to be, but indeed, he too loved a challengeand women. Gods truth, he loved women.



The golden lady was silent, slipping her fingers down his throat and lower. It took all his dubious self-control to stop the tremble, to hold himself still, to await her pleasure.


She arched a slanted brow. Might the rumors be true, I wonder?


He forced another shrug, but even that simple movement was difficult, as though his body was turning by slow degrees to polished marble. Are they rumors of me skills as a lover? he asked.


Aye, they are.


The smile came easier, though flame danced in concert with her fingertips against his chest. Then I fear ye musts be the one to decide.


You wish to lie with me?


He laughed. The sound was low, rumbling quietly in her cavernous bed chamber. I am quite certain ye ken the answer to that, me lady. In truth, tis said ye can read a mans thoughts.


Indeed? she asked. The corners of her mouth curled up, but her gaze lowered, skimming his body to settle beneath his belt, where his desire reared, hard and steady against his straining plaid. Foolish rumor, of course, she murmured and reaching up, brushed her knuckles absently across his nipple.


He jerked against the impact and curled his hands into fists, holding himself steady. She watched with a tilted smile.


But in any case, the gift of sight is hardly necessary where you are concerned, my good knight. Her hand drifted lower, down his abdomen and across the throbbing head of his straining member. The force of her was a physical blow, and in that moment he would have fled if he could. But he was transfixed, planted firm and eager before her, breathing like a winded destrier, flushed like a lovesick lad.


I would ask a favor of you, she murmured.


He felt himself nod, though he had no intention of doing so.


Her gaze held him steady. You shall rid me of Hiltsglen, she said.


Her words barely made a ripple in OBanyons consciousness. For at that moment, she was everything, all consuming. Rid? he asked, his own voice barely audible in the melee of his desires.


She shrugged. He has proven difficult.


OBanyon frowned. Reality seemed hazy, a fragile vessel on a misty sea. Ye wish for me to slay him?


Her lips curled up the merest degree. Her hand moved knowingly against his plaid. You are a mercenary, sir, and he is no friend of yours. Indeed, I am told you have oft been opponents on the field of battle.


But for now, we stand together. Forcing out the words was near more than he could manage. Indeed, the strain made his mind weary and his limbs as heavy as molten iron.


You cannot best me, she said. Not with all your dark masters might behind you. You know that in your heart.


He didfelt it suddenly in his soul.


She smiled and stepped back a pace. Do as I ask, she said and reaching up, tugged loose the silken cord that held her gown in place. It floated to the floor, a gossamer dragonfly, leaving her naked at its departure.


Her gilded ivory skin gleamed, every curve as precious as gold, and he wanted nothing but to reach for her, to take her, to lose himself in her magical beauty.


Me lady. It hurt to speak, ached to do aught but touch her, but he kept his hands welded at his sides. Killian of Hiltsglen, while terrible irritating, be a friend of sorts.


She smiled and stepped closer. With me as your friend, you will not need another.


He felt hot yet chilled, frozen and molten, but managed just barely to shake his head. Me regrets, he began, but I canna



I am the golden lady, she said, and suddenly the world seemed bathed in white light, blinding him. You are my hound of war. Kill him, or you shall surely wish you had.













Chapter 1





London, 1818


Women. Nairn OBanyon loved them with every inch of his being.


He loved the look and feel and sound and taste of them. Loved the way they thought and laughed and glanced at him from the corners of their long-lashed eyes.


Two were watching him even now. He could feel them peruse him from behind. Could sense their interest and so much more. One was young. One was middle-aged. They were both lovely, regardless how they looked.


Sir OBanyon, isnt it? called the older of the two.


He turned at the sound of his name and was not disappointed. The sweet, heady scent of them tickled his nostrils.


Aye, me lady, he said and bowed. The tail of his brown cutaway coat brushed his boot tops, and the ivory buttons on his fawn-colored waistcoat gleamed. Twas a silly costume. Twould be no good atall in the heat of battle, yet the snug buff breeches accentuated the muscles of his thighs to full advantage, and did no small favor to some of his other attributes. And though the hilt of his ancient blade caused a slight rumple in the fabric at the small of his back, he was forever loath to set it aside, for in his experience, there was no friend so trusted as the dagger he called MacGill.


The women approached, pastel gowns rustling against the cobbled walk, frilled parasols tilted just so.


He filled his senses with them. Through the dark years behind him, ladies costumes had changed, but the essence of a woman had not. Twas one of several things for which he would be eternally grateful.


Mrs. Murray, he said, and reaching for the older womans hand, kissed her knuckles. The titillation of skin against skin caused a prickle of sensation to quiver across the back of his neck.


Cecilia Murray gave him a flirting smile. We missed you at Lord Bayberrys ball yesterday eve, sir.


Her gown was mint green, made of a kindly fabric that seemed to show every swell from toe to bosom, where it gathered lovingly to display a wealth of dove-white breast.


Feelings sharpened, scraping like fingernails down his spine. OBanyon drew his hand cautiously away. Then I must surely be absent more oft, he said, if I be missed by such a bonny lass as yerself.


Lass? she said and laughed huskily but her cheeks flushed and her eyes shone. You, sir, are a terrible tease.


Na atall, he said and held her gaze, I am but an Irishman. And we take lovely lassies verra serious, indeed.


Her hand fluttered to her bosom. His gaze followed it. His senses sharpened, his nostrils flared, and for a moment he feared he had gone a bit far, but in that instant the younger woman stepped forward, distracting him.


Sir, she said, extending her hand, tis such a pleasure to meet you. I am Rosanna Rutledge. Aunt Cece has mentioned you on more than one occasion.


There was little he could do but take her hand. Anything less would have been considered rude. And he was never rudenot where women were involved.


Her fingers felt soft against his palm. Her scent was sweet and heady. His body tightened another notch. Then ye have me at a disadvantage, lass, he said and kissed her knuckles. Sensations crowded in, feelings as sharp as knives. Images of pale skin, succulent bosoms, long limbs tangled, hot and sweaty, about his.


The bed in his rented townhouse was surely large enough for three. But there were problems


Releasing her hand, he stepped back a pace and put the thoughts behind himwhere they tingled along his backside like a wanton caress.


A disadvantage? she asked.


Aye. For I dunna ken if I should deny yer aunts words aboot me or swear they be true.


The girl gave her head an inquisitive tilt. She said you were the most alluring man in all of London.


Did she now?


She held his gaze with bold tenacity. She did indeed.


Aye well, he said and turned toward the aunt. It seems the truth will out then, little matter how I try to hide it.



The widow laughed low in her throat.


OBanyon tightened his defenses against the rousing effects.


She also informed me that you were quite vain, said the girl. Her tone was cool, as if impatient at his lack of attention.


He turned slowly back toward her with feral slowness. Their gazes met. Her eyes widened the slightest degree, and her breath seemed to stop in her fragile, white throat.


I can but apologize for me shortcomings, lass, he said.


Have you many then? she murmured.


Counted with the stars, he assured her.


Truly. She stepped forward. Then we must surely spend some time together, sir, so that ye might confess


Rosanna, said Mrs. Murray, her tone just a tad sharper than it had been only moments before. I believe a breeze is picking up. Will you be a dear and fetch my shawl from the curricle?


The girl hesitated just a moment, then pulled her gaze from OBanyons and crafted a careful smile. But auntie, the carriage is halfway across town.


The womens gazes met steadily. I know, my dearest, and I do so apologize, but if I catch a chill I fear your visit may very well be cut short and youll be forced to return prematurely to your mother in Worcester.


Temper darkened the girls eyes, which were met by her aunts knowing stare.


Then Rosanna nodded sharply and turned toward OBanyon. Another time, sir, she said.


He bowed and watched her go.


My niece will be visiting her cousins this afternoon, said Mrs. Murray, pulling his attention back to her. Perhaps you could come round for tea.


OBanyon grinned, well flattered. I fear I dunna drink tea, lass.


In truth, sir, neither do I.


He gripped his hands behind his back. Did I na hear ye are betrothed to another?


She lifted her chin slightly. Sir Banyon, she said, her voice low and steady, I have been wed twice before. My first husband kept a mistress at Brighton. My second was more fond of hazard than he was of me. I have no intention of being


Then both yer husbands were fools, OBanyon said and bowing, caught her eye again. But as I can see ye are na, I will tell ye straight and trueIve na the restraint to be at me gentlemanly best if we be closeted together alone, lass. Nor have I a wish to damage yer reputation and ruin your future with a wealthy lord, thusI fear I must say adieu.


She opened her mouth as if to argue, but he knew better than to delay, for he had already waited too long. There was a tingling in his thighs and a sharp honing of his senses, as if the world held a thousand secrets he could not quite yet fathom. Giving her a quick nod, he turned on his heel and strode away.


He would walk it off, he told himself. Let his mind wander until all was well.


Evening was settling across London, but the darkness could no longer dim the wealthy burgs of the city, for they were lit by stately iron lamps that held neither tallow nor wick. Their workings were a mystery to him, but what was not these days?


Striding down a cobbled boulevard, OBanyon passed a young couple just exiting a silversmiths shop. Their arms were entwined, their faces wreathed in smiles, but the woman turned her sultry gaze to his momentarily and that alone was nearly his undoing. He strode resolutely on.


His rented townhouse was nestled snugly in Hans Town, a shabby but comfortable annex. It was not a particularly safe section of town, but that hardly mattered. It afforded him some privacy and suited his modest budget.


But a short distance from the elegance of shops and coffeehouses of London, the city began to deteriorate toward the slums. An old man slumped against a wattle and daub inn, a bottle in hand. Across the street, a portly woman stood on her broken steps and smoked a pipe rough-crafted from a stags ivory antlers.


The smell of aged leaf and red deer melded harmoniously in OBanyons twitching nostrils. Some things had not changed with time.


Removing the pipe from her lips, the matron cast a narrow glance up and down the Irishmans still tingling form.


Come hither, she called, and Ill elp ya with that problem of yours.


Me thanks, he answered. Cutaway coats and skin-tight breeches may well flatter the wearer, but, as he had learned to his pride and chagrin, they left little to a bawdy imagination. There was naught like five yards of sodden wool and an ancient horsehide sporran to hide a mans appreciation of the fairer sex. But Ive na troubles, lass.


She laughed, her brown face wrinkling like a winter apple. And Im a sweet-faced virgin. Come over, lad. Ive got girls. Young girls.


OBanyon smiled, but it was becoming more taxing. His skin felt hot beneath the snug confines of his fashionable costume. I would like to accommodate ye, he said, but I fear I canna.


She eyed him up with worldly knowledge. I believe youre wrong there, love, she yelled. But another time, then. Ell, I wouldnt mind avin a go at ya meself.


He sighed and moved quickly on. The night slipped around him, allowing him to relax marginally, forcing himself to put the scents and sounds of women behind him, allowing him to breathe.


What he needed was a hobby. Some little thing to occupy his mind, to tire his body. A battle mayhap. But nay, battle seemed to be frowned upon amidst these posh Londoners, unless one took their silly pistol duels into account. Which he did not.


He could try his hand at badminton, he thought, and forced his mind down other paths just as idiotic. Cricket mayhap. Or lawn bowling, which was favored by the fashionable crowd referred to as the ton. But bowling on the green had never held his interest, not even when it had been banned to commoners.


Making love, on the other hand


Desire grated at him. But he forced his mind away once again, for he dare not chance the changes passion wrought in him. Dared not loose his other self. If he could not burn away his frustrates in the arms of a willing lass, he would prefer to spend his time with a claymore in his hands and a shield slung across his back, but battle in jolly ol England was now fought with weapons that spewed flame whilst standing a good furlong from ones opponent.


Twas terrible impersonal. Not the same atall. And even if he should succeed in getting himself a commission to fight for the regents royal army, the lust of battle might well prove to be more than his human skin could


A whimper of noise snared his attention. OBanyon jerked his head to the right. The dank taste of fear snaked out from a dusky alley that yawned off to the side.


Whats your rush, girly? crooned a quiet voice. Avent ya learned no respect at all for your elders?


Another whimper was heard amidst a rustling of feet.


There now. Old still sos we can gets a good look at ya. Ahh, yer rather a pretty thing, dont ya think Joles?


Senses as old as time prickled along OBanyons spine. He could feel a young girls terror, could taste the bite of her captors menace on the tip of his tongue.


A bit skinny for my taste, said Joles. But ya knows what they says about beggars.


The two men chuckled in unison.


OBanyon curled his fingers against his thighs and shifted quiet as midnight toward the maw of the alley.


Come along with your ol uncles now, girly. We got a little surprise for yah, dont we, Joles?


Indeed we began Joles, but suddenly there was a yowl of pain. Someone gasped, and then there were footsteps thundering madly in the deepening darkness.


Its a chase she wants, rasped a voice, and in less than a heartbeat a ragged girl burst onto the street.


Eyes wide as twin moons, she turned her cobalt gaze on OBanyon and froze, mouth round in speechless terror.


Gods teeth! Had he changed already, he wondered, but his musing was interrupted by a noise from behind. He spun about, legs splayed, a snarl ready on his lips.


But twas naught more terrifying than a woman behind him. Dressed all in white, she shone with an unnatural brightness.


Their gazes met and fused. OBanyon stood transfixed, for she was an element out of place, a blinding shaft of light in the darkness.


But in an instant, she pulled her gaze away. Sibylla, she said, her voice calm in the maelstrom. Come.


The child broke from her trance and dashed toward the lady just as the two men burst from the mouth of the alley.


OBanyon turned toward them. They skidded to a halt, breathing hard, searching the area. They were a skinny pair, stretched hard and mean by life in Londons dark underbelly.


Well, said Joles, still panting, it seems as if we ave us a dandy amongst us. Ho then, fancy pants They parted, Joles tall and bent, his companion as straight as a crusaders lance. They eased out on either side of him. OBanyon remained perfectly still, senses flaring. Kinda far from your purdy home aint ya, m lord?


The Irishman said nothing. If he had learned aught in the past mind-spinning months, he had learned to avoid causing a spectacle.


Want to challenge us for the pair of em? asked the shorter of the two.


OBanyon tilted his head. Ive na wish for trouble, lads, he said. For the most part it was a true enough statement.


But the two laughed in unison, a rasping sound that grated against OBanyons vibrating senses. Ye hear that, Joles? E dont want no trouble.


Then e should have stayed put in his parlor, drinkin is fancy teas and


I dunna drink tea, OBanyon said. His voice sounded ever so reasonable to his own ears, yet did naught to soothe the brigands.


Indeed, he knew the moment Joles drew the knife, knew the instant the villain sprang forward, though the shadows were as deep as the lochans of his homeland.


As for OBanyon, he left MacGill hidden beneath his coat, but struck just as quickly, and suddenly the knife took flight, springing through the air and clattering with staccato clarity against a mortared wall. The would-be attacker fell backward, nursing his hand and staring.


OBanyon growled and took a step forward. The brigands stood for a moment in indecision, then turned as one and galloped back into the alley from which theyd come.


OBanyon let them go, exhaled carefully and glanced down, assessing himself, but nothing seemed amiss. Though his fingers were spread like reaching talons, all was well. He curled them carefully into his palms and took a steadying breath. The lassies were safe and no one was injured. He rolled his shoulders and turned about.


Me apologies, he began.


But the street was empty.


He glanced right and left, but he knew there was none hidden in the shadows. He was suddenly and inexplicably alone. So the white lady had not been foolish enough nor stunned enough to remain in harms way, but had fled at the first possible opportunity.


Still, he would not have thought her so fleet.


Striding forward, OBanyon eased into a trot and peered down the next alley. But that too was empty.


It was then that he heard a shuffle behind him, then that he realized the girls tormentors had returned with friends.


Smiling, he turned slowly, savoring the moment. Five men stood spread in an arc across the muddy street. Five, and each one armed.


He should back away, he knew. Should retreat into the shadows, avoid spectacle, keep well out of sight. But he did so need a hobby.














Chapter 2





Dancers whirred and dipped, a swirling kaleidoscope of colors, dark coats pressed intimately to pastel gowns, swallow-quick fans plied before flushed faces and gleaming eyes.


OBanyon smiled. Women were everywhereelderly matrons watching their wards like sharp-eyed peregrines. Tender maids, soft-lipped and eager. Young mothers. Content wives. He loved them all.


But he felt anothers approach. Someone neither tender nor young.


OBanyon, rumbled Hiltsglen.


The Irishman half smiled. In many ways he liked this new world. Though London was far gone from the windswept hills of his homeland, there was much to appreciate in this raucous city. Women, for instance. Yet there were elements from his past that he missed from time to time.


Sir Killian of Hiltsglen, called the Black Celt by those who knew him well, was surely not one of them.


Hiltsglen, he said, not glancing sideways as he took a sip of punch. It had neither the bitter earthiness of ale, nor the full richness of spirits, but the fantastically delicate glass that contained it was a marvel to behold.


The Celts stood side by side, eying the blurring colors as they twirled about the ballroom.


Choosing yer next victim? Hiltsglens voice was rarely more than a rumble and oft resembled a feral growl when he spoke to OBanyon. Their friendship had been long and fractious, and one oft punctuated with oozing wounds and bright contusions.


But the Irish Hound still lived. Or perhaps he lived, again. Though the Golden Lady of Inglewaer had wielded terrible power, she had not destroyed him. Oh aye, she had cast a dreadful curse. But neither she nor his own vengeful liege had quite managed to best him. And although some might have found death preferable, OBanyon was not amongst them. Nay, he would take life at any price.


Na need, said the Irishman, and didnt bother to turn from his perusal of the elegant crowd. As it happens, Ive spoke to yer wee bride just hours hence.


To me Fleur? OBanyon could feel the Scotsman turn toward him and had to contain his raucous amusement. It was too simple to raise the old mans ire. Hiltsglen had no subterfuge, no appreciation for a lie well told, and damnably little sense of humor. On the other hand, those who met his fist tended to stay where he put them for long periods of time. Which may be a good detail for a man to remember, if that man werent spoiling for some sport.


Have ye another bride? OBanyon asked, still skimming the crowd.


The Scotsman was as tense as a battle ax, a condition which was generally followed by men fleeing like doused rats in every possible direction. Also something to keep in mind. What did ye speak to her aboot?


OBanyon nodded to a dark-haired maid who gave him the eye as she was wheeled away by her partner. Who? he asked.


Hiltsglen was gritting his teeth now. OBanyon could tell without turning toward him. The Scotsman was not a handsome man even when jovial. Anger made him look like a gargoyle with a toothache, but he had been feared from Amman to Luxemborg. A little something to recall.


What did ye speak to me wife aboot? he asked again, his voice growing deeper by the moment.


Ahh, OBanyon said as if just remembering, though it was damnably difficult to keep his grin at bay. We were speaking aboot tonight. She said she would dearly love to meet me in


Good sirs. Hiltsglens wife appeared suddenly beside her oversized husband. OBanyon should have seen her coming, of course, but the Scotsman oft tended to block the approach of anything smaller than a war horse, which she was.


Me lady, he said and gave her an easy bow. She looked to be a wee bonny piece of fluff, but circumstances had proven otherwise. In fact, she had once threatened him with dismemberment. He contained his chuckle at the memory.


I do hope Im not interrupting anything, she said.


Certainly not. Indeed OBanyon began, but Hiltsglen broke in.


Irish here was just aboot to tell me where ye agreed to meet him this eventide.


The ladys eyes widened slightly, then lifted to her husbands. Their gazes met and melded, before she visibly relaxed.


Ahh, she said and reaching up, rested a small hand on the Scotsmans bulging arm, and yet the hound still breathes. Tis good of you, my love.


I had na wish to disappoint ye, rumbled Hiltsglen. He was as big as a damned castle, and yet he seemed to blush like a dairy maid as he turned his adoring attention upon his bride. Tis the only reason the cappernoited nidget be still upright.


OBanyon could contain his laughter no longer. Twas a habit that had gained him more than a few scars. Ye speak as though yeve been spewed from the days of yore, Scotsman.


Hiltsglen turned his darkling gaze toward OBanyon. Why the devil be ye here, Irish?


OBanyon shrugged. Well, tis a long and winding tale, but if yeve an hour and a good ale close to hand I shall enlighten ye with a story of witches and warlocks and evil curses cast upon innocent


Hiltsglen snorted as though the word innocent had tickled his dubious sense of humor. Why are ye here at the Regents grand ball, ye daft callifudger?


Ahh, Lady Evengard had the good graces to invite me, Banyon said and lifted his glass in a sort of salute to a stodgy dowager who gossiped to a group of her aging peers. Her gown was powder blue, not so vastly different than her hair, which was piled a good ten inches atop her head and sported a miniature ship in full saila style reminiscent of bygone days, if tales be true. She said I have old-world charm and boyish dimples. I believe she may have her eye on me for her goddaughter.


What you have is a pirates black heart and a hunting wolfs morals. She would be wise to deny ye access to so much as her dancing slippers.


OBanyon laughed again. Sparring with Hiltsglen was always lively sport. If they couldnt clash with broadswords and brawn, conversation would have to do. As it happens I have na interest in her dancing slippers.


Killian was watching him. What happened to yer bonny face, lad?


Me face? he said, then remembered the particularly close contact hed had with Joless weapon. The stringy miscreant had plied a hammer like a Saracen might swing a scimitar. Oh, aye, twas naught but a rousing game of cricket.


Cricket, ye say?


Aye. Played in the back alleys of this fair city.


Something glowed in Killians eyes, something hard and dangerous and not quite tamed. So the bright baroness had not completely gentled the Celtic beast. Twas a good thing to know.


I wasnt aware you played cricket, Fleurette said.


Oh, aye, OBanyon assured her. A man must have his interests.


Killian was still watching him. To look at the old Celts face, one could easily underestimate his wit. More than a few had regretted that mistake. And what of the other players, Irish? he asked. How did they fare?


Good eventide, he said to a tall matron who twirled past, then, They may refrain from sport for a short while.


Until their bones knit?


OBanyon shrugged. If they be weaklings.


Im going to pretend we are truly talking about cricket, said the baroness, and turned with aplomb to a richly attired trio that approached from their left.


Lord and Lady Batterling, she greeted.


Introductions were made all around.


And this is our lovely daughter, said the matron. A young woman stepped forward. She had a pleasant face, regal bearing, and a good stone of pearls about her neck. Eleanore. Tis her first season.


Eleanore, Fleurette greeted but the girl didnt seem to hear.


Sir Banyon is it? she asked, eyes wide as a does in her plump face.


Aye. OBanyon bowed and took her hand. And never has me name sounded so fair as when spoken from yer lovely


But suddenly he noticed a flash of white. He raised his head and caught his breath, for it felt suddenly as if he had been grasped by the throat. Across the ballroom, he glimpsed a flowing, ethereal vision in whitethe lady from the dark alley. He knew it somehow. Simply knew. She had appeared and then shed been gone, like a vision, like an angel. Yet here she was again.


OBanyon? Fleurette said.


Hiltsglen rapped him solidly between the shoulder blades, bearing him smartly back to the present. Irish, what the devil be wrong with ye?


OBanyon realized suddenly they were alone, that the elegant Batterlings were gone, which was odd, because hed been holding the girls hand just moments before. Holding her hand and flirting, but he found that he failed to care. Who is that? he asked, peering through the crowd.


Who?


The an He caught himself. The maid in white.


The baroness craned her neck. Hiltsglen scowled across the heads of the crowd.


I see no one in white.


Might you mean the countess of Colline? Fleurette asked.


I dunna ken, OBanyon said and not waiting for more information, strode into the crowd.


A flash of white caught his eye again. He moved toward it, drawn in. The lass turned and with her movement, the world seemed to take on a slow richness, a magical cadence. Her face was a pale and perfect cameo against a backdrop of color, her emerald eyes a feline slant as their gazes met.


Sir OBanyon. Sir.


He was tugged from the trance. Two women stood at his elbow. But they seemed strangely vague and nondescript, barely visible in the face of such white-hot intensity.


The world settled unevenly around him.


Are you well, sir? asked the nearest of the two.


Aye. He drew a careful breath, trying to catch his balance, to focus.


Are you certain? You dont look quite yourself.


Oh? He managed a smile. What then, do I resemble? And what the devil was this girls name?


I fear our last conversation was cut rather short by my aunts untimely chill.


Rosanna Rutledge. The name came to him on a burst of relief. He never forgot a woman, not her scent, nor her voice, nor the feel of her skin against his. Bowing, he reached for her hand. Only the slightest shiver coursed through him, allowing him to maintain contact, to enjoy the feel of her skin against his. And how fares Mrs. Murray, lassie?


Her lips had parted, but for a moment no sound came forth. He realized dimly that he was caressing her knuckles.


Rosie, said her friend. Rosie, Id like an introduction, if you please.


Oh. Oh, yes, of course, said Rosanna. Good sir, this is Miss Sophie Pilter.


He loosed her hand, but found for an instant that it remained clinging to his.


Tis so good to meet you, sir, said Sophie. Rosanna moved aside, possibly due to the jab of the others elbow in her ribs.


Sophie, he said. A name as comely as yer smile.


She giggled. He felt the tingle of it in his gut.


Girls. Mrs. Murray approached from behind. I do hope youre not being wearisome.


Wearisome? He straightened and tried for just an instant to find the lady in white. But she was gone. Nay indeed. Cold be the day that a rough-haired Irishman be not warmed by a maids fair beauty.


Murray watched him for a prolonged moment, then, Rosanna dear, I fear I feel a draft. Would you be a love


I brought your shawl with me, auntie, Rosanna said and dragging it from some unseen source, draped it unceremoniously across the matrons back.


Oh, well, arent you a dear? said the other, but her eyes suggested otherwise.


OBanyon smiled. There was little as exhilarating as a bit of feminine battle centering around him. Indeed, now that he thought on it, he couldnt think of a single situation that could compare


A flash of white accompanied a strange spur of sensation in his gut. And for just a moment, for one brief heartbeat, he saw the gleaming apparition again.


He never remembered stepping into the crowd. Never noticed the angry stares of the three women who watched him go, for the light of the white lady blinded him to all else.


Her back was to him, and yet it was as if he could see her face, had already memorized every glowing feature in his mind. He moved toward her as though she were a beacon. She spoke to a tall woman who watched him approach, and yet it seemed almost that he could imagine the white ladys countenance better than he could envision the one facing him. He concentrated, moved closer until he could all but touch her.


Lady Anglehill, is it na? he asked.


The stately woman smiled, and the lady in white turned toward him, her lips lifted in a slight bow, her eyes an unblinking, earth-shattering green.


Sir OBanyon, greeted the countess of Anglehill.


He focused hard, drawing himself from the vision in white. Me sincerest apologies regarding yer friend, he said.


She scowled. And what friend might that be, sir?


Hiltsglens fair bride, he said. I tried me best to distract your Fleurette from the barbaric Scot afore twas too late and she succumbed to his plea of marriage, but alas He shrugged.


Lady Anglehill laughed. Well, if you couldnt manage it, Im certain no one could. She pulled her gaze from his, resting it momentarily on her delicate companion. Id like to introduce you to the Right Honorable Countess of Colline. Antoinette, my dear, this is Sir OBanyon. Some call him the Irish Hound, I believe, she added, but he barely heard her for the ladys name was singing in his veins.


Antoinette. He turned slowly toward her, lest the shock be too much for his strangely fragile heart.


Her skin was ivory smooth, her chin was peaked, and her cheekbones high, but it was her eyes that transfixed him. Tilted like an inquisitive cats, they were a green so lively, it all but stole his breath.


Me lady, he said and prepared to reach for her hand, only to realize that hers were gloved and well occupied. One with a punch glass. One with a fan. I believe we have already met.


He waited for her to agree or disagree or speak in any manner. She did not, but watched him in silence.


Last eventide, he prompted. When yer serving girl was set upon by Aldgate brigands.


The world dredged by in slow motion. She blinked once, her heavy lashes a lush fan over her mesmerizing eyes.


Surely ye dunna disremember, he said.


I fear you are thinking of another, she said finally.


Her voice, when he first felt it against his quivering senses, titillated him. It was rich and earthy, not at all as he had expected, and drifted through his blood like dark wine, scrambling his thoughts, tilting him off balance.


Pulling her gaze from his, she gave her companion a smooth nod. If youll excuse me, Lady Anglehill.


She was leaving. Do you say yer lass was not troubled by miscreants just this night past? he asked.


She stared at him, a sleek tigress with secrets that will not be spilled. I do not have a lass, good sir. And if I did I very much doubt she would be set upon by Aldgate brigands, as you say. But I fear I must be off as I promised a dance to Mr. Finnegan.


OBanyon watched her walk away from him. Indeed, it may well have been the first time since boyhood that a woman had done so.


It was Lady Anglehills laughter that drew him out of his misty quagmire.


Surprised, Sir OBanyon? she asked.


A thousand questions roared through his mind. Why was the best he could come up with.


I dont believe she likes you, said the countess.


But how


I dont know actually. I find you rather charming, and I detest everyone.


Where


Gone, I believe, she said and rising onto her toes, strained to gaze above the heads of the swirling mob.


I he began.


Should go, she finished.


And he did so, hurrying through the crowd like a smitten pup. But she was gone, vanished. He turned a tight circle, scowling.
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