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Dear Reader,

The evolution of the Duras family began by chance. Andre Duras came to life in Taboo as the alter ego of Andre Massena from Wicked, because I became infatuated with Massena, a real historical figure, and wished to add some fantasy elements of my own to his life. Often as I’m finishing one book the next generation appears in my consciousness—although the creative impulse doesn’t always follow a sensible chronology. But in the course of time Pasha Duras had his own story in A Touch of Sin, and Legendary Lover now showcases Pasha’s daughter, Venus.

I like Venus. She’s sure of what she doesn’t want but unreservedly open to the other possibilities in life. Jack Fitz-James, on the other hand, always knows what he wants. They make a darling couple. I hope you like them too.

Best wishes,
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Chapter 1
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CRYSTAL PALACE
LONDON, MAY 1851



THE MARQUIS OF REDVERS CAUGHT SIGHT OF the Honorable Sarah Palmer and her aunt Lady Tallien before they saw him, and quickly slipped away down the nearest aisle. The crowds at the Great Exhibition offered him refuge, the daily attendance of forty thousand a veritable crush beneath the glass barrel vaults of Paxton’s brilliant design.1 Taking no notice of the exhibits, he moved swiftly through the throng, concerned only with putting distance between himself and the two ladies. Sarah, newly out, had set her cap for him—always reason for evasion—while her aunt Bella, one of his many lovers, had begun making demands of him of late. Definitely time to move on, now and in the future.

Quickly glancing over his shoulder, he detected no telltale bobbing pink bonnet feathers in the mass of humanity behind him and, gratified, he determined to make his unavailability crystal clear next time he met the Palmer ladies. But not today, not after two nights of women and carouse; he was damned tired. And if Sarah Palmer didn’t understand he wasn’t in the market for a wife, her aunt certainly should, as did anyone in the ton with half a brain.

Swiveling around a second too late, he crashed into a lady reading a brochure. She began to pitch backward, her astonished cry swallowed up in the din of the crowd. Reacting instinctively, he caught her arms, pulling her hard against him to keep them both from falling. Her eyes flared wide at the impress of his muscled chest against her breasts, his powerful thighs braced against hers. Stunned, she looked up into dark eyes suddenly regarding her with interest.

She was exquisite—golden-haired, dazzling, graphically voluptuous—and even after two sleepless nights of debauch, the marquis’s senses instantly came alert. “Pardon me,” he murmured in a deep, low, fascinated tone.

“You’re pardoned.” A modicum of reserve underlay her words.

But he didn’t let her go. Her lavish breasts, shapely thighs, and wide-eyed beauty were too intriguing. “You’re French,” he said.

“Unhand me, please.” Her voice was cool now, her arms held out wide.

A gentleman despite all his profligate ways, he released her and stepped away. But he took note of the brochure in her hand, the machine on the cover a vast conglomeration of gaslights and mirrors. The exact one, he reflected, gazing over her shoulder, on display in the booth behind her—the apparatus set at the head and foot of an operating table. “I’ve been thinking of buying a dozen of those,” he remarked, pointing at her brochure, his smile gracious.

Her surprise showed.

“For my tenants’ hospital,” he mendaciously added.

“You must have a very large establishment.” She was wary. He’d never seen that look before in a woman; his reputation for pleasing women was well known.

“Just a small one at each estate,” he improvised.

The caution left her eyes, replaced by a spark of interest. “Do you employ doctors, or just nurses? I’ve found that nurses often …”

Her conversation became quite animated at that point and, guiding her to one side of the stream of traffic, he replied to her questions with answers that further encouraged her passionate interest in the very odd field of patient care. He was infinitely charming, but then he’d had enormous practice.

Was she equally animated in bed? he wondered, debating how best to discover that fact for himself. And if the purchase of a dozen of those light contraptions might entice this dazzling woman into his bed, he decided it would be money well spent.

He invited her to dinner—just a small party of relatives, he spontaneously devised—and her hesitation was rather that of propriety than disinterest.

“You may know my aunt, Lady Markham,” he offered. Her dress and manner were of his world; he understood the requirements of protocol.

“My father does,” she replied. “Her husband brokered the treaty between Greece and Turkey.”

“Your father?”

“Pasha Duras.”

“Ah … the freedom fighter.” Pasha Duras had served in the Greek government for a time; his name was well known in Europe. “I could send a carriage for you at nine.”

“Will your aunt be there?”

If he had to drag her from her bed. “Yes,” he said.

“Well, then … I’d like that.” She finished with a smile that outshone the operating room lights. “My name is Venus.”

Perfect casting, he reflected, wondering if she’d inherited her namesake’s amorous persona as well. “I’m Jack Fitz-James.”

“The Marquis of Redvers,” she said with distaste. “I’m afraid I’m busy tonight. If you’ll excuse me.” And turning abruptly, she walked away.

But the marquis never withdrew from a challenge. Apparently she was planning on staying in London for another fortnight at least. Plenty of time, he mused, watching her disappear into the crowd, for a leisurely seduction.

FOUND A NEW WOMAN?” NED DARLINGTON quirked his brow in sardonic query as the marquis approached the Turkish exhibit. Pushing away from the glass display case filled with the weapons they’d come to see, he added, “Is she blond or blond?”

Jack’s gaze narrowed in mild scrutiny. “How the hell can you tell?”

Baron Darlington’s tone was indulgent. “How long have I known you?”

“Long enough, apparently.” The marquis slowly smiled. “But this one’s utterly gorgeous.”

“Aren’t they all?”

Jack’s smile only broadened. “So cynical, Ned, when I’m enchanted.”

“No doubt that single-minded fascination accounts in no small measure for your success with the ladies.”

“I do like ’em. That’s no secret.” The marquis’s dark brows flickered with pithy import. “The lady calls herself Venus.”

“How appropriate, considering your reputation for fucking.”

“I rather thought it auspicious.”

“So when are you joining her in bed?”

“Since she cut me cold, it might be a few days.”

The baron chuckled. “Losing your edge, my fine stud?”

“She’s French.”

“And obviously doesn’t know of your special talents for pleasing the ladies.”

Jack’s perfect white teeth flashed in a grin. “Apparently she does, and that’s the rub.”

“So you’ll have to change her mind.”

“My thought exactly.”

“French ladies know what they want. Maybe you’re not her style. Have you thought of that?”

“We were having a very pleasant conversation until she discovered my name.”

“Along with your propensity for vice.” Ned shrugged. “If she’s prudish, don’t waste your time.”

“But I want to.”

“You want to assail the impregnable citadel? Since when?”

“Nothing’s impregnable,” the marquis softly murmured.

The baron cast his friend a speculative look. “That comment almost calls for a wager … and if I didn’t know your unerring seductive skills, I’d hazard my money.”

“She just has to come to know me better,” Jack Fitz-James said with a disarming grin.

“I expect she will. Have you ever been refused?”

“Not until today.”
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BUT REGARDLESS OF NED’S WISDOM IN NOT betting on the outcome of the marquis’s seduction, he related the story of the lady’s refusal with droll merriment to some friends, and many of them were less prudent or perhaps less discerning. Or maybe simply ripe for any scandalous wager. By the time the marquis entered Brookes that evening, gossip apropos Venus Duras had preceded him, and the betting book was filled with an array of wildly extravagant wagers. Understanding the speed with which gossip swept through the ton, he received all the ribald and licentious comment with equanimity. But he took notice, as well, that there were those who had put money on the lady—on her ability to deter his advances.

He spent most of the evening gambling and won as usual, drank with his renowned and notable capacity, and adroitly deflected most of the conversational gambits having to do with his interest in Miss Duras. Until later that night, when everyone was well into their cups and discretion vanished along with tact.

“She’s at the Duchess of Groveland’s ball tonight,” one of his gambling companions remarked with a waggish arch of his brow. “Why aren’t you there?”

“You already missed the dinner,” another noted with a grin, for the marquis’s disinterest in society dinners was well known.

“Are we gambling or discussing my sex life?” Jack drawled, looking up from his cards, surveying his companions with an open gaze.

“Both,” the young Viscount Talmont cheerfully retorted, signaling the dealer for another card. “Did you know the untouchable Miss Duras has turned down two dukes and a passel of earls in the last fortnight?” Undeterred despite Jack’s blank look, the viscount remarked, “Think you can do better?”

“I’m not offering her my title, Alastair. I hope that’s clear to everyone.”

“Don’t have to be clear to us, Redvers. Although I don’t suggest you mention the transience of your interest to the lady straight away.” Lord Halverstam cast a sportive look around the table.

“I’m also not in the market for advice,” the marquis murmured, “although I’ll take some of your money if that’s the best you can do.” He nodded at the man’s cards spread out on the green baize.

“Damn, Redvers,” Charles Givens muttered. “How the hell do you do it hand after hand?”

“Just lucky,” Jack pleasantly replied, scooping in the markers from the center of the table. “Or maybe you’re paying too much attention to my love life and not enough to your cards.”

And for the next several hands, with varying degrees of inebriation, everyone concentrated on the cards—without any better results. The marquis won another twenty thousand by the end of the hour, and after glancing at the clock on the wall, he waved a footman over and ordered a bottle of brandy. Gathering his winnings, he handed them to another servant, bid his adieus, and rose from the table without explanation. Taking the ordered brandy from the footman just short of the door, bottle in hand, he raced down the stairs.

He’d promised the Duchess of Groveland he’d come and dance with her before midnight, and he had only ten minutes to make good on his promise.


Chapter 2
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THE MARQUETRY CASE CLOCK IN THE CAVERNOUS entrance hall of Groveland House was striking midnight when the Marquis of Redvers strolled through the opened doors. He handed his brandy bottle to Peggy’s majordomo, whom he greeted with genial familiarity. “Don’t bother announcing me, Oliver,” he added. “I’ll cut in on the duchess.”

“As you wish, my lord,” the august butler replied, his mouth twitching into a restrained smile. “She didn’t think you’d arrive on time.”

“Don’t I always?”

“My words exactly, my lord. Lord Redvers is to be depended on, I told her.”

“How much did she lose?”

“Ten guineas, my lord,” the majordomo replied with obvious pleasure.

“Only women are always late, eh, Oliver?”

“It rather seems the case, sir. Would you like some of your usual vintage?”

“In a few minutes, perhaps. And I forgot my damned gloves again.”

“I could procure some for you, sir.”

Jack shook his head. “Hate those damned things. Peggy won’t mind.”

“I’m sure she won’t, my lord. Since the duchess considers you the finest dancer in the ton, she’ll be pleased to dance with you, gloves or not.”

“Well, then,” the marquis said with a grin, “I’m off to do my duty by my godmother.”

“Very good, sir.” Offering the young marquis an impeccable bow, he watched the object of his employer’s affection stroll to the staircase and ascend to the floor above. Then, snapping his fingers for an underling, he saw that the marquis’s favorite champagne was sent up to him.

The Marquis of Redvers stood in the doorway to the ballroom, surveying the numerous guests twirling to the strains of a waltz, the crystal chandeliers illuminating the gilded room, the glittering light contending with the sparkle of jewels, the shimmer of silken ball gowns and gleaming coiffeurs ornamented with flowers and feathers, the satiny glow of bared shoulders and décolletages—all the grandeur and brilliance of the fashionable beau monde assembled under the duchess’s splendid Tie-polo ceiling.

And one by one, those guests took notice of the gloriously handsome young marquis standing in the doorway. His splendid height was attributed to the Fitz-James connection with Charles II, as were his excesses, although his dark good looks, everyone agreed, came from his mother’s family. The DeLanceys had contributed beauty to England’s bloodlines since the time of the Norman invasion. The faultless hand of his tailor was evident in the fit of his evening rig, the fine wool smoothly flowing over his lean, muscled form, his damask waistcoat subtle in tone, eggshell rather than white, calling attention even in its understatement to his taut, honed torso. Eschewing the hirsute fashions of the time, he was clean-shaven, his bronzed skin evidence of his devotion to the sporting life. But what most attracted attention and gave him his special cachet beyond his notoriety were his eyes. He had gypsy eyes, black as ebony, sensual, magnetic; some said it seemed as though he could see right through you. But those who knew him best saw the laughter and mischievous sparkle more often than not.

“Darling! You’ve come!” The duchess’s jubilant voice rose above the diminishing hum of conversation as everyone regarded the infamous young lord who was here tonight, they hoped, to make good on their wagers. Arms outstretched, Peggy Hexton crossed the large ballroom with a beaming smile on her heavily rouged face. The duchess had been a great beauty in her day, and retained the less subtle cosmetics of her generation. Her hair was brightly hennaed and she wasn’t svelte anymore, but she was cheerfully enamored of life and embraced each day with enthusiasm.

“Would I stay away from you?” Jack replied, taking her hands in his a moment later and offering her a warm smile. “When my favorite waltz is playing?”

“Every waltz is your favorite, you sweet boy,” she lightly retorted, pulling him onto the dance floor. “And now that you’re here, I’ll have someone decent to dance with.”

The duchess had been on the stage before she captured the duke’s heart, and while he was long dead and she could have had any man with her fortune, she’d never remarried. She preferred her freedom, she always said, but Jack knew hers had been a love match, and while he didn’t precisely understand the concept, he envied her the obvious bliss she’d enjoyed.

“I intend to keep you by my side for a good long while,” she warned as they moved into the first turn.

“I’m here as your cicisbeo, darling.” The marquis winked wickedly. “You may order me about at your will.”

“What if I order you to make amends to Miss Duras?” she archly said.

“I would, of course. But for what do I need to make amends?”

“She seems angry with you.”

“She’s here?” He’d not seen her, but then the crowded ballroom limited visibility.

“I had her beside me at dinner. She’s a very remarkable woman.”

“I’m not sure I like that particular tone of voice.”

“What tone?”

“That matchmaking tone. I’d recognize it in the roar of a hurricane.” Or on the last day of the apocalypse, he reflected, any inference of matrimony having the same effect on him as a vision of hell.

“Good God, Jack, she’s more than a match for you. She doesn’t want to be married, either. You should have heard her at dinner. Although she was completely charming, there was no doubt of her disinterest in marriage.”

“Are you humbugging me?” he said, swinging them in a double twirl with flawless precision. “There isn’t a woman born who doesn’t want to be married.”

“She wouldn’t agree with you.”

More than intrigued, for he’d not stopped thinking of Miss Duras since their meeting, he debated the possibility she might be available for a liaison outside the normal courting rituals. Not that he hadn’t perfected evasion of those rituals to a fine art, but were her disinterest in marriage true, how much more pleasant their relationship could be.

He didn’t question his ability to persuade her to become closer friends. Only the timetable was in debate.

“You’ll have to introduce me, then.” His smile lit up his face, for he knew his godmother’s propensity for gambling. “I suppose you have some money riding on this.”

“Perhaps a little.” Gazing up at him, she lifted one hennaed brow with a dramatic flare reminiscent of her days on the stage.

“I hope it’s not more than a pony,” he challenged. “I can’t guarantee swift results.”

“Or any results, some are saying,” she murmured, playfully tapping his shoulder with her fan.

He scrutinized her for a moment. “Did you bet on the lady?”

“What if I did?”

“Traitor.” But he was grinning.

She made a small moue. “I didn’t, of course. Knowing you so well.” She refrained from saying the beautiful, intelligent Miss Duras would give him a merry chase, though. He’d find that out soon enough. It was about time someone resisted the young boy’s surfeit of charm. And on the obverse side, the young lady might find Jack’s unconventional attitudes refreshing.

At base, of course, she really couldn’t resist a bit of matchmaking.
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WHILE ALL THE GUESTS AT THE DUCHESS’S BALL waited with bated breath for the marquis and the Frenchwoman to meet, the lady in question, unaware of the speculation rife in the air, was enjoying the evening. She loved dancing, and the duchess, so warmhearted and cordial, had become a comrade of sorts at dinner. She seemed to understand what so many nobles didn’t—that the poor deserved respect, compassion, and, rather than moralizing, a decent chance to earn a living. The duchess had also donated a generous sum to Venus’s latest charity hospital, being built in Paris. Additionally, she’d offered her men to relay the new hospital equipment Venus had ordered at the Great Exhibition from the warehouse to the docks, saving on dray fees.

During dinner, too, when a female guest had rudely asked Venus about her lack of a husband, the duchess had come to her defense. “Don’t mind Clara,” the duchess had said, sotto voce. “She’s green with envy over your looks.” And for some time they’d spoken quietly about the advantages and liabilities of marriage, agreeing that if a woman had her own fortune, there was little reason to marry simply to be married.

“Wait until you’re swept off your feet,” the duchess had counseled, and when Venus had remarked that that was highly unlikely considering the men she’d met and known, her hostess had winked and said, “Sometimes it happens when you least expect it.”

When the dancing began, Venus was besieged with partners, and while all the men she danced with were solicitous and affable, some gallant to the extreme, none touched her emotions. But then no man ever had. On occasion over the years, she’d questioned her lack of interest, concerned she was some aberration of womanhood. Not tonight, however. She was having a marvelous time dancing and if her suitors didn’t spark her fancy, they certainly were offering her immense pleasure.

Shortly after one, her escort conducted her into the supper room where buffet tables had been set up for the guests’ refreshment. After seating her at a small table, he left to bring them each a glass of chilled champagne. Leaning back against a gilded chair, Venus gently fanned her heated cheeks, her gaze surveying the extravagant display of colorful ices on the nearest buffet table.

“Darling, bring us all some of that pineapple ice.”

Hearing the duchess’s voice, Venus turned around with a smile that froze on her face when she saw the man beside her hostess.

“Go now, Jack, and do my bidding as you so gallantly promised you would.” Peggy Hexton shooed him away with her ivory-and-silk fan. “You look as warm as I feel,” she went on, dropping gracefully into a chair beside Venus. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

She wanted to say, Until now, but in the interests of courtesy, answered instead, “Yes, very much. Your musicians are wonderful.”

“You dance well.”

“I like to dance.”

“Then you should dance with Jack. He’s the very best.”

“I’d rather not.”

“He’s really quite harmless, my dear. And you’ll enjoy his skill immensely. I always insist he come to squire me at my balls.”

“I’m afraid I generally avoid men of Redvers’s ilk.”

“I doubt you’ve ever known a man like Jack. Come, darling, it’s only a dance.”

How rude would she be if she continued to resist her hostess’s coaxing? Would she be thought unduly rigid? Could the marquis really be as notorious as gossip attested? “We’ll see,” Venus evasively replied, taking note of the duchess’s piloting away of her returning escort with a stern look and a wave of her hand. She realized it wouldn’t be easy to withstand her willful hostess.

Satisfied with her maneuvering, the duchess was in good spirits, regaling Venus with humorous descriptions of some of her guests. When Jack returned with their ices, she said, “I was telling Miss Duras about Lady Clara’s prim daughter, who, thank God, couldn’t come tonight.”

“Amen to that,” Jack lightly replied.

“Lady Clara has set her sights on Jack for her daughter, you see.” The duchess shot a facetious glance at her godson.

“Peggy finds humor in my misery,” the marquis observed, pulling up a chair beside his godmother.

“Surely you have to marry someday,” the duchess playfully said.

He cast her an oblique glance. “I see you’re bent on torturing me. I’m sure Miss Duras would prefer some other amusements.”

“Not necessarily.”

He found her sardonic smile captivating, but then everything about her was extremely fine, like a magnificent work of art. “Then consider me at your disposal, ladies,” he offered.

“I’m donating some money to Miss Duras’s hospital,” the duchess abruptly said, as though having seen the incipient rapport between the two young people she wished to further put the lady at ease. “You’ve plenty, Jack. Give her some for her charity.”

He smiled. “That sounds very like an order, Peggy.”

“Damned right it is. You’re as rich as Croesus. Tell him how much you need,” she directed, nodding at Venus.

“That’s not necessary, really, but thank you, Lady Groveland.”

“Stuff and nonsense,” she snorted. “You needn’t be polite with Jack. He likes plainspoken people—like me,” she added with a grin that creased the rouge on her cheeks. “And you need cash for that hospital.”

“Why don’t I send you a bank draft in the morning,” the marquis suggested, rescuing Venus from his godmother’s commanding enterprise.

“Make sure it’s sizable.” The duchess struck his hand with her sorbet spoon.

“Yes, Peggy. Now are you through ordering us about?”

“Take Miss Duras for a dance and I’ll be silent the rest of the night.”

“There’s an offer we can’t refuse,” the marquis said, turning a beguiling smile on Venus. “Once around the floor, Miss Duras, and we’re free of Peggy’s interference.”

“Not forever, mind you,” the duchess quickly interposed.

“For tonight at least,” he countered with a piercing look meant to arrest her persistence. He didn’t need help enticing a woman.

“For tonight,” she reluctantly agreed, clearly in her element when ordering others’ lives.

“Would you mind, Miss Duras?” Rising from his chair, he offered his hand to Venus. “In the interests of calm and tranquility for the remainder of the night, I remind you.” An impudent light sparkled in his eyes.

Understanding her hostess wouldn’t be gainsaid, Venus capitulated. The beauty of the man was truly breathtaking at close range, dancing with him would be far from an ordeal. “A laudable reason, Lord Redvers,” she said. “I’m a proponent of calm and tranquility.”

But when her hand touched his, any probability of maintaining calm and tranquility vanished.

They both felt the same inexplicable thrill, and his fingers closed over hers with more force than he intended. “Excuse me,” he instantly said, but he didn’t release his grip. Instead, he placed his other hand under her arm and drew her from her chair as though she were more fragile than moonbeams.

They stood very close for the briefest of moments before his better judgment roused itself, before he remembered where they were, before he moved back a half-step and said in a normal voice that took enormous effort to produce, “Come dance with me.”

The duchess was smiling as they walked away.

Venus wasn’t aware of walking into the ballroom.

Lord Redvers was particularly aware of the hush that descended on the room when they moved out onto the floor.

But a second later, all the gawkers and voyeurs and gamblers who were counting their winnings disappeared from his perception. She was smiling up at him, a temptress in flowered yellow mousseline and he felt it in more than the obvious places. He felt it like a jolt, a primal hammer of arousal and excitement, and if Peggy wouldn’t be so smug, he’d tell her tomorrow she was right.

“You like me,” Venus murmured with a smile, the fragrance of her hair swirling around them.

“I’d say no if I could.”

“If your interest wasn’t so obvious, you mean.”

She was smug, too, but oddly he didn’t care. “One of the great merits of the waltz.”

“You’re a very good dancer,” she calmly remarked as if his erection wasn’t hard against her stomach as they glided into a tight turn. “Is that why we’re alone on the floor?”

His brief hesitation was answer of a kind.

“Tell me. I’m quite unflappable.”

“You know how shallow the interests of the beau monde.”

“And?”

“I don’t want you to become angry again.”

“Again?”

Her tone of voice didn’t bode well. “How much do you want to know?”

“The truth would be fine.”

He swore softly under his breath, debating the various levels of truth. “There’s a wager concerning …”

“This dance?” She glanced at their rapt audience. “I feel as though we’re on stage.”

“Do you mind?”

Her mouth quirked faintly at his politic courtesy. “Being on stage or being with you?”

“Both, I suppose.”

“That depends on the degree of scandal in this wager.”

Wagers, he silently corrected, recalling the lengthy list in the betting book at Brookes. “How unflappable are you?”

She chuckled at his discomfort. “Good God, Redvers, just tell me. Or do you stand to lose a large sum of money?”

“Hell, no, the wagers aren’t mine.”

“Wagers?”

“Could we talk about this in a degree more privacy than this dance floor allows?”

“You don’t wish to be embarrassed before the entire ton.”

With his rash, impetuous conduct, he’d long ago learned to ignore public speculation. The lady, however, might not be so blasé. “Yes,” he lied. “If you don’t mind, we could find a measure of quiet in Peggy’s library.”

“Because these people don’t read.”

He nodded. “We’re assured privacy.”

“Do I dare be private with you?” The smallest hint of flirtation scented her words.

“I’m not sure,” he said honestly, when he’d always viewed honesty as de trop in dalliances.

“Then I shall have to be on my guard.” The tip of her tongue wetly traced her lush bottom lip, and he wondered for a split second who was seducing whom.

Having been given further impetus to leave the ballroom, he guided them in wide, sweeping circles to the least populated section of the dance floor and, taking her hand, forced a passage through the bystanders. She followed him without demur, scarcely looking at the avid spectators. Once they were in the outside corridor, she laughingly said, “If ever I’m in a burning building, I’d like you for a guide.”

“People always move out of my way.” He turned to the left, drawing her alongside him.

“I noticed. Do you have a reputation for violence?”

He paused for the briefest second; at first he thought she’d said vice and he was trying to decide how to answer. “Violence?” he said, understanding now. His smile was benign. “Not unless I’m provoked.”

“You sound like my brother. He claims he’s the innocent in all his duels.”

“It’s against the law to duel in England.”2

“Please. I’m not a schoolgirl.” She knew Viscount Coleridge had just settled a dispute with Lord Ferrers on the beach at Brighton.

“Since I don’t care to live on the Continent,” he said, smiling, “I don’t admit to dueling. Here we are.” He stopped before a door, glancing up and down the hall before turning the door latch and ushering her in.

A splendid, Italianate gas chandelier illuminated the room, and a small fire glowed in the grate. The light, however adequate for a normal space, was subdued in the large, high-ceilinged chamber. All the corners were in shadow, the heavy, leather-covered furniture like great hulking shapes in the dimness.

He stood for a moment just inside the door, not entirely sure how to deal with Miss Duras when his feelings were so curiously out of character. With anyone else, with all the women in his past, he would have quickly found the darkest corner and the softest sofa and had the lady under him and panting in short order. Instead, he politely inquired, “Where would you like to sit?” offering her a choice with a wave of his hand.

His closeness sent an irrepressible shiver up her spine, and she turned to him as though trying to gauge the reason for such a sensation. There was no explanation for her fevered susceptibility, nothing in her past to serve as yardstick or measure.

“If you’d like to sit,” he added in an exquisitely soft murmur that meant something else entirely.

A touch of flame from the fire was reflected in the depths of his eyes. He was so near she gave in to a tantalizing urge, reaching up to run her fingertip over the silken blackness of one brow.

He raised his hand slowly, understanding she might be easily frightened, and lightly clasping her upraised hand, he brought it to his mouth and placed a warm kiss in her palm.

She made the softest of sounds, muted and low, and he felt it deep in the pit of his stomach and in his pulsing erection. Sliding his free hand around her waist, he gently drew her against his body.

Neither spoke, the utter silence of the room broken only by their breathing, his deep and rhythmic, hers lightly labored as if she were caught in a turbulence.

He didn’t know her, knew nothing about her, only that she’d rebuffed him when last they met, so he proceeded with caution, not rushing the lady, lowering his head to hers slowly, deliberately, so she could change her mind if she wished.

When their lips touched, when the velvety, brushing contact first registered in their brains, they both sighed as if the world had briefly vibrated on its axis and they were the recipients of that delicious oscillation. Her arms drifted around his neck a second later and she molded herself against his hard, muscled body, like a flagrant invitation to pleasure—when she never, never allowed herself such license, when she should have known better with a man of his repute.

“I think it’s your cologne,” she said against his lips.

“Good,” he whispered. “Then I’ll bathe in it.”

She laughed, the sound smothered by his kiss, and when next he lifted his mouth from hers, she was panting. He knew the sound, understood the nuances of female arousal to perfection. Slipping his hand under her legs, he lifted her into his arms and carried her to the darkest corner and softest sofa and placed her on the satiny leather. He followed her down because she didn’t release her hold around his neck, and when she said, “I need more kisses,” he obliged.

The sofa was broad and long and more than sufficient to hold them both, despite her voluminous petticoats and flounces and froth of a gown. For a brief moment between kisses, she wondered if she’d gone mad to be doing what she was doing in a stranger’s house with a man she scarcely knew. If she’d not been so unmoved by the hundreds of suitors in her life, all vying for her attention, she might have considered being prudent. But she knew better than most how rare these sensations were, how miraculous these heated feelings, and she was liberated enough to want what she wanted.

A woman of independence for many years now, reason her only guide, she was familiar with making her own decisions. But even unconventional as she was, it took a dramatic, fevered passion for her to so cavalierly disregard her scruples. She even said, “Maybe we shouldn’t,” as he began unhooking her bodice, and he stopped, well-mannered even half-breathless, even under duress. But the throbbing between her legs was so profound, she couldn’t resist her carnal longing for more than a second, and when she said, “Never mind,” and arched up to kiss him, he drew in a deep, steadying breath and resumed what he did so well.

He’d undressed her to her chemise and stockings when she frantically whispered, “The door!”

He responded swiftly to her fearful cry, springing up in a fluent flow of muscle and long-limbed grace. Captivated, basking in a sensual glow, she watched him cover the distance to the door and back in record time, thinking him wholly too beautiful for words, from his gleaming black hair and starkly handsome face down his lean, athletic body to his silk-stockinged feet.

He smiled at her as he reclaimed his place at her side, unaware of her scrutiny, or too familiar with it to take notice. Brushing her lips in a gentle kiss, he murmured, “Now you’re safe.”

“Or in great jeopardy, depending on your point of view,” she whispered, smiling up at him.

“Never that,” he breathed, “with this kind of pleasure.” He slid the strap of her chemise down her shoulder, kissed the mounded plumpness of her breast and, pushing the fabric aside, covered her taut nipple and aureole and gently sucked.

She couldn’t breathe for several moments, but when she could, she whispered, “More …” as she shakily unfastened the bow at the neckline of her chemise, wanting that exact sensation again—the touch of his mouth on her breast miraculously traveling downward to the heated, throbbing core of her body.

He stripped her chemise away so gracefully she felt as though it were removed by gossamer wings, and she lay before him unclothed except for her white gartered stockings.3

He didn’t know how much longer he could wait, whether he could continue with his amorous play now that she was nude and waiting, a siren with creamy thighs and a welcoming smile. Only an iron will had restrained his lustful urges thus far; he’d been ready to take her on the dance floor.

“Take all your clothes off,” she softly urged, her hips restlessly rolling from side to side, her large breasts quivering with the movement, her eyes hot and fevered, glowing with emerald fire. “If you don’t mind,” she added in a sultry murmur.

He was partially undressed, his shirt studs loosened, his coat and cravat discarded, his shoes kicked off under the sofa. “A rhetorical question, no doubt,” he said with a smile, slipping his forget-me-not-embroidered suspenders down his arms.

“I certainly hope so.” Rolling on her side, she propped her head on her hand and surveyed his disrobing with interest.

“Do you like to watch?” For the first time since he’d seen her in the supper room, the thought of other men struck him. Obviously he wasn’t the first, not with her explosive, swiftly roused passions and the bewitching sorcery in her eyes. For a dissolute man, he was curiously offended. “Do you?” His shirt arrested halfway down his arms, he frowned at her.

She looked wildly desirable lounging on the leather sofa, her thick, magnificent hair undone and falling on her shoulders in a fragrant tawny mane, her sumptuous cleavage ostentatious and showy in her odalisque pose, as though her large breasts had been confined in her gown bodice with only the most repressive constraint.

“I do right now.” She shifted slightly so the curve of her bottom was more highly defined in pale profile against the dark leather. “Hurry …” she whispered.

“And if I don’t?”

“Don’t be temperamental. Were you expecting a virgin?”

A flash of annoyance heated his brain even though she was right, even though he avoided virgins like the plague. “You’re no shrinking violet, are you?”

“Hardly your type, I expect. Are we having our first fight?” Her brow arched in amusement.

She was a veritable vision, voluptuous, enticing, the kind of woman seen only in paintings. Definitely his type. “Forgive me.” He slid his shirt off and dropped it on the carpet. “I seem to have lost my mind for a moment.”

“Then we’re not fighting.”

“Perhaps tussling, as soon as I get these clothes off.”

“Ummm … a lovely promise.”

“I can promise you something else as well,” he said with a salacious grin, unbuttoning his trousers.

“Is this where I should blush and assuage your sense of propriety?”

He shook his head, not sure why he’d reacted so oddly a moment ago. “You’re perfect, really. I mean it sincerely.”

“I didn’t know rogues were sincere.”

“I didn’t know women were sincere.”

“Then we both have something to learn tonight.”

“Is this a teaching lesson then?” he teased, stepping out of his trousers.

“I doubt I can teach you anything. And you’d be angry if I did,” she playfully added.

He tipped his head, his look sportive. “In my more benign mood, that’s damned tempting.”

“You’re very tempting, standing there in your silk underwear with your beautiful, rampant penis rearing its head.” His drawers were short, the China silk covering only his upper thighs, the evidence of his erection barely concealed beneath the light fabric. “Do come closer.”

“I don’t suppose there’s a man alive who would decline that invitation.”

“Nor many women who can resist your intensely virile charms.”

None as of this moment, but well-bred and gallant, he said instead, “As long as you can’t, I’m content.”

“Contentment wasn’t exactly the sensation I was looking for.” Crooking her index finger, she motioned him closer.

“Something more feverish?”

“How clever you are.”

She was utterly natural, frank and unself-conscious. Asking for what she wanted without ceremony. After the surfeit of coy and artful society belles sharing his bed, pretense and artificiality their forte, she was delightfully refreshing.

As he moved toward the sofa, he slipped his fingers in the waistband of his underwear, about to slide them off.

“Let me do that.” Her voice was a husky low contralto that touched him like velvet across the small distance, adding dimension to his erection.

He came to a stop inches from the leather couch and waited, feeling overwrought with a rare, reckless delirium, as if this were his first time. It unnerved him briefly, the effect she had on him, he never felt more than an impatient lust. When she sat up, gazed up at him from under a fall of gold-streaked curls, and reached out to stroke the enticing outline of his erection, he sucked in his breath and began counting backward from a thousand.

He tried to shake away the sense of losing control, reminding himself she was just one of hundreds; this wasn’t his first time, not by the farthest stretch. But then she began sliding his silk drawers down his hips and he felt a wild desperation to bury himself deep inside her without further wooing or preliminaries. “I’d better do that,” he said in a strained voice, forcing himself to master the rash urgency impelling him, brushing her hands away with as much courtesy as he could muster.

“You’re impatient—good.” Her whisper was understanding, approving, as if the sight of white China silk sliding to the floor were a personal present. “Then I don’t have to wait.”

For the merest pulse beat he questioned his frenzied need for her, but relentless lust immediately voided introspection and a second later, he eased her down on the sofa and climbed between her outspread legs. He was beginning to move forward, when she pressed hard against his chest and breathlessly murmured, “I almost forgot. You need a condom.”4

Already in full rut, he ignored her, forcing her hand aside, adjusting himself for penetration.

“No!” she cried, shoving at him harder, and the enormity of what was required of him finally registered in the tumult of his mind. It took a moment more to compel his body to understanding, then another second for him to bring some order to his thoughts. Marginally rational, he found enough breath to whisper, “I won’t come in you.”

“That’s not good enough.” Her gaze was challenging.

His body still at ramming speed, he drew much needed air into his lungs. “I’m absolutely dependable.” He was going to die, he thought, or explode, or do something unforgivable.

“I’m sorry, that’s not good enough either.”

His brows came together in a scowl and looking daggers at her, he swore and rolled away. Sprawled against the sofa arm, his chest rising and falling in agitation, he hotly said, “Is this some fucking game?”

“Haven’t you ever heard of a condom?” she snapped, as frustrated as he with the interrupted pleasure. “A man like you who fucks everything in sight?”

“A hot little cunt like you—I’m surprised you didn’t bring your own.”

“Go to hell.” At twenty-five, she’d seen enough of the world to take on anyone as an equal. Not to mention being a member of a family who faced challenges undaunted. She scrambled up into a seated position and reached for her chemise. “I should have known a man like you only thinks of his own pleasure. Selfish bastard.”

“Not as selfish as you. We could have both climaxed without any problem. I mastered the art of withdrawal a decade ago.”

She snorted. “I doubt it.” Pulling the chemise over her head, she thrust her arms into the armholes and let the embroidered silk fall into place. “How many children have you left in your wake?”

“None. If you’d done your homework better, you’d know that.”

“I was pursuing you? Is that what you think?” Incredulous, she swept up his shoe and threw it at him.

He deftly caught it, replaced it on the carpet. “You certainly weren’t running away, Miss Duras,” he rudely said. “How long was it between the supper room and this sofa? Ten minutes?”

“Ohhhh!” she bristled, clenching her fists. “I could hit you if it would do any good, you smug bastard. If you must know, it’s been a year since I’ve made love. So, acquit me of being lured by your irresistible charms. I was in heat, that’s all.”

“Then I have a suggestion.” His voice altered, his eyes turned seductive, his fury was abruptly curtailed.

“I’m not interested in your suggestions,” she tartly replied, grabbing one of her petticoats from the back of a chair.

“If you haven’t climaxed in a year and if you’d like to, I could help you out—short of intercourse.”

His voice was like the most bewitching sorcery, his words an overt promise of pleasure. The thought of assuaging the tremulous pulsing that still heated her body shamelessly tempted her. She swung the lacy petticoat in a lazy arc and looked at him straight on. “And what will you get out of this charity?”

“Nothing if you don’t wish, but—”

“There’s always a but,” she mocked.

“I could find a condom among the men at Peggy’s ball.” He glanced down at his conspicuous erection. “And we could both enjoy this …”

Her body instantly responded. If the thought of being brought to orgasm manually was tempting, his second choice was wildly provocative. It had been so long, she thought, or she wouldn’t even consider his brazen invitation, however seductive his tone, however tantalizing his enormous penis. She should say no, though, she reflected. He was too self-assured … and too damned beautiful, and much too familiar with women always saying yes. She should refuse him out of hand. “Under one condition,” she said instead.

He smiled. “Look at me. I’ll agree to anything.”

She couldn’t help but smile at his candor. “So we’ll each be charitable.”

“Something like that, although this is the first time I’ve ever bargained for a fuck.”

“How interesting,” she sardonically replied. “When this is my thousandth time.”

“You are a little bitch.”

“Not little,” she sweetly said.

His gaze traveled slowly down her tall form and then back again, coming to rest on her splendidly large breasts. “No,” he softly drawled, “definitely not little.”

There was a conspicuous silence, while both struggled with their principles and lust, neither sure they were actually talking about rutting as though they were negotiating for a leasehold. But the marquis was less familiar with delaying satisfaction—the lady’s year-long celibacy a case in point—so he cast aside principle first and said, “So, then … do we agree?”

“On a condom?”

“On that.”

She nodded. He tipped his head and swiftly rose from the sofa.

“Wait here,” he said, reaching for his trousers.

“You’ll need these.” She picked up his silk drawers from the floor.

“I won’t be gone that long.”

She took a deep breath. “Maybe I won’t want to go through with this by the time you come back.”

He glanced at her sideways, swiftly buttoning his trousers. “I’ll change your mind.”

“I don’t know …”

He was beside her before her words died away, and lifting her arms before she could protest, he slid her chemise off, swept her up into his arms and, walking to the couch in front of the fire, placed her on the cushions.

“Now think of me fucking you here,” he murmured, slipping his fingers inside her heated dampness, “a dozen times. And then after that,” he whispered, bending his head to lick her nipple, “I’ll fuck you a dozen times more …” He stroked her sleek tissue delicately, deftly, with infinite skill and patience, and before long, Venus had forgotten her uncertainties, all her doubts dissolving in the heat of her arousal. He left her just short of orgasm, easing away from her heated embrace with whispered promises of satisfaction once he returned. “Lock the door behind me,” he whispered. “I’ll knock twice.” And he dressed with such speed, she didn’t know if she should be charmed or offended by his expertise in leaving.

But ultimately she wanted what he could give her, and disregarding his reputation and past, she sensibly decided there was time enough to take offense after her climax. Her smile elicited a brief query from the marquis, but she only said, “Hurry back and I’ll tell you.” Locking the door behind him, she poured herself a glass of sherry from a tray of liquors, returned to the warmth of the fire and, lying on the sofa, sipped on her drink while she waited for her sexual salvation.

She wasn’t a novice to amorous pleasure. She’d had lovers, but none who brought her to this frenzied heat. And if she was in a speculative mood—which she wasn’t at the moment, physical pleasure of more import—she might have questioned the reasons for the marquis’s significant appeal. Other than the obvious. She smiled faintly. While women always politely said size didn’t matter when talking of their lover’s prowess, size did matter, of course. And in that regard, Jack Fitz-James couldn’t be faulted.
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