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This book is dedicated to all the readers
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 name you all, but rest assured that I appreciate
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1

London, England, 1826

 


“May I speak to you, sir?”

“Of course, Ambrose. What is it?”

Christian Delornay looked up from the accounting book he was studying and considered the worried face of his normally unshakeable aide-de-camp. According to the clock on the mantelpiece, it was already well past midnight, but the noise from the upper floors of the pleasure house had not yet abated.

He directed a frown at Ambrose. “Why are you still here? You are supposed to be off duty.”

Ambrose shrugged. “Because there were matters that required my attention. Why are you still here?”

“Because my mother is not, and she’s left me with all the monthly bills to pay.”

“You like it when she’s away. You fight less.”

Christian found himself smiling reluctantly at that truth, but Ambrose didn’t smile back. “What exactly kept you?”

“There’s a woman in the kitchen.”

Ambrose’s upper-class drawl held a hint of the warmer cadences of his West Indies homeland that emerged only when he was perturbed.

“There are always women in the kitchen.” Christian put down his pen. “Should she not be there?”

“She is asking to speak to Madame Helene.”

“Did you tell her my mother isn’t here?”

Ambrose hesitated and came farther into the room. “I did not. I think you should see her yourself.”

“Why?”

“Because she is sorely in need.”

“Of what? A man?” Christian grimaced. “Then she hardly needs me. There are plenty of willing guests upstairs for her to choose from no matter what her tastes.”

Ambrose shut the door behind him with a definite click and advanced on Christian’s desk. “That wasn’t the kind of help I had in mind.”

“Does she want money, then, or worse, a shoulder to cry on?” Christian’s smile wasn’t pleasant. “I’m not known for my soft heart. I leave that to my mother and sisters.”

Ambrose held his gaze, his warm brown eyes steady. “I would still ask that you see her.”

Christian leaned back in his chair. “She obviously had quite an effect on you.”

“She ...” Ambrose hesitated. “She reminds me of how I was before you took me off the streets and offered me a job and a home.”

“She’s a pickpocket and a thief, then?”

Ambrose’s smile flashed out, his teeth white against his dark skin. “I doubt it. She seems to be a lady, but there is something in her eyes that reminds me of how it feels when you can see no future for yourself. I’m not sure if she has the will to last another night.”

Christian sighed. “A lady you say? I can scarcely fail to help a damsel in distress. Send her in.”

Ambrose paused as he opened the door. “You will be gentle with her, sir?”

“As gentle as I was with you when I caught you picking my pocket all those years ago.”

Ambrose chuckled. “You threatened to strangle me and drown me in the Thames.”

“Ah, that’s right.” Christian nodded. “I promise I will listen to what she has to say. Will that satisfy you?”

“I suppose it will have to. I’ll go and fetch her from the kitchen.”

Christian returned to his account books half hoping that the woman had taken off, preferably without stealing anything too valuable. He was soon engrossed in the complex figures, and it was only when he heard Ambrose gently clear his throat that he remembered to look up again.

The sight that met his eyes wasn’t unexpected. Working, as he did, on the less salubrious edge of society, he’d seen plenty of desperate women. But Ambrose was right—she was different, and he’d been trained to notice the smallest details. Her clothes, although soiled, were of high quality, and her skin was as pale and unlined as a lady’s. She briefly met his gaze and then raised her chin as if he was beneath her notice and looked beyond him to the window.

Her profile was quite lovely and reminded him of a Titian angel. Christian yearned to stroke a finger down her jawbone and touch the shadowed hollow of her cheek. Her hair was dark and braided tightly to her head. She was far too thin, of course, and probably on the verge of starving.

“Mr. Delornay,” Ambrose said. “This is Mrs. Smith.”

Christian nodded. “Thank you, Ambrose. I’ll call if I need you.”

He received another stern look from Ambrose but refused to respond to it, his attention all on the woman in front of him.

“Mrs. Smith, it is a pleasure. How may I assist you?”

Her gaze came back to meet his, and he noticed her eyes were slate gray without a touch of blue to redeem their steel.

“I was expecting to meet Madame Helene.”

Her voice was low and cultured with a slight French accent that only underlined her status as a lady.

“My mother isn’t here tonight. I’m Mr. Delornay. May I not help you instead?”

She swallowed and brought her hands together into a tight clasp under her breasts. She had no gloves, pelisse, or bonnet. Her only outer garments were a thick woolen shawl and muddied half boots soaked through with filth. She’d probably pawned the rest of her clothing. The question was why? What had brought her to living on the streets?

“I need employment, Mr. Delornay.”

Christian sat back and studied her. “And you thought my mother might provide it for you?”

“I was told she might, sir.”

“With all due respect, ma’am, you look a little frail to manage a job in either our kitchens or as an above-stairs maid.”

She moistened her chapped lips with the tip of her tongue. “I understood that this was a brothel.” She glared at him.

“Doesn’t a brothel always need new flesh?”

Christian slowly raised his eyebrows. “You are a whore?”

“I am whatever I need to be to survive, sir.”

Christian poured himself a glass of brandy. “But my mother does not run a brothel. She runs an exclusive pleasure house, which is available to the very rich for an extortionate fee, and even then she personally vets every member.”

“But surely these men still need women to ... to ...”

“Fuck?”

She flinched at the word, and he wondered whether she might run. “If you are indeed a whore, my dear, you should hardly be shocked by my language.”

“I’ve heard that word before, sir. I’m no shy virgin.”

“That might be true, but you are scarcely a common trollop either, are you? You look more like a rich man’s mistress.” He waited but she said nothing. “What happened? Did your lover abandon you?”

Her smile was small and desperate. “Alas, I almost wish that were true.”

“Then what is the truth?”

She pressed her lips together and stared at his desk.

“You expect me to employ you without telling me anything?”

“I was widowed. My husband’s family was unwilling to support me, so I left.”

“You left?” Christian frowned. “What an incredibly stupid thing to do.”

“I had no choice, sir.”

“I find that hard to believe.”

A small choked laugh escaped her and Christian tensed.

“Do you truly believe I would be standing here begging you for the opportunity to sell my body to any man who wants it if I had another choice?”

“As I have already told you, this is not a brothel. No one sells themselves. In truth, they all pay a great deal for the privilege of having sex with anyone they want.”

“Why would anyone want to pay for that?”

Christian smiled. “Because they can?”

She shivered and wrapped her arms around her waist. “Then you have nothing to offer me?”

She was shaking now, her whole body swaying like a willow tree in a storm, and he feared she might swoon. “I can offer you a hot meal and a decent bed for the night.”

She raised her head to look at him. “Your bed?”

He considered her for a long moment until a faint blush stained her pale cheeks and then he smiled. “In your present pitiful state, I fear you wouldn’t survive the night, my dear.”

“But then you know very little about me, don’t you?” She stepped forward until she was almost at his side. “I am quite happy to prove my worth to you.”

She started to descend to the floor. Christian reached forward and grasped her by the elbows, bringing her back to her feet. He kept hold of her and stared into her gray eyes. Ambrose was right. There was no hope there, only desolation and desperation.

“I’ll keep your generous offer in mind. When did you last eat?”

She blinked at him. “What does that have to do with anything ?”

“I can scarcely throw you out on the street in this condition. My mother’s reputation would be ruined.”

“Not yours?”

“Mine is already beyond redemption.” He patted her shoulder and moved away from her to ring the bell. “We will talk again when you are rested.”

While he waited for Ambrose to reappear, Christian retreated behind his desk and picked up his pen again. His visitor was visibly shivering now, one hand gripping the back of her chair as if she would fall without the support. He kept a wary eye on her until he heard Ambrose’s welcome footsteps in the hall.

“Yes, Mr. Delornay?” Ambrose asked.

“Would you provide Mrs. Smith with a warm meal and a bed in the servants’ quarters? I will see her again when she is restored to health.”

Ambrose bowed. “Of course, sir.” He smiled encouragingly at the woman. “I would be delighted to assist you.”

Mrs. Smith continued to stare at Christian. “I’m not sure why you are being so kind to me, sir.”

“I’m not being kind. As I said, you appear to be at death’s door. I cannot afford to cast you out and have your lifeless corpse found anywhere near my mother’s pleasure house. It would be bad for business.”

She nodded and Ambrose took her by the elbow to lead her gently out of the room. Christian sat back in his chair and contemplated the silence. Mrs. Smith, and somehow he doubted that was her real name, was a mass of contradictions. Her blunt offer to sexually service him had confounded his previous opinion that she was a well-brought-up woman down on her luck.

And he didn’t like being wrong.

He found himself smiling. As Mrs. Smith said, desperation made a hard master, but he wasn’t sure how he could help her within the confines of the pleasure house. Luckily, his circle of acquaintance was extremely wide, and he was certain he would be able to find her some form of employment if he couldn’t persuade her to rejoin her family.

The thought of trying to convince her of anything made him smile again. Despite her bedraggled state, he’d sensed a core of steel that had impressed even his cynical, cold heart. For the first time in a long while, he was looking forward to meeting someone again and matching his wits with theirs.

 



“Mrs. Smith? Are you well?”

Elizabeth struggled to focus on the anxious face hovering over her. The struggle not to swoon in front of the obnoxiously handsome and silver-tongued Mr. Delornay had used up the last of her meager resources. He’d seemed far too perfect to be real—until he’d revealed a dark sense of humor that she’d been unable to deflect in her present state. Now all she wanted to do was lie down in the nearest gutter and give up.

“I am quite well, Mr. Ambrose.”

He guided her down onto a bench in the warm kitchen where she’d accosted him earlier. The smell of baking bread and pastries curled around her, and she was suddenly nauseous. There was no sign of any of the staff she’d seen before, and she was glad not to be observed.

“Call me Ambrose. I don’t have another name. Now bide here while I fetch you something to eat.”

That stirred her interest, but she didn’t have the resources or the energy to question him now. She folded her hands on the solid pine table and stared down at them. Her nails were ragged, and despite her best efforts, her skin was never quite clean. She’d never considered water a luxury until she’d been forced to do without it.

“Here you are, ma’am.”

Ambrose slid a bowl of porridge topped with brown sugar and milk in front of her. Elizabeth swallowed convulsively as he handed her a spoon.

“Take it slow, ma’am, and you’ll be fine.”

“I’m not sure if I can eat anything anymore.”

Ambrose took the seat opposite her and smiled. “Yes, you can. Your stomach is probably the size of a walnut, but you can at least manage a few spoonfuls.”

Her eyes filled with tears at his unexpected kindness. “How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been starved myself.” His smile died. “If it hadn’t been for Mr. Delornay, I would’ve died on the streets.”

Elizabeth licked the rough brown sugar from the spoon and some of the porridge and wanted to moan at the influx of rich tastes against her tongue.

“Does Mr. Delornay make a habit of rescuing waifs and strays?”

“Despite what he might claim, he follows his mother in that respect. No one is ever turned away from the pleasure house without a crust or a coin.”

“Or a bed for the night in my case.” Elizabeth ate two whole spoons of porridge, and for the first time in weeks she felt warm inside. “I am very grateful for that.” She glanced across at Ambrose. “I had no more coin to pay my rent, and my landlord took all my remaining possessions until I could come up with the money.”

“We can probably get them back for you.”

“I’m not sure how.” Elizabeth sighed and ate another spoonful of porridge. “I still have no money.”

“I’m sure Mr. Delornay will have some ideas about that, too, when you talk to him.”

Elizabeth put down her spoon as her appetite deserted her. “He said I was too weak to work here in a menial capacity and that he didn’t employ whores.”

“With all due respect, ma’am, he does have a point. You are indisputably a lady.”

“And ladies whore in different ways, don’t they?” she whispered. “They are sold into marriage and cannot deny their husbands sexual congress.” She stared at him. “I think I’d rather whore myself and at least receive some financial compensation in return for my efforts.”

Ambrose stood and came around the table to her. “I think you should go to bed, ma’am. I will escort you.”

She took his proffered hand and looked up into his face. She reckoned they were of a similar age. “If you are just Ambrose, will you call me Elizabeth?”

“If that is your wish, I would be honored.” He kissed her hand. “And now let’s get you somewhere safe and warm to sleep. If you leave your clothing outside the door, I will arrange for it to be laundered and returned to you tomorrow.”

“Safe ...” Elizabeth sighed as he walked ahead of her. Mr. Delornay was right. She’d been a fool to run away without taking the things she valued the most. Getting them back seemed impossible now—unless she could truly earn enough money to return. She swallowed down another inconvenient wave of tears. It was impossible to think in her current state, but at least she didn’t have to worry about anything until the morning.
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“Maman ...”

Christian tried to interrupt his mother again, but she was in full flow and quite unstoppable. Not that she looked old enough to be anyone’s mother as she paced the space in front of his desk, her face flushed, her hands eloquently emphasizing each point. He sat back and just admired the sight, his irritation dying.

Helene stopped and stared at him. “Why are you smiling at me? Were we not fighting?”

He shrugged. “We were, but I was struck anew by your magnificence, and I decided to hold my tongue and save my arguments for something I really care about.”

“You do not care about the future of the pleasure house?”

“Maman, we are hardly discussing its demise. You still have ten applicants for every place and our coffers are full.”

“I know that.” Helene resumed her pacing, the blue silk panels of her dress kicking out behind her as if she were a sailing ship in a gale. “But we have always prided ourselves on offering something more to our clients, and I fear we are no longer doing so.”

“Because you’ve left the general management to me?” Christian sat up, his good humor evaporating. “I am quite capable of running the business and turning a profit, ma’am.”

“I do not doubt that, but ...” She hesitated and Christian tensed. “I’m not sure if you have the soul to truly understand this place.”

“The soul?” Christian laughed. “Whatever you choose to call the pleasure house, it’s a high-class brothel, Maman, and I could run it blindfolded.”

“But it’s not just a business. There’s an art to it and a personal element, which I fear you lack.”

A flicker of heated emotion clenched in Christian’s chest and made it hard for him to breathe. There was a slight movement as the other occupant of the room, who had so far remained silent, cleared his throat.

“Helene ...” Christian stared at his father, Philip, who was watching his mother with a frown. “I hardly think that is fair. Christian has proved an exemplary manager.”

Although Christian resented his father’s quiet interjection, he managed not to show it. He’d learned to his cost that sometimes Philip was the only person Helene would listen to.

Helene sighed. “Of course you would side with him. You are a man. You do not see things the way that I do.”

Philip walked over to Helene and took her hand. “I see that you are worried about your business. I’m just not convinced Christian is the cause of your concerns. You have been closely involved in this place for many years and have only recently attracted some competition. Madame Helene’s is not the only pleasure house available to the rich and sexually adventurous anymore.”

“That is true.” Helene looked up at Philip, and he brought her hand to his lips. “You have a terribly annoying habit of being right, my dear.”

Christian cleared his throat before his parents forgot he was present. “I do agree that we need to formulate some new strategies for the pleasure house. Ambrose and I were talking about it just the other night.”

“What did you envisage?” Helene asked, her face alight with interest.

“I’ll let you know as soon as I have something more definite to share,” Christian said neutrally, and then took a deep breath. “If, however, you have lost confidence in me as your manager, I would be happy to step down.” He would be damned if he’d bow down to all his mother’s whims. He was twenty-six and had been involved in the running of the business since his nineteenth year.

“You do not mean that,” Helene said sharply, her blue eyes flashing. “You are just attempting to put me in my place and I will not have it!”

Christian stood up and rested his hands on the desk. “And weren’t you just trying to do the same to me? I’m tired of this, Maman—either let me manage the place in my own way or take it back and run it yourself.”

Helene glared at him. “Perhaps I will do just that!” She turned toward the door. “If you cannot come up with a comprehensive plan to improve our business within the next week, I will be forced to reconsider both my position and yours.”

Christian bowed. “As you wish, ma’am.”

Helene swept out and Christian stared after her. He cursed eloquently in French and sat down with a thump. Philip closed the door and turned back to him.

“That did not go well.”

Christian raised his head to look at his father, who seemed his usual pleasant self. Although Christian favored Helene in looks, he had his father’s hazel eyes and calmer temperament, for which he was secretly grateful. “As you know, my mother is rather overemotional about this place.”

“Do you think so?” Philip contemplated his boots. “She founded it from nothing and under great adversity. I suppose she is entitled to have some attachment to it.”

“I know that, but surely she must realize that she cannot control every damned thing? She questions every innovation I suggest, countermands my orders, and confuses the staff.” Christian shoved a hand through his blond hair. “You cannot wish for her to take complete control of the place again.”

“You are right about that.” Philip smiled. “In truth, I would prefer her to hand over control of the house to you entirely.”

Christian went still. It was the first time Philip had been quite so open with him about the matter. “You would?”

“I’ve waited a long time for your mother, and as you’ve taken more on your shoulders, I’ve enjoyed the last few years immensely.” His smile this time was rueful. “So it seems that for once we are on the same side, Christian.”

“I would be more than willing to work with you, sir, to achieve our aims.”

“I’m sure you would. You’ve always shown remarkably good sense when needed.” Philip checked his pocket watch. “I will find your mother. We are supposed to go and see Lisette and Gabriel this afternoon.”

Christian stood, too, and came around the desk to shake his father’s hand. “Give them my best, won’t you?”

“You don’t wish to accompany us?”

“With my mother in this mood? I think not.”

Philip’s answering smile died. “Families can be very complicated sometimes, can’t they?”

“Well ours is certainly unconventional.” Christian studied Philip’s face. “Is there something else I should know about?” He thought of his younger half sister. “Emily’s well, isn’t she?”

“Emily is very well, although she spends far too much of her time in the kitchens here for a young unmarried lady.” Philip hesitated. “I had a letter from Richard. He’s decided to come to London.”

Christian’s eyebrows rose. Philip’s legitimate son had previously scorned to know his father or his half siblings, preferring to roam Europe and live as a permanent houseguest with his friends rather than deal with his father’s scandalous second marriage.

“Aren’t you pleased?”

“I’m terrified. He’s never hidden his distrust of me, or his displeasure at my marriage. He idolized his mother.”

“Perhaps he’s realized the error of his ways and wishes to make amends.” Christian couldn’t quite believe he was the one trying to reassure his father. Their relationship had scarcely been less complicated than Philip and Richard’s. “By the way, I’m quite willing to meet with him if he wishes to do so.”

Philip clapped him on the shoulder. “I appreciate the offer. It can’t be easy for you either.”

“Do you think Richard fears I’ll kill him in a rage over my illegitimate birth?” Christian shrugged. “He’s more than welcome to your titles.” He walked away from Philip and opened the door. “Now go and find my mother and use your exceptional talent for soothing her ruffled feathers.”

“I’ll do my best, but I suggest you come up with a plan to transform the pleasure house as well.”

“Agreed.”

Christian went back to his desk and sat down. With a groan he put his hands in his hair and stared at his blotter.

“Am I interrupting something?”

He slowly raised his head to find his eyes level with Lieutenant Paul St. Clare’s amused brown gaze.

“What do you want?”

He’d inherited Paul from his brother-in-law, Gabriel Swanfield, when Gabriel had transferred his club membership into Paul’s name. It had been Gabriel’s suggestion that Paul should explore his sexuality at the club. Paul had embraced the opportunity with great gusto and seemed to be always under Christian’s feet.

“Marie-Claude said I should check with you that I am allowed to play the part of a Roman centurion in the orgy room this week.”

“Why does she need my agreement?” Christian asked irritably.

“Because I believe it is to be an all-male affair.”

“I don’t care who or what you fuck, Paul.”

“Well that’s good to know.” Paul crossed one booted foot over the other. “Your brother-in-law still keeps urging me to try new things.”

“Gabriel feels responsible for you.”

“And I keep telling him that is nonsense. My sexual choices are my own.”

Christian held Paul’s heated gaze. “And I agree with you. Do whatever you want.”

“Thank you, Christian.” Paul rose to his feet. “Did you know there is a woman in your kitchen?”

“God, not you as well,” Christian groused. “Another one?”

“I’m not sure what you are talking about, but there is a woman picking very daintily at a croissant in your kitchen. In truth, she reminded me of one of the wax dolls my cousin used to play with—all glossy perfection and tumbling ringlets, but fragile as hell if you dropped them.”

“Ah, that woman.”

“You know of her?”

“I know about everything that goes on here,” Christian snapped at Paul, who looked remarkably unrepentant. “She arrived here about a week ago. Her name is Mrs. Smith and she is seeking a job. She has been recovering from exhaustion. I was unaware that she was up and about.”

“Well, she’s talking to your mother.” Paul yawned as he sauntered over to the door, his uniform coat unbuttoned and his cravat wrinkled. Christian suspected he hadn’t been to bed at all that night. “They seemed to be getting along very nicely. Her French is excellent.”

Christian shot to his feet. “My mother?”

“Well, we all know your mother’s French is excellent, seeing as she was born there. I meant Mrs. Smith’s.” Paul yelped as Christian shoved past him into the hall. “I take it you didn’t wish for them to meet?”

“I ...” Christian stopped walking and stared down the hallway. He had no idea what Mrs. Smith might be saying to his mother, but he had no doubt as to the outcome of her little chat.

 



“I cannot go back, madame. There is no question of it.” Elizabeth swallowed hard and forced herself to keep her gaze on the beautiful blond woman sitting opposite her. “As I mentioned to your son the other night, I truly have no option other than to remain in England and earn my living.”

Madame Helene nodded, her blue eyes full of sympathy. “France is not a particularly tranquil place at the moment, especially if you are English. There is much resentment over the demise of that upstart Napoléon. I am glad that he was defeated, but there are many who are not.” She reached across and took Elizabeth’s hand. “You must not despair, my dear. Are there any members of your own family who might take you in?”

“I fear they are all deceased, madame.” Elizabeth manufactured another sigh, fairly certain that the astute woman sitting opposite her would not be fooled. “I am truly on my own.”

“Ah, there you are, Maman. I believe Philip is looking for you.”

Elizabeth tried not to jump as Christian Delornay’s silken voice came over her shoulder. Madame Helene kept a firm hold on her hand.

“Christian, I think I have a solution to your dilemma.”

“My dilemma, ma’am?”

Helene stood and smiled at her son, and Elizabeth suddenly wished she could hide under the table.

“Indeed. I’ve said all along that you lack a woman’s sensitivity for this place.”

“Perhaps because I’m a man? I can scarcely help that, can I?”

There was a snap to Mr. Delornay’s words that made Elizabeth stiffen.

“And you do not need to worry about it anymore.” Helene pointed at Elizabeth. “Mrs. Smith will come and work as your assistant and help you reinvigorate the pleasure house.”

Elizabeth closed her eyes and anticipated the explosion of wrath that was sure to come. Instead there was a frozen silence, and she finally had to turn her head to stare at Mr. Delornay. He appeared to have been struck dumb, but his hazel eyes were brimming with fury.

He bowed and Elizabeth flinched.

“As you wish.” He turned to Elizabeth. “Perhaps you might accompany me to my office and we can discuss your duties. I am glad to see that you have recovered.”

Madame Helene gave her an encouraging smile. “That’s right, my dear. Go with Christian. He is an excellent teacher.”

Elizabeth reluctantly followed Mr. Delornay’s broad, black-coated back out of the kitchen and along the many hallways to his office. He held the door open for her and waited until she took the chair in front of his desk before going to sit himself.

“Mr. Delornay, despite how it might appear, I did not ask your mother for a position here.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Why not? I believe that was your original intention.”

She stiffened. “You’d already told me there was nothing I was sufficiently qualified to do here.”

“Does that still rankle?”

She took a deep breath. “Are you angry?”

“Do I look angry?”

She studied him carefully. He was dressed immaculately in shades of black and white; his cravat was modest and held in place with an unobtrusive jet pin. His guinea-gold hair was cut close to his head but still displayed a tendency to curl up at the ends. He looked like any other young man of fashion, apart from his hazel eyes, which were still radiating with cold fury.

“You do look rather displeased, and I can understand why. No grown man wishes to be told what to do by his mother.”

“How very astute of you.” He leaned back in his chair, one arm angled along the gilded top, but his relaxed posture didn’t reassure Elizabeth at all. “I am glad to see you have recovered both your appetite and your mettle.”

“And I am very grateful to you for offering me that opportunity, sir.” A week’s worth of good food, warmth, and safety had taken the edge off her desperation and given her hope again.

“Grateful enough to take the job?”

She met his gaze. “Are you offering it to me?”

He shrugged, the elegant motion utterly French. “I am my mother’s son. She still owns the pleasure house. I just work here.”

There was a hint of bitterness beneath his airy words that made Elizabeth wary, but she had no choice. She needed to find employment too badly to complain about how the offer was delivered.

“What exactly do you wish me to do?”

Mr. Delornay’s hazel eyes met hers. “I’m not quite sure yet. I doubt my mother’s vision of your usefulness is quite the same as mine.”

“I am willing to do whatever you require, sir.”

He continued to study her. “So you said.”

“That includes use of my ... of my person, sir.”

“You seem remarkably eager to get into my bed, Mrs. Smith. Do you think to influence me more easily between the sheets? I can assure you that will not happen.” He leaned forward, his hands clasped together on the desk. “I’ve had every kind of sexual encounter imaginable. Nothing excites or entraps me any-more.”

“Then we might suit very well, sir.”

His smile was charming and made her set her teeth. “You are a woman of experience, then, Mrs. Smith?”

“More than you might imagine, sir.”

“Yet you look quite untouched.”

“Which I understand is an asset.” She had to look away from him. “Apparently, my husband married me for that very reason.”

He didn’t answer her immediately. She stared down at the floorboards, aware that he had the ability to unnerve her, something she’d sworn she would never allow to happen again.

“May I ask you something, Mrs. Smith?”

She gathered her resolve. “Of course you may. And as you are to be my employer, I will endeavor to be as honest as possible.”

“As possible.” He considered her again. “You have lived abroad?”

“For most of my life, sir. My father liked to gamble and I believe my mother was Italian, so they spent many years on the Continent.”

“Was your husband English?”

Tension coiled in her gut. “I would rather not answer that. I can tell you that he lived in France and considered that country his home.”

“Do you consider France home?”

“I’ve never had a home, sir, but I consider myself English.”

His smile was slight. “And I consider myself French, but I was born here.” He glanced down at his pen and picked it up. “Are you certain there is no one in England I can contact for you?”

“There is no one, sir. My father was disowned by his family. I have never met any of my English relatives, and I doubt they would want to meet me either.”

“Are you so certain of that? They do say blood is thicker than water.”

“I am quite certain. I would rather stay here and earn my own keep.”

“In whatever manner I suggest to you?”

“Yes, Mr. Delornay. I am willing to agree to anything.”

A smile flicked up the corner of his mouth. “You should be careful what you promise, Mrs. Smith. You are in the most licentious pleasure house in London, where any sexual fantasy can become a reality.”

“And I am more than willing to embrace every single one of them.” She smiled into his skeptical face.

He rose to his feet and looked down at her. “Then perhaps you might enjoy a tour of the establishment. If you manage to survive that, we’ll discuss the terms of your employment.”
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“This is the main salon where the guests tend to congregate when they first arrive.”

Christian flung his arm wide to indicate the two large interconnecting gold and crimson decorated rooms that took up most of the first floor of the pleasure house.

“Is the house open all day?”

He glanced down at his companion, who seemed remarkably unperturbed by the display of naked flesh on view and the pile of heaving bodies on the velvet cushions in the center of the room.

“From around two in the afternoon and for most of the night.” He glanced down at a well-endowed countess who was slowly sucking one of the footmen’s cocks. “As you can see, it isn’t very busy yet. Most of our guests arrive late at night after they have exhausted all the other avenues of pleasure available to them.”

She nodded as if that made perfect sense and walked farther into the room, stepping neatly over an outstretched leg and avoiding a groping hand. She wore a plain blue, obviously borrowed, dress that was a little too large for her slender frame and had a tendency to slip from her shoulders. To Christian’s critical eyes, she looked as out of place as a nun in a brothel.

“We also provide a buffet and beverages that are constantly refreshed night and day.”

“That is very thoughtful. Who is in charge of the food?”

He came up alongside her as she studied the large tables crammed with every dish imaginable. “Madame Durand cooks, and Ambrose and I deal with the process of serving and ordering the food.”

She picked up a trailing bunch of grapes and rearranged them carefully on a gold plate. “I should imagine there is a lot of waste.”

“Not that I know of. The staff are permitted to take anything home that is returned to the kitchen, and the rest goes to a pig farm.”

For the first time, she looked impressed and Christian fought another smile. “My mother is French, Mrs. Smith. She is not about to let good victuals go to waste when others are in need—particularly the pigs.”

She glanced up at him, and he thought she almost smiled back. Her expression quickly returned to one of neutral mild interest, and Christian began to wonder what it would take to fluster her. There were plenty of places within the pleasure house that would shock the most experienced of upper-class matrons, and Mrs. Smith was hardly that.

“Despite your mother’s benevolence, I still think you should have less food out at once.”

Christian’s smile disappeared. “I beg your pardon?”

“There is too much.”

“The pigs certainly don’t think so.”

She didn’t back down but continued to stare at him. “Have you not been paying attention to current dining fashions?”

Christian leaned back against the silk-covered wall and studied her. “I can’t say that I have.”

“Recently, in France, there has been a yearning for simplicity in all things rather than the ostentation of the aristocracy or the failings of an emperor.”

“Ah, and you believe that fashion will soon be followed here in England?”

“I believe so.”

He nodded. “Then I will gladly remove myself from dealing with the buffet and leave it in your capable hands. Talk to Ambrose.”

He turned away from the table and walked swiftly back toward the entrance hall that separated the two main areas of the first floor. She hurried to catch up, her slippers making no sound on the soft carpet.

“Are you sure you wish to entrust me with this?”

She sounded a little out of breath. Belatedly, Christian remembered that she was still far from well and felt an unaccustomed and disquieting twinge of guilt.

“Indeed, it is not a task I relish and you seem quite capable of taking it over.”

She stared at him, her head angled to one side. In the sunlight streaming through the hall window, he noticed her tightly braided hair was black rather than dark brown.

“I have never met a man who makes decisions so quickly.”

“Your husband was a ditherer?”

“My husband was a dictator. He never asked for my opinion about anything. He just expected to be obeyed.”

“And how did he enforce your obedience?”

She bit her lip. “How do you think?”

“He beat you?”

She shrugged. “Usually his valet beat me. My husband was several years older than I was when we married.”

“How much older?”

She raised her eyebrows at his abrupt tone and probably at his curiosity. “About forty years.”

“Christ.” Christian almost forgot to breathe as he stared into her calm gray eyes. “And exactly how old were you when you married?”

She lowered her eyes and he found himself staring at her long eyelashes. In her perfection, she really was ridiculously like a doll. “Sixteen.”

He touched her shoulder, and she went still under his hands. “Who permitted that to happen?”

“I believe my father was in his debt. I was his last remaining asset.”

There was no emotion in her words, only a lightness of tone that failed to deceive Christian. He of all people knew how to lie about his past, how to present it as an amusing farce rather than as a painful, sordid reality. She moved away and turned to look back at him over her shoulder.

“Are we going to visit these more private rooms?”

“Indeed we are.” He shook off his disconcerting thoughts, caught her up, and pointed to the small, framed card on the first door. “Each room has a sexual theme. The themes change on a regular basis depending on the popularity of the room. There are several scenarios that rarely change, but we do try to revisit those and make sure they are fresh and original.”

“Such as?”

“The Roman era.” He tapped the handwritten card on the second door. “Tonight, for example, there will be an all-male Roman banquet with an all-female serving staff and entertainment.”

“If you insist that you do not employ whores, who plays the female slaves?”

He smiled at her pointed question. “Female guests directed by our staff, who assign the roles and make sure that everything is moving along smoothly.”

“And is that a role you would wish me to play?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

He opened the door and ushered her inside. There was no banquet progressing at this point in the day, but there were some couples lying around and idly making love. Christian halted behind two men, one of whom was naked and on his knees pleasuring the other. A slender gold chain encircled his neck, the end held by the other man who pulled gently on it in time to the man’s sucking.

In front of him, Mrs. Smith had gone still. He leaned down to whisper in her ear and inhaled the lavender-scented soap his mother bought for the whole household.

“Have you ever seen two men fornicate, Mrs. Smith?”

She turned her head until her lips brushed his cheek, and he found himself suddenly erect and aching. “Yes.”

He directed her attention to the other side of the room. “How about two women?”

“Yes,” she whispered again.

“And which scenario do you prefer?”

“I have no preference.”

He wanted to bury his face in the hollow between her shoulder and her throat but only allowed himself the luxury of tracing the line of her jaw with his thumb before straightening up. “Your husband must have been an interesting man.” She didn’t reply, but he felt her instant withdrawal. “Perhaps not. Shall we move on?”

He walked along the whole corridor, showing her the different scenarios, watching her reaction to each sexual situation, but nothing seemed to shock or embarrass her. She nodded at his comments and seemed to be absorbing the information. There was no doubt that she was intelligent. For Christian, the interesting part was that he couldn’t avoid reacting to her physical presence. The more he showed her, the more remote her expression became and the more he wanted to shock her.

Eventually they were back in the center of the house at the foot of the staircase. Christian pointed up the stairs.

“On the second level, things become a little more risqué. The rooms are smaller and the groups involved are more intimate too. Part of my job is to help guests find others who have the same, more select sexual tastes. Sometimes they find each other, but sometimes an introduction is necessary.”

“I should imagine that some guests do not even know what they desire.”

“That is true and that is where my mother excels. She has an uncanny ability to discover a person’s true sexual nature.”

She paused at the top of the stairs and looked down at him. “Madame Helene told me that you were even better than she was.”

“She did?” Christian smiled. “I wonder why she said that when she patently doesn’t believe it to be true?”

Mrs. Smith didn’t say anything and he wasn’t surprised. Despite her calm exterior, he’d deduced she was as watchful as a cat and just as careful. He wondered what it would take to dislodge that calm, to make her show any emotion other than dutiful smiling politeness. Poverty and near starvation had put a hard edge on her composure but obviously hadn’t broken it.

He walked her through the almost empty salons, explaining how things worked and nodding to the staff who were dealing with the few guests who lingered. In the farthest salon he came across Marie-Claude, who greeted him with a smile.

“Good afternoon, Monsieur Delornay. Were you looking for me?”

Marie-Claude had been at the pleasure house for many years and had risen to her current position through a combination of extreme common sense and the ability to make the wildest of sexual scenarios a man or woman could imagine come true.

“Marie-Claude, this is Mrs. Smith.”

Marie-Claude smiled. “Welcome to the house of pleasure, Mrs. Smith. I understand that you will be working here.”

Christian groaned. “I suppose everyone knows that by now.”

Marie-Claude switched to French. “News does travel fast, sir, and Mrs. Smith sounds like an excellent addition to our staff.”

“You think my mother is right and that we need a more feminine point of view?”

As he had expected, Marie-Claude didn’t avoid his direct question. “I think she has a point, don’t you?”

Christian wasn’t going to start an argument in front of Mrs. Smith. “Be careful what you say, Marie-Claude. Mrs. Smith has lived the majority of her life in France. I expect she can understand you perfectly.”

Marie-Claude’s smile grew even wider and she winked at Mrs. Smith. “I’m delighted to hear that. Perhaps you might come back another day and spend some time with me, and I’ll explain the way this floor works?”

“I would be glad to do so,” Mrs. Smith answered in French, and curtsied to Marie-Claude. “I fear I am already taking up too much of Mr. Delornay’s time.”

“Oh, no, ma’am.” Christian bowed. “I am enjoying myself immensely.” And the surprising thing was that despite his sarcastic tone, he was telling the truth. He hardly knew anything about her, but she already intrigued him. Something about her lack of emotional involvement with the excesses around her reminded him of himself and made him understand for the first time why his lovers found him so exasperating.

And they would be lovers. He’d already decided that would be one element of her duties he would be happy to involve himself in. He nodded a good-bye to Marie-Claude, took Mrs. Smith by the elbow, and walked toward the next set of stairs. She stopped and leaned against the wall, fanning herself with her hand.

“Are you tired, Mrs. Smith?”

“I am a little fatigued, sir.” She used the tip of her tongue to moisten her lips, and he stared at it, transfixed.

“Do you wish to retire?”

She straightened her spine. “Not at all, Mr. Delornay. I am eager to see more.”

“The top floor is not to everyone’s tastes. Very few of our members venture up there.”

“I doubt I will be shocked, Mr. Delornay.”

“I doubt you will.” He paused. “You are quite extraordinary, Mrs. Smith.”

She smiled at him properly for the first time, and he bent his head and licked a slow path along the seam of her lips. She went still but she didn’t pull away, and Christian tugged on her lower lip until she opened her mouth to him. The kiss was short but surprisingly erotic as she met the thrust of his tongue with the languid curl of her own.

Christian drew back and stared down at her composed face. “I look forward to your mouth on other parts of my anatomy.”

“You have decided that bedding you is part of my job?”

“Consider it a perk.” He cupped her jaw in his hand and stared down into her eyes, which betrayed nothing except polite interest. “I dislike sharing my bed with women who want me to make promises to them and expect my emotions to be involved.”

“I will expect nothing from you, sir. I can assure you of that.”

“And give nothing in return?”

“I am highly skilled, Mr. Delornay. I doubt I will leave you unsatisfied.”

He pictured her beneath him, her naked body rising to meet his thrusts, her fine skin flushed with pleasure as he fucked her. Would her composure break then? He took her hand and kissed her fingers. “I look forward to it, Mrs. Smith. Shall we proceed?”

 



Elizabeth allowed him to escort her up the narrow flight of uncarpeted stairs. She found the idea of bedding Mr. Delornay because she wanted to rather erotic. She’d earn the money she needed from her other duties and would consider his attentions as an additional benefit to be experienced and enjoyed at her leisure.

She touched her mouth. The kiss had been expected, her reaction to its gentleness and brevity quite unexpected. Most of her lovers hadn’t bothered to kiss her, their intent being to get themselves between her legs or into her mouth as quickly as possible to gain their release.

She pushed that thought away and studied her surroundings. The hall was narrower here and pitched at an angle. There were less than a dozen doors leading off the space and only one entrance at the end of it guarded by a large man dressed in the house’s livery. She jumped when Mr. Delornay touched her shoulder.

“The rooms are all similar.” He reached around her to open the nearest door, his arm brushing against the underside of her breast. She inhaled the scent of leather and sawdust and fixed her eyes on the wooden rack that dominated the room.

“The guests who frequent this floor enjoy the more painful aspects of pleasure,” Mr. Delornay murmured. “Sometimes the more painful the better.”

“I have met people like that.” Elizabeth nodded as she surveyed the whips on the walls along with the chains and gags.

“And is it something that interests you?”

She turned slowly to face Mr. Delornay, who leaned up against the door frame. His expression was as inscrutable as she suspected her own was; only the thick bulge of his cock visible in his buckskin breeches displayed his interest. She allowed her gaze to linger on his groin until he smiled, shifted his stance, and his fingers caressed his hardening shaft.

“You are teasing me, Mrs. Smith.”

“As I said, sir, I am willing to do whatever you wish.”

He walked toward her, filling the small space with his presence and his clean, laundered scent.

“Even if I wished to tie you up and whip you before I fucked you?”

She shrugged and her gown fell off her right shoulder. “As long as you didn’t kill me in the process.”

He chuckled and bent to kiss her exposed skin. His hazel eyes were more gold than green and narrowed with lust. Her faint hope of his actually liking her died. She’d never understood what it was that made men want her, but it seemed Mr. Delornay was no different. She braced herself for his touch, but he stayed still, an arrested expression on his face.

“Let’s go and look at the main salon, shall we?”

He turned and walked out the door, leaving her feeling breathless and unsure. She’d been certain he was about to take her, to force her, and yet he’d turned away. Was it possible that he meant what he said and was capable of bedding her without expecting more than she was willing to give?

In her experience, men were contrary creatures who simply took what they wanted from her until she no longer appealed and then discarded her. She’d learned not to be surprised by that, had been glad of it by the end, after the horrible episode with Gaston... .

“Mrs. Smith?”

Elizabeth hurried after Mr. Delornay, nodding at the redheaded man guarding the door, who let her pass with a smile. As she had expected, the room was a glorified version of the more intimate chambers. An array of leather, chains, whips, and sexual instruments was displayed on the bloodred walls, and the floors were bare boards.

In one corner, a man was wielding a long whip over the back of a woman strapped to one of the leather horses. She moaned with each crack of the whip, her body arching against the lash and then falling. The man talked to her in a low soothing tone as he beat her, one hand fisted in her long brown hair.

Elizabeth walked around the edge of the room until she could see the woman’s face, see the tears dripping from her eyes as she moaned the man’s name. With a sudden exclamation, the man threw the whip away, ripped open his breeches, and shoved his cock deep into the woman’s sex. He braced his hands on the edge of the leather and pounded into her, his words muffled as he kissed her neck.

“She isn’t being forced to do anything she doesn’t want to do.”

Mr. Delornay’s quiet voice brought Elizabeth out of her memories and back into the present. The smell of sex permeated the air as the man continued to fuck the woman.

“I know that. I saw her face. She was in heaven.”

“Yet it disturbed you.”

She glanced back at him. She really needed to be careful. He was already far too astute at reading her face.

“Not at all.” She took a deep breath and turned toward him. “You said you would like to do that to me. Do you intend to start now?”

“Nicely done, Mrs. Smith. For how many years have you been perfecting the art of distracting men with the promise of sex?”

She allowed her gaze to rest on his cock. “I never realized men needed distracting from their primary aim, sir.”

His low laugh surprised her yet again. He bowed and turned back toward the door. “Shall we return to my office, Mrs. Smith, and discuss the terms of your employment?”

“Did I pass muster, then, Mr. Delornay?”

“As if you need to ask that.”

He bowed and held the door open for her. Behind them the woman screamed in release and the man groaned her name. Elizabeth allowed herself a small, complacent smile.

“I’m glad I didn’t disappoint, sir.”

He gazed down at her. “If you have no objections, I’ll arrange for your belongings to be placed in the room opposite mine.”

So it was to begin, then, their sexual liaison. She couldn’t say she was surprised, and he was a lot more palatable than many of the men she had been forced to bed. She nodded. “I have no objections, Mr. Delornay, but I have no belongings.”

“I believe Ambrose has had some success retrieving your things from your landlord. Go and find him in the kitchen and then meet me in my office.”
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