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London 1819

He’d made a fool of himself.

Over a man.

Lord Minshom raised the bottle at his elbow, drank deeply, then carefully set it down again. He licked the brandy from his lips and tasted his own defeat and humiliation at the hands of that upstart, Lord Anthony Sokorvsky. A man who’d had the nerve to walk away from him—from him!

All of London was whispering about how his former sex slave had forsaken him for a woman. Minshom smiled bitterly in the direction of the fire and exhaled, feeling the tug of recently healed bone. At their last meeting, Sokorvsky had punched him so hard he’d ended up unconscious at the bottom of the stairs with two cracked ribs. Luckily, Robert had been there to drag him away before Sokorvsky and his nauseating lady love had descended the stairs to gloat over him.

Minshom picked up the bottle again and drank until there was nothing left. And it wasn’t as if he was “in love” with Sokorvsky. He didn’t love anyone, didn’t believe he was capable of it anymore. All his sexual encounters were exercises in power, opportunities to show that he was still at his peak and able to subdue or seduce anyone he wanted.

Yet Sokorvsky had found the balls to walk away from him. And for the first time in his life, despite his threats, Minshom had given up the pursuit and allowed his former lover to follow his heart. He grimaced at his own saccharine choice of words. Was he slipping? Was he losing his touch?

“My lord?”

He turned his head toward the door of the oak-paneled study, blinked at the blurred outline of his valet and occasional secretary, Robert Brown.

“What?”

Robert came farther into the room. His dark red hair glinted in the meager candlelight, the only spot of color against his pale skin and somber black attire.

“Would you like to retire for the night, sir?”

Minshom held out the brandy bottle. “Get me another one of these.”

Unlike most of his staff, Robert held his ground and didn’t even duck.

“I’ll get you more brandy if you take it up to bed with you, how’s that?”

“Go to hell.”

“I’m already there, sir; I’ve lived with you for far too long. You’ll have to think of something else to threaten me with.”

Minshom raised an eyebrow and threw the bottle toward the marble fireplace, where it shattered into a million glittering fragments and almost put the fire out. “Get me my brandy, damn you.”

Robert sighed. “I’ll go and get someone to clean that up, sir. I wouldn’t want you cutting yourself.”

“Leave it.”

Robert hesitated, his brown eyes fixed on Minshom’s. He was in his early thirties, had come to Minshom Abbey as a stable boy and had stayed with his master ever since.

“Sir…”

“Come here and kneel down.” Minshom pointed to the rug in front of him.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go upstairs? Anyone could come in.”

“And see you sucking my cock? I’m sure they’ve all seen that before.”

Robert looked resigned, but he did as he was told and came to kneel in front of Minshom. He eyed Minshom’s groin.

“After the amount you’ve had to drink, I’m not sure I’ll be able to get a rise out of you, sir.”

“You’d better try hard then, hadn’t you?”

Robert sighed again and undid the buttons of Minshom’s placket, pushed aside his underclothes to reveal his half-erect cock. Minshom reached forward to slide his hand into Robert’s thick pelt of auburn hair.

“Make it fast and hard; make me come.”

He closed his eyes as Robert’s warm mouth closed over his shaft and began to suck and pump his flesh. He hadn’t been back to the pleasure house since his injury. The discovery that Sokorvsky’s woman was Madame Helene’s daughter hadn’t helped either. Would he ever go back there? Was it time to move on?

Coward.

He could almost hear his father saying it, the way his lip would curl, the sting of the beating he would no doubt get for his impudence in begging for the punishment to end. He dug his fingers deeper into Robert’s hair, heard his valet draw in a hurried breath and suck faster. Perhaps he hadn’t completely lost his ability to make men sexually serve him after all. But then he and Robert had always been simpatico.

A slight commotion in the hallway below registered through his drunken arousal. He wasn’t expecting guests and had told his damned butler to deny anyone who inquired. He had no desire to see the glee in his so-called friends’ eyes as they recounted yet more gossip about Sokorvsky and his new love. To be fair, he’d liked Marguerite Lockwood, had felt an unexpected stir of interest in his loins despite his refusal to fuck women. She’d reminded him of someone…

The disturbance was getting louder, rising up the stairs, coming closer. The agitated sound of his butler’s voice and the clearer high tones of a woman. What in damnation was going on? Robert stopped sucking and tried to raise his head. Minshom shoved him back down again.

“I didn’t tell you to stop.”

He didn’t bother to turn his head as the door flew open and his butler started apologizing.

“I’m sorry, sir, she refused to leave and…”

And sure enough, his vision was filled with an apparition from the darkest recesses of his personal hell.

“Good evening, Robert, good evening, Minshom.”

Minshom kept one restraining hand on Robert’s head. He used the other to wave the butler away and waited until the door shut behind him before addressing his visitor.

“What the hell are you doing here?”

“Visiting you?”

“I didn’t give you permission to do that.”

She raised her eyebrows and took off her bonnet, holding it at her side by its wide blue ribbons. Her long brown hair was neatly parted in the center and drawn back into two coiled braids over her ears. At first glance, she still looked far too young to be anyone’s wife, let alone his.

“I don’t believe I need your permission to visit my own house.”

“It’s my house. Don’t you remember? When you married me, everything you brought with you became mine.”

“How could I forget? You’ve always been very good at making me feel like a possession.”

He met her clear hazel eyes and smiled. “And yet, here you are. Where you are not wanted.”

She sighed. “Can we stop this? I need to talk to you.”

He glanced down at Robert. “I’m busy. Make an appointment with my secretary and get out of my house.”

She regarded him for another long moment and then turned on her heel. “Fine, I’m going to bed. I’ll see you in the morning when you are sober.”

He closed his eyes as the door closed behind her, waited for the front door to slam as well and heard nothing. Dammit, where was the woman going? He sat forward and hissed as his now-flaccid cock caught on Robert’s teeth.

“Sir…”

“What?”

He glared down at his valet who was busy wiping his hand over his mouth.

“Was that her ladyship, sir?”

“Yes.”

“Did you finally send for her?”

“Of course not!”

Minshom shoved his seat back and stood up, waited for the room to readjust itself to his unbalanced drunken gaze. Where the hell had Jane gone? Surely she hadn’t had the audacity to stay and bed down here for the night? He’d made it quite clear he wanted her off his property. Minshom started for the door, almost tripping over Robert in his haste.

The marble stairway was dark, and Minshom paused to listen. A door closed upstairs and he set off again, following the faint trail of lavender-scented soap Jane always left behind her.

He was aware of Robert tracking him, but at least his valet had the sense not to speak.

Minshom passed the door into his own suite and kept going down the hall. A faint light gleamed under the door of the room next to his. He entered without knocking and found his wife kneeling in front of the fireplace, encouraging a wisp of smoke to ignite the kindling.

“I told you to get out.”

She rose slowly to her feet and faced him, her expression as mulish as he suspected his was.

“I am not going anywhere.”

“Despite your age, you haven’t put on that much weight.” He allowed his lascivious gaze to flow over her, let her see it, resent it, waited for her to blush. “I wager I could still pick you up and toss you out myself.”

“I’m sure you could, if you wanted to cause yet more scandal.”

“You think I’m afraid of scandal?” He smiled. “My whole life is a scandal.”

“I know. I might live in the countryside, but I do read the London newspapers and the gossip columns.” She unbuttoned her drab pelisse and laid it over the back of a chair, meeting his gaze unflinchingly. “And I don’t think you have done anything to be particularly proud of.”

“And you think I care about your opinion?”

“Probably not, but there it is, all the same.”

He moved toward the chair, picked up her discarded coat and held it out to her. “Put this back on. I wouldn’t want you to catch a chill on your journey back to Minshom Abbey.”

She ignored him and continued to unpack her small valise, taking out a long white nightgown and her hairbrush. He stared at the back of her head and realized that Robert had slipped into the room behind him. Jane was right. Did he really want more scandal? He was already out of favor with the ton.

Throwing his wife out into the street would certainly make matters worse.

But then, if he was already convicted, why not add to his infamy? He took a step toward Jane, then hesitated as she started to take down her long dark hair. God, he remembered watching her do this a thousand times, the anticipation building in his loins as she readied herself for bed, for him…

“Stop doing that.”

She looked over her shoulder at him, her hands still busy in her hair.

“I can hardly sleep with all these pins sticking in me, can I?”

He throttled down his frustration and the unexpected surge of interest from his cock, knew he couldn’t bear to watch her disrobe. He’d forgotten how clever she could be. Was this battle worth fighting while he was drunk and still incapacitated from his cracked ribs? In truth, he was in no state to follow through on his threats. Perhaps he should follow Wellington’s example, make a strategic retreat and face her on the morrow.

“Are you sure I can’t convince you to leave?”

“I’m staying.” She walked toward him, and he tensed until she presented him with her back. “Can you undo my buttons and loosen my laces, please, Blaize?”

He recoiled from her as if she were a raddled old whore. When was the last time someone had called him by his given name? Dammit, he couldn’t remember, never allowed anyone to get that close to him anymore, even Robert.

“I’m no serving maid. Do it yourself.”

“But I can’t reach.”

“I don’t care.” He set his jaw and snapped his fingers at Robert. “Come here and help my wife, not that she deserves it.”

He walked around to face her, received the benefit of the warm smile she meant for Robert, and headed for the door.

“I’ll bid you good night, then.”

She opened her eyes wide. “You’re leaving?”

“What did you expect? Did you imagine I’d be so delighted to see you that I’d drag you straight into bed and fuck you?”

Her expression stilled. “No, hardly that. Good night, then.”

He inclined his head a glacial inch and walked out, heard her start to chat with Robert and Robert’s warm laughter in return. They’d always gotten along well and he’d been selfishly glad of it in the early years of his marriage. It was only a few feet back to his bedchamber, but it felt like a mile. He glanced back at Jane’s door and scowled. Robert had better be quick about unlacing her, or he would feel the edge of his master’s temper. How dare she turn up and act as if she had a right to be here?

He flung open his door, steadied himself against the frame and stared at his large four-poster bed. But, devil take it, she did have a right. She was, after all, his legally wedded wife.

 

“Are you all right, my lady?”

As her stays and gown were loosened, Jane gripped the front of her bodice to stop it from falling down and turned to Robert.

“Yes, thank you for your help.”

His smile was warm, his slight Welsh accent as soft as butter. Despite her knowing he was Blaize’s lover, they’d always had a good relationship.

“You’re welcome.” He hesitated, one eye on the door her husband had just slammed behind him. “Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Not tonight, although I would appreciate it if you could arrange for one of the maids to help me get dressed in the morning.” She brushed at her crumpled skirt. “I suppose the rest of my baggage is still in the hall, so I’ll have to make do with this gown until I can unpack properly. I wouldn’t want to face Lord Minshom in my nightgown.”

“Neither would I.” Robert bowed. “If it helps, I’m glad you are here. The master has gotten himself into a devilishly difficult situation.”

“I gathered that from your letters.” She sighed. “I doubt he’ll let me help him, though.”

“He probably won’t, my lady, but we can hope. Give me your gown and I’ll have it pressed and freshened for you. I’ll also arrange for a maid to attend you in the morning.” He hesitated by the door. “Sleep well, and I pray I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Why, are you worried I might not survive the night?”

Robert grinned. “I don’t think his lordship has quite sunk to those depths, ma’am, but maybe you should lock the door into his suite, just in case.”

Jane waited until he left and sank down into the nearest chair. Her knees were still shaking, her breathing as ragged as her thoughts. Blaize’s study had stunk of brandy, and glass had littered the fireplace. Was that how he lived now? In a permanent drunken stupor, not caring if anyone saw him use Robert to satisfy his unnatural sexual appetite?

But perhaps having caught him at such a disadvantage had worked in her favor. He’d backed down and allowed her to stay at least for one night. When she’d first seen the cool detached rage in his pale blue eyes, she’d wanted to run away, wanted to forget her stupid notion of making peace with him.

But giving in was never the best way to deal with her husband. He pounced on any show of weakness with the speed and ferocity of a starving cat. It was her lack of fear that had first won his interest and brought about their marriage ten years previously. Jane bit her lip. Not that that had proved to be much of a success…

On the long journey to London from Cheshire, she’d spent many hours wondering how Blaize would look, if the depravities of his lifestyle would be reflected on his countenance. To her dismay, he was as fascinating as ever. His gaze colder, perhaps, the pure line of his jaw and high cheekbones more sharply defined, but hardly the debauched drunkard portrayed in the satirical cartoons in the newspapers.

She got up and hurried to check that the door between the two suites was indeed locked. The thought of waking up with Blaize’s hands around her throat wasn’t pleasant. She returned to the fire, made sure it wasn’t smoking and stepped out of her gown and stays. Her suite of rooms didn’t look as neglected and unused as she’d assumed. They’d even been redecorated in soft shades of blue and lavender, her favorite colors. But then knowing Blaize’s sexual appetite, they probably hadn’t remained empty for long…

Her nightgown felt cold against her skin, and she crouched down beside the fire to warm her hands. There was no water to wash in and nothing to slake her thirst. She certainly wasn’t prepared to draw attention to her presence in the house by requesting anything. She was here, and she was not going to leave until she and Blaize had explored what needed to be said.

She shivered despite the building heat. Knowing her cynical, malicious, enthralling husband, she didn’t expect her task to be quick or easy at all.
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“Thank you, Robert.”

“For what, my lord?”

“For this, of course.” Minshom gestured at the coffee pot and dry toast Robert had set on his desk. His study had been cleaned and there was no trace of the broken glass or the tang of spilled brandy to mar its chilly perfection.

“As I’m expecting my dear wife to come and accost me, the coffee will at least allow me to face her with some of my wits about me.”

Robert snorted and Minshom scowled at him. “You find this situation amusing?”

“Of course not, my lord. Why would I? It’s not as if you are afraid of her ladyship or anything.”

“She doesn’t scare me.”

“No, my lord.” Robert slowly raised his eyebrows before pouring Minshom a fresh cup of coffee. “That’s not why you are desperate for her to quit your house. You’re just concerned about her having to live amongst such sinful debauchery.”

“No, I simply want her gone.”

“Yet she is still here. Her ladyship was always very tenacious, sir.”

“She was. Her family didn’t want her to marry me because she was so young, and yet she wore them down.” He flashed a smile at Robert. “She probably regrets that impulse now.”

“Her ladyship has never struck me as impulsive. As far as I remember it, sir, she married you because she was in love with you.”

Minshom put down his coffee cup and met Robert’s gaze. “You are impertinent.”

Robert shrugged. “Probably.” He bowed low and opened the door into the hallway. “I believe her ladyship is just finishing her breakfast. Shall I ask her to attend you here?”

“I suppose so.”

Minshom sat back in his chair and contemplated the pile of documents awaiting his attention. He really didn’t have time to bother with his wife. Despite his reputation as a lascivious rake, he had significantly increased his family’s fortunes over the past ten years. Apart from Robert, he employed no secretary. After his father’s incompetent bumbling, he didn’t trust anyone to do the job as well as he could, so the burden fell on him and him alone.

He scowled at the inkwell. Jane should be grateful that he never questioned the household accounts she dutifully sent him via his land steward at Minshom Abbey. She should certainly be grateful enough to leave him alone.

“Good morning, my lord.”

He looked up and found her in front of him. Her plain blue traveling gown looked fresh as if she hadn’t sat in it for hours during the previous day’s journey. She’d always been like that, neat as a pin—except in his bed.

“Good morning, wife.”

She sat down, even though he hadn’t offered her a seat or stood up to acknowledge her presence. He pretended to fix the nib of his pen and ignored her completely.

She delicately cleared her throat. “Would you like me to come back later?”

“I’d like you to leave. I told you that last night.”

“Why?”

He looked at her then. “I believe you know the answer. You were the one who told me to get out of your sight and your life forever.”

She sighed. “Blaize, that was seven years ago. Can we not move on?”

“Really? Seven years? Is that all?”

“It feels like a lifetime to me.”

She held his gaze and he wanted to look away from the memories that surged between them, their shared past, their anguish…

“Why are you here, Jane?”

“To see you, to try to start again.”

“And if I don’t want to ‘start again’? What then? I am quite happy with my current existence.”

“But I am not happy with mine.”

He got up, walked across to the window and presented her with his back.

“You have more than most women in this country will ever have—a beautiful home, enough money to waste on fripperies and ample food in your belly.”

“And I am grateful for all those things, but…”

He swung around to face her. “Not grateful enough, apparently, because here you are, annoying me.”

She didn’t flinch at his sarcastic tone, actually dared to raise her chin at him.

“I only want what most women want: a husband, a family.”

His gut clenched. “You have a husband.”

“Whom I never see.”

“And whose fault is that? As I already said, you were the one who wanted me gone.”

“I was distraught. I was not myself, I…”

“I don’t care, Jane.” He walked back over and stared down into her eyes, hoped she recognized the complete indifference in his gaze. “I’m not interested in rehashing the past. I’m content with my life as it is, without you in it.”

She stared at him for a long moment, as if searching for the truth on his face.

“You’re very good at hiding what you feel, Blaize, you always have been.”

“I’m not hiding anything. I am truly content.”

“Being portrayed as a drunken pervert in the scandal sheets?”

He almost smiled. “I don’t read that kind of filth, my dear. Perhaps you shouldn’t either.”

She opened her reticule, drew out a bundle of letters. “Even if I didn’t read about you in the newspapers, I have plenty of correspondents to keep me informed of your latest scandal.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Spying on me, Jane? I’m surprised at you.”

“I have no need to spy. Your peers are more than happy to provide me with all the excruciating details of your private life whether I want them or not.”

He circled her, trailed his fingertips along the gilded rim of the chair and almost touched the soft downy hairs at the back of her exposed neck. She shivered as his breath hissed out.

“So you rushed here to defend me?”

“Hardly.” She sighed. “I just wanted to talk to you.”

He left her side, returned to sit behind his desk.

“And now we’ve talked and I’ve told you to go away. Shall I order your carriage for this afternoon?”

She sat up straight. “I’m not going until you talk to me properly, Blaize.”

He gripped his pen so hard his fingers hurt. God, she was infuriating, that calm voice, that complete disregard for his wishes.

“I have nothing to say to you that hasn’t already been said.”

“I doubt that. People change. I’ve changed—why can’t you?”

He returned her smile with interest. “Because I don’t want to and I don’t regret anything?”

“You’ve always been stubborn.” Jane got up and smoothed out her skirts. “While I am here, I intend to visit my old friends and get some new gowns made.” She started for the door, paused before she opened it. “Which modiste would you recommend?”

“How the hell would I know? And you’re not staying, Jane.”

He realized he was talking to himself and an open doorway. Damn her! Where had she learned such composure? In the early days of their marriage he was certain she’d been far more amenable. What had happened to her?

He covered his face with his hands and groaned. Hell, even he knew that. She’d changed after he’d destroyed their marriage. It was ironic that her newfound courage was all his doing. He went and closed the door, took the opportunity to pace the carpet, hands clasped behind his back.

Perhaps if he kept out of her way and allowed her this small victory, this “visit,” she’d leave without delving into their shared past again. He stared out of the window into the wintry street below. Damnation, what was the matter with him? He’d allowed Sokorvsky to best him and now he was bowing down to Jane?

He let out his breath, watched it condense on the window pane. Surely there was a better way to ensure that Jane wanted to go home with all the speed she could muster? He smiled slowly as an idea occurred to him. A glimpse into the hellish world he inhabited would probably be enough to send her away screaming, forever.

 

Jane found her way to the pretty little sitting room at the back of the house her mother had used as her primary domain. To her surprise it hadn’t been altered at all. It still retained the faded yellow silk wall coverings, white paneling and lace-draped windows. With a sigh of relief, she rang the bell and then sat down in one of the comfortable wing chairs by the fireplace.

“Yes, my lady?”

She smiled at her old friend, Broadman, the butler Minshom had inherited from her parents when they’d given them the house as a wedding gift. She was somewhat surprised that her husband had kept him on.

“Good morning, Broadman. In future, can you make sure a fire is lit in this room every morning and a tea tray available at ten?”

The butler didn’t quite meet her eyes. “Begging your pardon, my lady, but I’ll have to check with his lordship, to see if that is acceptable.”

“Of course, or ask Mr. Brown. I’m sure he’ll be more agreeable.”

“Are you staying then, my lady? Not that it is any of my business, of course.” The butler bent to light the fire and then wiped his hands on his handkerchief.

“For a while.” Jane smiled with more confidence than she felt. “At least until his lordship throws me out.”

The butler nodded gravely. “Ah, well seeing as he hurt his ribs not so long ago, I can understand him not wanting to exert himself.”

Jane blinked at the answer. She’d meant her comment as a joke. “Lord Minshom hurt his ribs?”

“Indeed he did. I’m not sure how, my lady, but his lordship was laid up for a couple of weeks, and right grouchy about he was too. I almost felt sorry for poor Mr. Brown having to deal with him.”

Jane chuckled. “So do I. His lordship is not an easy man at the best of times.”

“Really.”

Jane covered her mouth with her hand and looked over Broadman’s shoulder right into the face of her husband, who leaned negligently against the door frame, blue eyes frosty, his mouth a hard line.

“My lord, I didn’t see you there!” The butler took a hasty step away from Jane toward the door and then stopped.

“Obviously, or you wouldn’t have been indulging my wife’s passion for gossip.”

“Mr. Broadman and I are old friends, and he was hardly gossiping. I am your wife, after all.”

Jane tried to keep her tone light, while wondering what on earth had prompted Blaize to come after her. She nodded at the obviously terrified butler.

“Please bring me some tea and some fresh ink, if you have any. I doubt the inkwell in the desk here is usable after all this time.”

“Yes, my lady. Excuse me, my lord.”

Jane waited as Broadman inched past her husband, who immediately shut the door behind him.

“Can I help you with something, my lord?” She gestured at the chair opposite hers. “Would you care for some tea when it arrives?”

“No, thank you.”

His expression of distaste made her want to smile. He’d never shared her passion for tea, preferring coffee or the stronger lure of alcohol. He took two paces toward her and then stopped.

“If you insist on staying, I insist you come out with me to my favorite brothel so that you can see how happy I am with my life and how little I miss or need you.”

She fought not to wince at such a blunt statement of disinterest and found the courage to smile instead.

“And if I agree, you will attend some balls and events with me in return, yes?”

“I didn’t say that.”

She held his gaze. “Yet it seems only fair.”

“Since when has ‘fair’ ever been a measure between us?”

God, that hurt. He insisted that what had happened between them had no relevance to his present way of life, but he couldn’t resist bringing up her mistakes at every opportunity. Perhaps it was time to acknowledge that, to try to get through to him again.

“You’re right. I wasn’t fair to you. I wasn’t fair at all.”

His expression froze. “Dammit, don’t you dare apologize to me. That wasn’t what I meant at all.”

“But…”

He headed for the door and slammed it shut behind him.

Jane sighed. He was proving far more difficult to deal with than she had anticipated. It was as if he’d encased his softer emotions in a hard shell. If she hadn’t known him better, she would’ve believed he was completely callous. But she’d seen him at his worst before, seen him despair and yet still find the strength to offer her comfort, which she’d spurned.

With renewed purpose she opened her mother’s old desk and took out some writing paper. It was time to reconnect with her friends and find out the true state of affairs, whether Blaize liked it or not.
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“Jane, my dear, how are you?”

Jane allowed herself to be drawn into a crushing hug by her much taller companion and kissed the powdered, scented cheek closest to her. She hoped her rain-dampened clothes didn’t offend. She’d decided to brave the blustery weather and walk the short distance from Hanover Square to Crescent Place.

“Emily, you look so well.”

Her friend laughed and pretended to pout, drew Jane toward a chaise longue designed in the Egyptian style. The large sunny drawing room was decorated in fashionable homage to the current craze for Egyptian artifacts. Yellow silk hung on the walls and a variety of fantastical golden objects graced the mantelpiece and the furniture.

“I look well enough for a woman with three children. You, however, still look like a blushing virginal debutante. Are you sure Minshom was capable of consummating your marriage?”

Emily gasped and clapped her hand to her mouth. Jane hurried over to remove Emily’s fingers from her lips.

“It’s all right, Emily. I know you were joking.”

Emily sighed and returned the pressure on her hand. “Goodness. Jane, I’m sorry, that was quite uncalled for. It appears that living in London has sharpened my wits beyond what might be considered amusing.”

Jane sat back and took a good look at Emily, admired the saffron yellow of her silk gown and the pale blonde curls framing her face. Despite her modest upbringing, Emily had done very well for herself and married the heir to an earldom. From what Jane could see, she hadn’t let her new rank change her easy and friendly ways.

Jane smiled brightly. “How is George, and how are your children—in good health I hope?”

“They are all well. The children are in the countryside with my parents, and George and I are enjoying ourselves in Town without having to worry about them all.” Emily sighed. “Not that I don’t miss them terribly, mind, but it is nice to be away from them.”

“I can imagine.” Jane looked fondly at her best friend. She couldn’t imagine ever wanting to leave a child, but perhaps that was just her, and she knew Emily was truly fond of her brood.

Emily poured them both some tea and sat down, her inquisitive brown eyes fixed expectantly on Jane.

“So what brought you to London? Did Minshom finally come to his senses and ask for you?”

“No, I came by myself. He was as surprised to see me as you are.”

“But not quite so thrilled, I’ll wager. I don’t think most of the ton even knows he is married.” Emily rolled her eyes. “The recent scandal about him and Anthony Sokorvsky has been the talk of the town for weeks.”

Jane set her teacup to one side. “That’s one of the reasons I came to see you first, Emily. I knew you’d have the best gossip.”

“I always do, don’t I?” Emily laughed, “Even at school I was always the first to know which teachers were leaving, who was having an affair with whom, who had inherited a fortune.”

She sat forward. “Well, as I told you in my letters, your husband had a ‘relationship’ with Anthony Sokorvsky for quite a while, but, recently, Sokorvsky ended it and went off with a woman. It was quite a surprise to everyone. Minshom bragged that he’d have Sokorvsky on his knees begging to be taken back, but it didn’t happen, and now some people are laughing at Minshom and I suspect he doesn’t like that at all.”

“I suspect you are right.”

Emily refilled Jane’s cup and then her own. “And there are new rumors that he and Sokorvsky actually fought! That part is a little unclear, but it is true that your husband retired to his bed for two weeks after his last encounter with Sokorvsky at a house party.”

Jane nodded. “It might also explain why Minshom didn’t follow through with his threat to personally eject me from his house last night.”

“He threatened to throw you out?” Emily’s eyes widened and her mouth opened. “That man deserves to be thrashed. I can’t imagine why you stay married to him.”

“Because I don’t have the necessary family connections, money or power to blacken his reputation and petition for a divorce?”

Emily shuddered. “And you wouldn’t want to be divorced, darling. No woman wants that stigma.”

“So you think that living apart from him is the perfect solution for me?”

“I don’t know.” Emily frowned. “It seems unfair that Minshom gets to cavort around London behaving abominably while you are stuck moldering in the countryside.”

Jane suppressed a smile. “I hardly ‘molder,’ Emily. There is plenty to do in a house as big as Minshom Abbey, and I have some wonderful friends.”

“You’ve always had a gift for making friends, Jane, but, remember, I’ve met most of these acquaintances of yours and they are not quite in the same class as your peers here.”

“But I hardly know anyone in London,” Jane protested. “I didn’t have a Season, like you—I married Minshom instead.”

“And more fool you.” Emily leaned forward to add hot water to the teapot. “You should have insisted on having both.”

Jane shrugged. “In truth, my father tried to use the lure of a Season to stop me from marrying Minshom. He offered to give me the most lavish come-out he could afford if I’d put off making a decision about tying the knot.”

“He was right to do so. You should’ve pretended to agree with him and then had both. Or you might have met a better man in London and told Minshom the engagement was off.” Emily sighed dramatically. “Lord, I wish you’d never met that man, and at my eighteenth birthday party of all places! I’ll never forgive my brother for inviting him.”

“Can you imagine how Minshom would’ve reacted if I’d done that to him?” Jane’s smile died. “And, in truth, I was so in love with him by then that I couldn’t have abandoned him if I’d tried.”

Emily’s teacup rattled into its saucer. “You were too young to make that choice and he was too old for you.”

“I was seventeen, Emily. You were only two years older than me when you wed George, and George is ten years older than Minshom!”

“George was already settled and looking for a wife. Minshom was in his mid-twenties, far too young for a man like him to settle down, if you ask my opinion. I always felt Minshom never really came to terms with his need to marry you.”

Jane sat back and considered her friend. Despite Emily’s sunny exterior, she was very intuitive about people and their behavior.

“I can’t argue with you about that. I think he married me despite himself.” She sighed as the memories crowded around her. “It was if he was always looking for a reason to leave me. And, of course, as soon as I gave him one, he was off.”

“I’m sorry, Jane. As I said, the man deserves to be horse-whipped.” Emily reached across and patted Jane’s knee. “Now, really, what are you going to do about him?”

“I’m going to have to make him listen to me and then discuss how we mean to go on. I realized I was tired of waiting for him to come back to me and tired of living my life in limbo.”

“I can understand that. After what you went through, it must’ve been hard to move on.”

“It was almost impossible.” Unable to meet her friend’s sympathetic gaze, Jane stared down at the busily patterned rug under her feet. “I hated everyone; shut everyone out of my life, even you. How long was it before I allowed you to call on me again? At least a year, if not more.” Jane swallowed hard. “Thank you for keeping faith with me.”

“Jane, you are my oldest friend; of course I’d keep after you.” Emily’s tone softened. “And, in truth, you didn’t invite me that first time. I just turned up at your house and refused to leave.”

“I’d forgotten that.” Jane managed a smile. “I couldn’t let you stand on the front steps all night, could I?”

“Not unless you wanted me to contract a chill, and just think of the scandal if I died on your doorstep!”

Jane met Emily’s gaze and relaxed. At least here she had an ally, a friend who knew her and loved her despite herself.

“I need your help again, Emily.”

“What can I do? Send George around to have a little chat with Minshom about his responsibilities?”

Jane shuddered at the thought of exposing the oh-so-amiable George to the lash of Minshom’s tongue and uncertain temper. “Oh no, that won’t be necessary. I was thinking of something else entirely.”

“I’m sure George will be delighted to hear that.” Emily winked. “Not that he knew I was proposing to send him into the lion’s den, as it were. What can I do for you?”

“Firstly, I would like to go out in society, and seeing as I can’t rely on Minshom to take me anywhere except back home, I’m hoping you’ll allow me to follow in your illustrious wake. And secondly, I want some new gowns. Can you help me with that?”

“Of course I’ll take you out with me.” Emily clapped her hands together and laughed. “You wish to dazzle Minshom with your new look? Force him to his knees and make him fall in love with you all over again?”

“That would be nice, but the gowns are primarily for me. I think I deserve them for putting up with Minshom for ten years, don’t you?”

“Absolutely.” Emily rose and pulled Jane up too. “I’ll get my bonnet and pelisse and we’ll go to Madame Wallace’s. She’ll love you.”

“I’m sure she will when she sees how many gowns I intend to buy.”

Emily paused in the doorway. “I’ve just thought of something. Do you remember David, George’s youngest brother?”

“Of course, he’s a captain in the Royal Navy, isn’t he? Where is he based now?”

“Since the war ended he’s been stuck on half-pay in an office here at the Admiralty in London.” Emily grimaced. “I think he misses the sea. But he might be able to help you find out more about Minshom and Sokorvsky. He went to school with your husband and is known to be a friend of Sokorvsky and his family. I’m sure he’d be happy to talk to you.”

Jane picked up her serviceable blue bonnet and put it on. “Do you really think he’ll know anything? He always seemed so quiet and well behaved, it’s hard to imagine him keeping company with anyone like Minshom.”

“David is an interesting man and I know he’ll want to talk to you.” Emily hesitated. “I’m not sure if you know this, but he was once involved with Minshom.”

“David was?”

“Perhaps I shouldn’t have suggested him after all. I don’t want to hurt you by bringing up the subject of your husband’s legion of lovers.”

“It’s all right. I know what Minshom is like. I’m just surprised that David allowed himself to be taken in.”

“You were taken in.”

“I know, but I was in love.”

“And what makes you think David wasn’t? You know how persuasive Minshom can be when he wants something.”

She followed Emily out onto the landing and watched her go up to her bedroom with an airy promise that she would be quick. Jane then started down the stairs to await her friend in the hall. Emily was right about Minshom. He could be incredibly charismatic when he wanted to, and hard to resist. Perhaps she and David had more in common than she realized. And what about Anthony Sokorvsky? What was it about him that had finally made Minshom create such a scandal?

“My lady?”

Jane thanked the footman who helped her into her pelisse and sat down to wait for Emily in the cold emptiness of the ground-floor entrance hall. Knowing her fashionable friend, it might take a while, but it wasn’t as if she didn’t have plenty to think about.

She hadn’t agreed to Blaize’s suggestion that she go out with him to his favorite brothel, had countered with a suggestion of her own and he’d stormed out. Should she accept his challenge and find out whether all the gossip was true? It might help her come to a decision about what to do next. Perhaps her dreams of reconciliation needed to be crushed and a new, starker reality faced.

She curled her fingers inside her soft kid gloves until the tips of her fingers touched her palm. Just because she had changed didn’t mean Blaize had too. In truth, the changes she had seen in him so far had only increased her anxiety about her chances of success.

She stared blankly at the dim, unrecognizable landscape painting over the white marble mantelpiece. But what was worse? Staying home, hiding from her true self, afraid to face what must be done, or taking a stand and negotiating for a new future? She’d once defied her entire family to marry Minshom. Where had that fire gone? If she wanted him back, she’d have to risk his ire, his contempt, his indifference. She’d have to risk everything…

“Are you ready, Jane?”

She looked up and saw Emily coming down the stairs toward her wearing a short brown spencer jacket over her yellow dress and a dashing French bonnet with dyed ostrich feathers.

“Did Madame Wallace make that jacket for you?”

“She did. Do you like it?”

“Very much.” Longingly, Jane eyed the height of the feathers. “What about the bonnet?”

“Now that was made by Julianne DeFleur, who just happens to have a shop on the same street as madame. Isn’t that convenient?”

“Indeed it is.” Jane smiled broadly at her friend and prepared to forget about Minshom for a while and simply enjoy herself. “Shall we go?”

“I’m already looking forward to it. Spending someone else’s money is always a pleasure, especially when it’s Minshom’s.”

Emily nodded at the butler who opened the door for them and they stepped into the watery sunlight. Jane tried to picture her husband’s face as the bills started to roll in. She had no doubt that he’d feel obliged to talk to her then.
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“What the devil is going on?”

Minshom glared at Robert, who was adding another set of tradesmen’s bills to the stack already in front of him.

“I assume her ladyship is doing some shopping.”

“Some shopping? She appears to be buying up half of London and she’s only been here a week.” He glanced impatiently back at the door. “Where is she—is she here?”

“I believe she was just about to go out with Lady Millhaven. Would you like me to check, sir?”

“Don’t ‘check’—tell her to come right in here and explain herself.”

Robert bowed. “I’ll certainly ask her if she is able to accommodate you, my lord, but I hardly think it is my place to threaten her.”

Minshom scowled. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of that part. You just go and fetch her.”

He waited, fingers drumming on his desk until he heard light footsteps in the hall beyond.

“You wanted to see me, my lord?”

He barely glanced at her but still caught the scent of lavender soap. “Sit down.”

“When you issue commands in that tone of voice, I think I’d prefer to stand. It makes escaping so much easier.”

He picked up a handful of the bills and waved them at her. “What are these?”

She moved closer to his desk, her expression full of calm interest. “They appear to be bills.”

“They are bills, madam—your bills. When did I give you permission to bankrupt me?”

“You didn’t. And these are only for hats, dresses and necessities. You can hardly expect me to walk around London in my old country fashions, can you?”

“I don’t expect you to do anything except go home.”

She continued to stare at him and then stroked the bodice of her gown.

“Don’t you like this dress?”

He stared at her fingers, which had moved dangerously close to cupping her breast. In truth, she did look different, more fashionable, more mature, more desirable…He quashed down that thought and frowned.

“Why the devil should I care about your appearance? It’s not as if I want to look at you.”

Her hand slid lower over the filmy blue muslin, curved over her hip and flat stomach, and came back to rest between her breasts.

“It’s made of jaconet muslin with a navy blue sarsenet slip beneath. It’s the first of the gowns I have received from Madame Wallace and I’m very pleased with it.”

The blue complemented her hazel eyes, drew his attention to them despite himself.

“So?”

She smiled and he resisted the desire to smile back. She wasn’t a beauty; all her attraction was in the animation of her face, the warmth of her smile, the pure enjoyment of life in her eyes. He met far more beautiful women than her every day on the street, yet he couldn’t help responding to the invitation in her smile, the depths of sexual heat he knew it concealed. He scowled.

“Pack up everything that arrives and send it straight back and I’ll make sure to cancel all your accounts.”

“There’s no need to do that.”

“There is. Perhaps if you bothered to pay attention to the financial affairs of our family, you might realize we can’t afford such luxuries.”

Jane raised her eyebrows at him. “I spend one morning a week with your land agent, Mr. Smith, going over the books. I know exactly how well the family is doing and how hard you have worked to restore the estate.” Her gaze skimmed his dark brown coat and cream waistcoat. “And having paid attention to the books, I haven’t noticed you skimping on your attire or your expenditures.” She held out her hand. “If you don’t wish to pay my bills, just give them to me and I’ll take care of them myself.”

As she reached forward, he slammed his palm down over the pile of paper. “How do you expect to do that? Even in that scanty see-through gown I doubt you’ll make much money prostituting yourself.”

“This gown isn’t scanty and I don’t need to earn money lying on my back!”

Ah, now she was angry, now he had the opportunity to make her regret drawing the full force of his attention on her. “Then how do you propose to pay your bills? I suppose you could always kill me and marry a richer man.”

“That idea hadn’t occurred to me, but thank you for the suggestion.” She raised her chin. “I have money. I’m quite capable of paying for my own gowns.”

“Money I gave you? The pin money I pay you every quarter? That is scarcely going to pay for one of the gowns you’ve ordered.”

“I’ve hardly touched that money in the last seven years, so it is hardly a pittance, and I’ve been quite successful with my own financial investments. Ask Mr. Smith. He is quite proud of me.”

“You’ve been investing in what exactly?”

She shrugged. “There’s no need to look so skeptical. I’ve invested in the same things you have: consols, canals, shipping cargoes. Mr. Smith has acted as my agent, seeing as there are some ridiculous rules about women not being capable of transacting business.”

He sat back so that he could study her flushed face. It was never wise to underestimate Jane. Beneath that mild, pleasant exterior beat the heart of a tenacious warrior. He would do well not to forget that in future.

“But it is still my money. And as far as I remember, what’s yours is mine and what’s mine I keep. Isn’t that how marriage works?”

“I believe it is.” She regarded him steadily for a long moment. “I’m not taking a single thing back, Blaize. Either allow me to pay the bills or pay them yourself. If marriage truly is about you owning me, and all my money is yours, then those debts are your responsibility, whether you use my money to pay them off or your own.”

“I don’t believe it works like that. I decide which bills to pay, not you. Everything will be returned and your account canceled.” He held her gaze. “And seeing as you intended to use the allowance I gave you to pay your debts, some might say you did earn that money on your back after all.”

She drew in a ragged breath. “Sometimes I don’t like you at all, Blaize.”

“Good. Perhaps you should remember that and go home.”

She turned on her heel and left his study. He frowned after her. It wasn’t like Jane to give up so easily. Had he really frightened her off or had she gone to find a pistol to shoot him with as he had suggested? He kept his seat, strained to hear her returning, sat back and pretended to be examining some correspondence when she reentered.

“Here you are.” He tried not to flinch as she dropped a leather bag on his desk with a thump. “My money.”

He stared at the leather sack, watched as she upended it and sovereigns poured all over his desk. Some rolled to the edge and down to the floor below.

“If I was supposed to earn this on my back, I owe you, don’t I? You haven’t been near my bed for seven years. I’d hate to take something I didn’t deserve.”

Minshom said nothing, just focused on the coins and her left hand that she’d planted on his desk. Her fingers were ringless. He studied the faint indentations on two of her fingers.

“Where are the rings I bought you?”

She snatched her hand away from under his nose. “Do you think I’ve pawned them?”

“Perhaps.”

“They are upstairs in my jewelry box. Would you like me to fetch it so you can rummage through and check your property is all there?” She headed for the door, looked back at him and curtsied. “I’m going out now. Perhaps I’ll see you at dinner.”

Minshom stared at the bills and the money scattered over his desk. If she thought he was going to change his mind, she was mistaken. Her foolish attempt to shame him into giving her what she wanted was doomed. He had no reason to be guilty at all.

He started to gather up the money, calculating as he went, surprised at the quantity of coin his wife had amassed. Once the coins were all safely in their bag, he took out his ledger, found a clean page and entered the amount on the first line with Jane’s name alongside it.

He watched the ink dry, aware of an unusual sense of unease, as if someone had prodded his long dormant conscience. He jammed his pen back into the inkwell and slammed the book shut. Damnation, he was within his rights to take her money. Apart from the pitiful amount settled on her by her family in the marriage settlement, legally everything else she had belonged to him.

And he had to get rid of her. She’d been here for more than a week and she unsettled him with her inability to listen to reason, to bow to his will like everyone else did, to leave. In truth, he was almost obliged to use any ammunition he could to get her to leave him in peace.

No doubt she’d be back when she realized he wasn’t going to change his mind. He deposited the coins in a drawer and locked it. And when she came back, perhaps he could use the lure of a new wardrobe to finally send her packing.

 

“He is insufferable!” Jane fumed as she sat opposite Emily in the luxurious Millhaven carriage.

“And he is also right. Legally he owns you.”

“I know!” Jane tried to smile. “But it doesn’t make it any easier to live with his ridiculously old-fashioned notions.”

“So what did you do when he refused to let you pay the bills with your money?”

“I went and got the money, dumped it on his desk and told him he was welcome to it.”

Emily’s brows wrinkled. “Do you think that was wise? Now you have nothing.”

“He suggested that by giving me pin money, I was no better than any prostitute.”

“He didn’t!”

“Well, not in those exact words, but that was what he implied. I told him that if that was the case, I owed him a refund anyway, and then I left before I picked up the poker and brained him.”

Jane met Emily’s gaze and her lips twitched. Within a moment they were both laughing uncontrollably.

“Oh, Jane, I know it isn’t really funny, but I wish I’d seen Minshom’s face when you did that.”

“He didn’t look particularly happy but he quickly masked it.” Jane sighed and cast a glance down at her beautiful new dress. “I don’t know what he’ll do now, but I’m going to have to send the clothes back.”

“Stuff and nonsense. The gown you have on is a present from me and so is the pale blue satin ball gown.”

“I can’t take those from you.”

Emily glared at her. “Yes you can, and doesn’t Minshom pay you a dress allowance as well?”

“He does, it was included in the original marriage settlement, and hasn’t been increased for years. Living in the countryside meant that I didn’t need any particularly grand clothes.”

“Then I have an even better solution. I’ll deal directly with Madame Wallace and you can send me your allowance and gradually pay off the debt to me.”

“Emily, you don’t have to do that.”

“I jolly well do. I’m not having my best friend reduced to walking around in rags, and I’ll be more than delighted to impede Minshom in any way I can.” She held out her hand. “Are we in agreement?”

Reluctantly Jane shook the proffered hand. “I almost looked forward to walking around London in my country clothes and seeing how Minshom handled the gossip. Despite all evidence to the contrary, he’s quite proud of his family name.”

Emily’s smile widened. “Then you should do exactly that and see what happens. Most of your clothes won’t be ready for a week or so, which gives you the perfect opportunity to play the poor downtrodden wife in public.”

Jane nodded at her best friend. Minshom might think he owned her, but as women had learned for themselves, there was more than one way to gain power in a marriage.

 

At dinner that night, Jane wore her oldest gown, a faded patterned pink muslin from several years ago, which she wore at home to do the dirtier tasks associated with living on a large country estate. She took her seat at the bottom of the long table, nodded cordially at Robert, who was standing by the door, and looked expectantly at the empty seat at the head of the table.

“Is Lord Minshom joining us?”

“I believe he is, my lady. I helped him dress for dinner.” Robert hesitated and looked hopefully at the door. “Would you like me to go and see if he is coming?”

“There’s no need to chase me like a mother hen, Robert. I’m here.”

Jane pasted on a bland smile as her husband strolled into the room and across to his seat. He wore a tight-fitting blue coat and black waistcoat with white pantaloons. Mentally Jane calculated how much it must cost to have a coat tailored so perfectly to a man’s form, reckoned it would be far more than the cost of a dress. Despite her inner fuming, she continued to smile.

“Good evening, my lord.”

Minshom turned to her, his expression guarded.

“Are you still here? I thought you’d finally decided to go home in a huff.”

“Oh no,” she said sweetly. “I’m having far too much fun to ever contemplate leaving.” She looked across at Robert who was edging toward the door. “Robert, Lady Millhaven took me to Somerset House today to see an exhibition of the most interesting landscape pictures.”

“Really, my lady?”

“Are you sure she didn’t take you shopping?” Minshom asked, his mouth curling in apparent distaste.

“Oh no, my lord. I have no money to shop. I have no money at all.” She opened her eyes wide at him. “I am totally dependent on the good will of my husband.”

“As you should be.”

Oh, she wanted to hurt him so badly. “As I should be.”

His pale blue eyes narrowed. “I’m not convinced by this sudden wifely devotion, Jane, and I’m not going to change my mind.”

“I understand that, my lord.” She turned her attention back to Robert, who looked distinctly uneasy. “Do you like art, Robert?”

“Not particularly, my lady. Most of the time it seems a great fuss about nothing. I like a picture to look like what it’s supposed to be, not some watered-down blurry version of it.”

“Then you would probably prefer the work of Mr. John Constable to that of Mr. Turner. He depicts ordinary scenes from farming and village life. One of his paintings was in the gallery today and I believe he has just been elected an associate of the Royal Academy.”

Minshom cleared his throat and Jane paused to look at him. “When you’ve finished trying to educate my valet, perhaps we could eat?”

“Of course, my lord. Isn’t Robert going to join us?”

“Robert?”

“I understood that he ate with you before my arrival. I would hate to disrupt your routine.”

“No you damn well wouldn’t. You positively thrive on it,” he grumbled.

Robert bowed. “It’s all right, my lady, I’m quite happy to eat in the kitchen.”

“Leave him alone, Jane, and eat your dinner.” Minshom gestured at the footmen to remove the covers from the dishes. “You can all go—we’ll serve ourselves.”

Jane waited until the staff filed out and shut the door behind them. She surveyed the dishes set before her and slowly inhaled. Minshom’s cook was from France and it showed. She wondered how Minshom remained so slender when faced with such delights on a daily basis. She wanted to sample everything, savor every single taste and flavor.

“You are licking your lips in a decidedly salacious manner, Jane.”

“I’m trying to decide what I should eat first. Your cook is very talented.”

“He should be. He costs me enough.”

Jane stood up to ladle some soup from the imposing china tureen in the center of the table. She took her time, aware of Blaize’s gaze fixed on the loose bodice of her old gown, the lush display of her breasts as they fought to escape the thin fabric.

“Would you care for some soup, Blaize?”

He took his time returning his gaze to her face.

“No, thank you.”

“Are you sure?” She held up her bowl, leaned farther forward to blow on the soup’s surface. “It smells delicious.”

“I’m sure, thank you.”

She smiled and sat back down, concentrated on eating her soup, on the freshness of leeks and cream against her tongue and the tang of parsley and pepper.

“I wish you wouldn’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Make that sound when you are enjoying your food.”

“I make a noise?”

“You do. It’s somewhere between a purr and a moan.”

She held his gaze. “And that offends you?”

“No, but it reminds me of the sounds you make when I make you come.”

“You can remember that far back?”

“Of course.”

“I remember the first time you used your fingers and mouth on me. It was so shocking, and not what I had expected at all, and yet so…addictive.”

He shrugged. “That’s the purpose of sex, isn’t it? To make our baser selves forget caution and simply mate.”

Jane licked the rim of her spoon and studied her husband. He was so calm, so seemingly untroubled by his determination to reduce love and passion to their most primitive and unsentimental level. It was almost a pleasure to pick at him.

“Is that why you prefer men? Because they don’t expect anything more than sex from you?”

“I don’t prefer men.”

“Gossip says otherwise.”

His blue eyes narrowed. “And I told you what I think of gossip.”

She finished her soup and put down her spoon, searched the delights in front of her for something else to taste.

“Have you thought any more on my offer?”

She looked up at him, hand poised over a dish of chicken in cream sauce. “Which offer?”

“Don’t be obtuse. I’ve only made one.”

“Ah, the offer to take me to your favorite brothel so that I can see for myself the depths of depravity you have embraced.”

“To be fair, it’s not exactly a brothel. It’s a private pleasure house for both men and women run by a very astute Frenchwoman named Madame Helene Delornay.”

“Women can buy sexual partners too?”

He smiled. “You have no money, remember? So you can’t buy anything. And it doesn’t work like that. Members pay a yearly fee to enjoy all the amenities available for as little or as long as they wish.”

“And you intend to take me there?”

“If you accept my offer.”

“They will let me in?”

“As my guest, yes.”

“Then I think I would like to go.”

“Good. Now perhaps we can finish our dinner without you moaning or threatening to unleash your breasts in the soup?”

Jane smiled at his irritated tone, wondered if she had aroused him and whether he would admit it if she asked. “Of course, my lord. Whatever you say, my lord.”
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