
  
    [image: Annalise]
  


  
    
      ANNALISE

      A STEAMY AGE GAP VICTORIAN ROMANCE

      
        VIRTUE & VICE

        BOOK ONE

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        CARRIE LOMAX

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Carrie Lomax

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. This book may not be used to train any Large Language Model database or otherwise used in any artificial intelligence program without the express written permission of the author.

      This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and most locations are invented by the author; any resemblance to actual people, places and events are typically coincidental, except actual place names like London, England, where this fictional work is set.

      Cover art by Midnight Muse. Font is Love Moon, licensed by the author.

      ASIN: B09ZQ814YJ

      e-ISBN: 9798201515812

      Print ISBN: 9798314640067

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        About the Virtue & Vice series

      

      
        Annalise

      

      
        June

      

    

    
      
        1. Annalise

      

      
        2. Eryx

      

      
        3. Annalise

      

      
        4. Eryx

      

      
        5. Annalise

      

      
        6. Annalise

      

      
        7. Eryx

      

      
        July

      

      
        8. Annalise

      

      
        9. Annalise

      

      
        10. Eryx

      

      
        11. Belladonna

      

      
        12. Annalise

      

      
        13. Annalise

      

      
        August

      

      
        14. Annalise

      

      
        15. Eryx

      

      
        16. Eryx

      

      
        17. Annalise

      

      
        18. Eryx

      

      
        19. Annalise

      

      
        20. Belladonna

      

      
        21. Annalise

      

      
        September

      

      
        22. Eryx

      

      
        23. Eryx

      

      
        24. Rosalyn

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Books by Carrie Lomax

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE VIRTUE & VICE SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Set in Victorian London, the Virtue & Vice series is for readers who cried when Harlots was canceled, binged Bridgerton, and anxiously await the further adventures of Miss Scarlet and the Duke. Each book follows a different couple through to their happy ever after, while advancing the plot between Belladonna and Hawke.

      Belladonna is the morally gray heroine at the center of politics, society and crime. She maintains her hold on power through . Hawke is the one person she cannot manipulate, charm, or blackmail into doing her bidding. Theirs will be the final entry in this seductive 7-book series, full of mystery and passion.

      Annalise: A Steamy Age Gap Victorian Romance is the steamy enemies-to-lovers story between a virgin determined to sell herself at auction and the rich banker determined to talk her out of it.

      Enjoy!
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      Tiny hairs on the back of her neck lifted in salute when Annalise Fernsby rolled up the cobblestone street to halt before Number 9, Dove Place.

      To think, she belonged here, a palatial mansion in Mayfair. Countess Oreste’s infamous House of Virtue.

      No more drafty, two-room flat with one window overlooking an alleyway and only cold water piping.

      No more sending the younger Fernsby children down to play in the filthy street below.

      No more landlords demanding she pay their overdue rent on her back.

      On the verge of eviction, she and her sister Rosalyn had gone through their father’s papers, and found a name: Countess Oreste. The letter had a return address, and one sunny afternoon late in May, they went to it, unannounced.

      The woman who answered that door changed Annalise’s life, though not in the way she’d expected.

      Belladonna—the name the countess preferred within the walls of her own home—welcomed her and Rosalyn into her home for soiled doves, known publicly as the House of Virtue. Annalise instantly admired her. She wanted to be the kind of woman Belladonna was: confident and self-possessed.

      This, however, was not the beginning Annalise had envisioned. First, she needed to get to the door marked 9.

      She tugged the heavy trunk behind her, corset digging into her ribs as she bent to drag it painfully past the metal gate leading to the stately townhouse. Once through, she dropped it with a loud thud and stood there, breathing heavily.

      “Do you require assistance with your trunk, Miss?”

      The gentleman’s voice brushed soothingly against a strained nerve in her psyche. The part of her that had been raised to expect men to behave nobly toward women instantly responded.

      “Please. If you don’t mind.”

      The man who’d come through the gate behind her bent to grasp the handle of her trunk, yanked his hand away as if scorched, and held it out, peering at the large greenish smudge on his fine glove.

      “Is that…what I think it is?”

      Horse excrement. Literally.

      Annalise’s face burned with embarrassment. “Yes, sir, it fell in the street, unfortunately.”

      With a tight, repressive smile, the man adjusted his grip and grasped it again. Annalise took the other side, and together they hoisted it.

      A footman let them in, as if this were any ordinary aristocratic Mayfair home. He easily carried the trunk away.

      “Wait,” Annalise called out. “Where are you taking it?”

      “To be cleaned,” he intoned.

      “Right. As long as it isn’t opened.” How it could be, without the key, she didn’t know. All Annalise knew was that inside that trunk were the last remnants of the Fernsby family’s life. Baby bonnets and tiny boots, diaries and locks of hair woven into ornaments. Personal papers. Monetarily valueless, but precious all the same.

      The servant lifted one brow. Annalise felt her folly keenly.

      “Very well, then,” she said, and straightened her spine.

      “Sir Erskine.”

      A woman’s low, purring voice emerged from the shadowed hall seconds before her physical self did. The sight of the countess made Annalise’s doubts dissipate instantly.

      Belladonna had presence. Though she was slightly built and stood a bit shorter than Annalise, when she strode into a room, everyone looked up. She commanded attention effortlessly—even from a leading politician.

      “Lady Oreste.” He bowed.

      “Erskine.” Her mouth curved up. Insolently familiar; knowingly provocative. Erskine looked pained and pleased in equal measure.

      “I see you’ve collected another Flower.”

      Countess Oreste’s smile faded. Her ice-blue eyes landed on Annalise before she placed one hand on her elbow.

      “Play along,” she whispered. “No names.”

      Annalise ducked her chin and mumbled, “Sir, it is to my eternal mortification that I found myself in dire straits.”

      “How, child, did you find yourself needing to turn to the trade?” he asked, leading her into a bright, elegantly appointed parlor just off the foyer. Annalise had the peculiar sense that Erskine took pleasure in the idea of her downfall, and shuddered.

      Or maybe it was the fact that the Leader of the Opposition party had just ruined his fine glove with horse excrement while helping her carry a trunk full of worthless personal effects that horrified her.

      She wasn’t accustomed to rubbing shoulders with the rich and powerful. That would have to change, starting immediately.

      “My father passed not long after my mother. As the eldest of five, it was up to me to provide for our fortunes. I could not afford to be selective.”

      I’d never whore myself out for this hovel, Rosalyn had grumbled at the time. I’ll only ever lie with a man for love.

      She vowed to spare her sister the necessity of bartering her body for lodgings, even if it meant sacrificing herself instead. They both vowed to spare their younger siblings from the worst effects of their desperate poverty—a promise that had become increasingly challenging to keep.

      Rosalyn would not approve of Annalise’s scheme, which was why she must never find out.

      If Belladonna’s plan didn’t work out… Her throat tightened.

      This had to work. A bold move was better than slow decline of selling off pieces of her life—of herself—until there was nothing left.

      “You had no family to rely upon?” asked Erskine, peering owlishly at her. He possessed the demeanor of a priest, and Annalise found herself deferring automatically to him. She caught herself.

      “No, sir.” Annalise did her best to project the very picture of fallen innocence. “My father married above his station in life, you see. Swept my mother away in a grand romance. We subsisted upon my mother’s dwindling dowry for most of my childhood. By the time they passed, there was nothing left. My grandparents cut us off.”

      Erskine clucked his tongue. “A pity. You’re clearly a girl of genteel breeding.”

      She swallowed. That had been her father’s one plan: to marry his daughters to wealthy men. Hardly an unusual expectation, though wildly out of line with their reduced circumstances.

      Charming Jack Fernsby never once thought to try his hand at improving the family’s situation through honest work. It was galling that he didn’t seem to feel any need to care for the five children he’d sired.

      If not for his fecklessness, she wouldn’t have been left to care for four younger siblings alone. Now, Annalise’s fond memories of her affectionate father were tainted by his fundamental betrayal, and she was quite finished with relying upon men for anything, ever again.

      Well, except assistance with lugging heavy wooden trunks. One must make certain allowances, after all. Annalise was nothing if not practical.

      “Countess Oreste will help turn things around,” he said, patting her hand reassuringly. “She has made similar transformations for many of her Flowers.”

      “Yes, indeed,” Annalise murmured, casting her eyes demurely downward.

      Bella covered her mouth with her hand to conceal her smile.

      Ten thousand pounds was what the madam had estimated Annalise’s virginity auction would fetch. She wouldn’t have agreed to it for the promise of less.

      Belladonna had taken a chance on her, and Annalise meant to make the most of the opportunity she’d been given.

      The countess intervened smoothly, ushering Sir Erskine away while saying over her shoulder, “Tulip, show our new arrival upstairs and see that she is settled while I meet with our newest patron.”

      “Aye, Bella, I’ll get the new Flower settled in.”

      Annalise blinked in astonishment.

      The last time she’d seen the statuesque blonde woman called Tulip, she had been flogging the bare arse of one of the most powerful men in politics. Not Erskine. Another man she’d recognized from newspapers.

      Today, Tulip wore a flowing cream gown with pale contrasting stripes and dainty lace at the sleeves and bust, the tailoring simple but exquisite. There was no sign of the brash woman who’d dressed in black leather and called that man shocking, obscene names—until she winked. Glimpsing the impish gleam in Tulip’s eye made Annalise feel as though she was part of a secret club.

      Which, now, she was.

      Perhaps she would see the man who’d tempted her into this rash plan⁠—

      Absolutely not. Don’t think about him.

      “I see you made your way back to us,” she said as she motioned for Annalise to follow her. Like most Mayfair townhouses, the understated exterior belied the extravagance of the interior. On her first visit, Annalise had been stunned by the marble floors and oil paintings tastefully hung in gilt frames. There wasn’t a speck of dust anywhere, a testament to the countess’ staff.

      “How did your sister take the news that you intend to auction your virginity?” Tulip asked. Rosalyn hadn’t made a good impression on the Flowers during their initial visit.

      “I didn’t tell her.”

      “Wise decision. Best to keep these things secret.”

      Upstairs, trailed by a footman carrying her satchel, Tulip led her past carved doors painted with the names of flowers.

      Ivy & Iris, the identical twins, shared a room.

      Violet and Azalea did, too. Annalise hadn’t met them yet.

      “How many ladies are in residence at the House of Virtue?” she asked.

      “Presently, there are seven of us. We’ve had as many as eleven. This is my room. You can knock on my door any time, or come find Stokes or me if you need assistance. This is your room. From now on, you’ll be known as Lily.”

      “Why the fictitious names?”

      Tulip grinned.

      “What if you want to do something else with your life, eventually? Marry or settle away in the countryside like a good little housewife? Hard to do that when you’ve sullied your real name with whoring.”

      “There’s a proper bathing room just down the hall,” Tulip continued, to Annalise’s mortification. “Let’s get you cleaned up.”

      She’d washed, but poverty had a way of seeping into one’s skin and clothes. Once she’d removed her dull, patched dress, Tulip held it pinched between her thumbs and forefingers, and said with a wrinkled nose, “I’ll just burn this, then.”

      Annalise laughed. “And then what will I wear?”

      “You’re about Azalea’s size. I’ll see if she has anything to spare. If not, you’ll just have to go naked!”

      Tulip laughed raucously and sashayed out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Later that afternoon

      

      

      “When do we announce the auction?” Annalise asked Bella as she was taken on a tour of the massive mansion.

      “Not for a while yet.”

      “Why not?”

      “Do you find my hospitality so disagreeable?” the countess asked, arching one brow.

      “No, of course not,” she said, hastily. “I’m eager to get this done, that’s all.”

      The countess shifted in her chair, a smile tugging at her lips.

      “Your eagerness will be a selling point. It’s one thing to auction the opportunity to deflower a virgin, no strings attached, but even more appealing will be a willing partner,” Bella nodded to a visiting gentleman Annalise didn’t recognize, flirting with Jasmine.

      “We’ll want to give the men a few weeks to get to know you before we announce the auction,” she continued. “It’s a pity we didn’t get started earlier in the season. Some prospective bidders have already begun to flit away to the countryside for the summer.”

      Annalise tried to swallow her disappointment. She wanted the money. She also wanted the experience. Ideally soon, before she lost her courage.

      “Get to know me…how?”

      She pushed back from the desk and indicated Annalise should follow.

      “The house rules for you will be slightly different than for the other girls.”

      Belladonna’s hips swayed with each languorous step.

      “The men want to know what they’re bidding on. The more your charms are on display in advance, the higher they’re likely to bid. We want them to salivate over you. Ideally, fighting over the privilege of having you.” She winked and squeezed Annalise’s arm. “Plus, it will help if you’re a bit better acquainted with the things we do, so you’ll understand what the winner expects of you on his big evening. We wouldn’t want to leave him disappointed.”

      Annalise loved feeling as though she were in on a great secret. It was so much better than feeling alone and abandoned.

      “But won’t they be worried I’m not…you know. What I claim to be?”

      “You mean if you stay in a whorehouse for a few weeks, won’t they think you’re one of us?” Bella leaned in to whisper conspiratorially. “The truth of my home is an open secret among a certain set. Maintaining the fiction allows Society women to pretend their upstanding husbands and sons aren’t dallying with courtesans. They mostly look the other way. Some genuinely believe it, the poor, deluded souls.” She clucked her tongue. “But the right people know who and what we are. Think of it as an elaborate theatrical production, performed daily, year in and year out.”

      “Brazen.”

      Countess Oreste lifted one shoulder fractionally. “I have rarely found that playing by Society’s ever-changing rules is to my advantage. Therefore, I have long made it my habit to learn those rules as thoroughly as possible so that I might break them over my knee at will. I am shut out of politics on account of my sex; otherwise, I think I would have made a formidable politician.”

      “The world has lost a great talent.” Annalise could easily imagine her as Prime Minister.

      “I use my talents in other ways.” They came into the breakfast room. Had she not already gorged herself on the tray served in Belladonna’s study, Annalise would have been hard-pressed not to fall upon the sumptuous spread of cured meats, fresh-baked bread, cheese, vegetables and fruits.

      “Besides, it’s easier for most of them to ignore me than it is for them to try and shut me down. Thus, I thrive.” Bella winked. “You’ve already seen the darker side of my operation, Miss Fernsby.”

      “The House of Vice.”

      “Indeed. You won’t be spending much time there. Generally, during the day, we entertain do-gooders like Sir Erskine abovestairs while those seeking Tulip or Violet’s brand of extravagance come and go using the side entrance. You will, of course, need a few tutorials in flogging so you can perform the service safely, if your winning bidder requests it.”

      Annalise couldn’t decide whether to be relieved or not that she wouldn’t be spending too much time in the House of Vice. That was, after all, where she’d seen him.

      The man whose viridian gaze seared right through her as he spilled all over another woman’s naked back. Annalise closed her eyes. A tremor rocketed through her. She didn’t know his name, but she’d never forget his face.

      Nor the effect he’d had upon her.

      Not in a million lifetimes.

      A shadow of the same thrilling shock she’d experienced then surged through Annalise now, that spark of excitement sizzling down her spine as though she were a human stick of dynamite.

      “The first house rule is that we never give away the game. We are all at risk of prosecution and the loss of our livelihoods if we’re caught out. Part of maintaining the façade includes attending service on Sundays at St. Mark’s. Once the do-gooders move on, however, the gentlemen who pay for the pleasure of our company linger and we begin our true work.”

      Sex. Seduction. Annalise eagerly anticipated learning about both.

      “The second house rule is that we never interfere with another Flower’s client. Everyone is free to mingle. Services are to some extent pre-contracted. Men have their favorites and new Flowers tend to attract a lot of attention. I have no patience for mischief and strife. If you have a misunderstanding or disagreement, come to me instead of letting it fester. Men may change allegiances at any moment, so don’t get emotionally attached to any of them. They are fickle creatures, and as often as not, they come back around to the Flower they spurned. There’s no point in being possessive.”

      “Understood.”

      It might not be easy, but Annalise was determined to figure out how to separate emotion from the act of lovemaking before her big night.

      “Third rule: no men are permitted above this level. If I catch a man in your room, our agreement is forfeit and you will owe me as we discussed. The other Flowers are supposed to use the rooms in the House of Vice for private assignations, but you can expect public displays such as you witnessed during your last visit.”

      Annalise nodded. Surprisingly, once she’d gotten past the shock, the sight had been unexpectedly alluring. Much more so than coming across women whoring themselves on street corners. No London resident could avoid it.

      “One last rule, you may not have relations with the staff. They’re kind, but they’re here to do a job and we discourage friendliness. If you engage too personally, Starke will fire them and you’ll find life here becomes very uncomfortable for you.”

      “Who is Starke?”

      “My man-of-affairs.”

      “Ah.” She made a mental note to befriend Starke at the first opportunity. “Is there anything else I should know?”

      “The garden is open to residents, though you may see things you don’t expect. It’s well concealed from peeping toms, so enjoy it at your leisure. All I ask of you for the next week, Miss Fernsby, is that you soak up knowledge like a sponge. Get to know the girls. They’ll show you everything you need. Any questions, ask.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “Bella,” she corrected. “Just Bella, here.”

      Annalise smiled widely and curtsied. She traced a path through the library, noting the French doors leading onto the patio and slipping through them. Breathing in the scent of roses as she danced down the steps, thankful for her great fortune at ending up in this beautiful place with such a generous benefactress. Birds chirped. She could hardly hear the turn of wooden wheels on cobblestone just outside the fenced garden.

      Sun shone down on her upturned face. Abruptly, a cold shadow fell across it. Annalise’s eyes flew open right as a man’s shoulder brushed past hers, bumping her.
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      “You shouldn’t have let her come back.”

      Belladonna arched one eyebrow. Her delicate features belied her razor-sharp intelligence. “Let?”

      Heat that had nothing to do with the fine day crawled down Eryx’s neck. Thank God for high collars.

      “She doesn’t belong here,” he grumbled. Bella had just come in from the garden, where the new Flower was trailing her fingertips over a rose petal. She looked so innocent it made his heart hurt.

      Both brows arched high on Bella’s forehead. “And the rest of us do?”

      “You do, of course. It’s your home.”

      One he’d financed the purchase and remodeling of, in exchange for a portion of the profits and free access to her Flowers when he needed it. He tipped them well, and while he knew a percentage ended up in Bella’s pockets, he generally stayed out of how she ran her sham house of reform.

      Until Annalise Fernsby.

      Lately, Bella been tense and secretive. Wary, almost snappish at times. Something was off, not that she would dream of confiding in him. Whatever it was didn’t affect their financial agreements, or she would’ve told him already.

      Bella’s hips swayed as she went to the library’s hidden bar and poured them each a finger of brandy.

      “You know perfectly well, Wilder, that women come here of their own volition. Stay of their own free will. Do nothing they don’t wish. That’s the entire appeal of this place.”

      This place.

      Eryx knew she had at least three other properties. One in the countryside, villas in southern France and Italy. Belladonna’s wealth insulated her from a great deal of scandal. She wasn’t impervious, but she could afford to tweak the noses of the aristocracy, particularly the inflexible, obnoxiously moral ones. Bella kept thick files upon where they stuck their peckers, or whom their wives dallied with, and the countess wasn’t afraid of a little friendly blackmail to keep people from interfering with her operation.

      “I know.”

      He’d been instrumental in creating this bold fiction of a home for reformed whores, right under the scions of Society’s noses. They were alike, he and Countess Oreste. Outsiders clinging to the skirts of respectability, dragged down by their dodgy origins. He, illegitimate. She, a courtesan before she married Count Oreste. Tolerated, perhaps liked, but never admired.

      Not entirely true. Both of them were admired in the context of new-world wealth—which was to say, sneered at behind their backs, regardless of how much money they accumulated. Eryx wanted the approval of his social betters so badly he could taste it, bitter on his tongue. He couldn’t fathom walking away from the prospect of being accepted by people like his brother and father, for a few thousand pounds.

      If that’s all it took...

      “If all she needs is money, I’ll give her whatever she needs.”

      Bella pressed the cut crystal glass into his hand, and rolled her eyes.

      “Please. Money is only part of the equation.”

      “What could possibly be worth living here for a summer, at such a great cost?” he demanded. What he should have said was, I would give anything to have the kind of innate respectability conferred by legitimate birth and a good family. Instead, he opened his mouth and promptly crammed his entire boot between his teeth.

      “Turned reformer, all of a sudden?” Bella asked tartly. She curled into a chair, knees bent and feet tucked up beneath her primrose pink silk skirts. “Like Erskine?”

      Eryx made a face. “Have pity, Bella.”

      “Tell me, Wilder. What is so terrible about living under my roof?”

      Her tone was deceptively soft.

      “Nothing.” He sighed. “Your home is more than comfortable, your food and drink beyond compare, and your Flowers’ company is delightful.”

      She snorted. A tiny huff of derision. “As if you’d know anything about my girls, Wilder.”

      True enough.

      “My sister would give her right arm for a chance at the kind of respectability Ms. Fernsby scorns.” He sighed.

      “Your sister, or you?”

      Eryx cut his gaze away. Damn the woman for being too perceptive. Her mind worked faster than anyone he’d ever met. It remained a mystery to him how a vibrant and successful courtesan in her prime had come to be married to that desiccated old fossil, Count Oreste. Bella wasn’t one to give away her heart.

      Despite this, he was confident theirs had been a love match. The one thing Bella didn’t crave, the way he did, was social acceptance. When she couldn’t wrest it from London society with wealth and charm, she forced her way into that rarified world with temptation and genteel blackmail.

      No one used gossip as ruthlessly as Countess Oreste.

      “Why are you so desperate for the approval of people like Erskine, my friend? Apart from the political connections, of course.”

      My friend was not a term Bella often used. It softened him. Ordinarily, he’d have brushed off such a question. As the current Opposition Leader, and likely to be the next Prime Minister once political winds shifted, Erskine was an unusual new client for her to entertain. Ordinarily, Bella avoided letting politically dangerous people anywhere near her house of reform.

      Politicians with desires they couldn’t easily satisfy elsewhere were welcomed with open arms—and the understanding that their secrets would not be kept if they ever betrayed her.

      Men like Erskine, who did not come here to avail themselves of the Flowers’ services, were carefully turned away.

      That was another thing he needed to discuss with her, once he’d smoothed over this faux pas.

      “You know as well as I do that there are some things money can’t buy,” he answered gruffly.

      A trill of laughter came from the next room. A bright, airy parlor set up with games where the last respectable visitors of the afternoon would be gently nudged out the door, allowing more salacious pleasures to take over. They were already well underway downstairs in the House of Vice.

      Belladonna shrugged and unfurled her legs from beneath the silk flounces of her skirt, rising fluidly before placing her feet into the jeweled velvet slippers she wore indoors. All the women here did—a charming affectation that lost none of its appeal for being calculated.

      “You really think that’s true?” she asked, softly. “You, Eryx, who’s done his damnedest to buy his way into the good graces of the aristocracy?”

      “I know it’s true.”

      He swung into stride beside her, companionably adjusting his pace to suit her deceptively casual one. She moved like a dancer. Perhaps she’d been one at one point, before their lives had intersected. No one knew much of anything about Belladonna before her appearance as Countess Oreste a decade ago. She kept her past to herself.

      She hm-ed thoughtfully. “Perhaps so, for men. For women, who are economic dependents, money is the key to everything worth having. Miss Fernsby understands that.”

      Eryx’s gaze was already fixated upon the girl in question. Afternoon sunlight, filtered through a sheer lace curtain, fell over the group, giving the women’s faces a painterly glow like his favorite Vermeer. (He owned four.)

      Frustration swelled in his chest. Like the other women, Lily was dressed to receive daytime visitors in virginal cream linen and modest adornments. With her silky blond hair pinned up and soft tendrils floating upon invisible air currents around the long, pale column of her throat, she appeared positively angelic. Bright-eyed with curiosity as Ivy and Iris bantered easily with Erskine.

      He tasted his own bitterness. Erskine was the worst kind of reformer: narrow-minded, arrogant, and unwilling to listen to anyone else’s opinions. Bella was taking a great risk simply by letting him sit in her parlor. Why the hell was she letting him in?

      He could ruin a very profitable investment. Eryx had made out handsomely, after being the sole investor in Bella’s whorehouse masquerading as a charity home. Mayfair mansions didn’t come cheap, and even a countess had needed financing. He wasn’t keen to risk their mutually beneficial arrangement, though he didn’t technically need the income anymore.

      He especially did not like the man being anywhere near Annalise Fernsby.

      Any man, for that matter. She was here, and he hated it with a disturbing passion.

      A sharp elbow in his ribs brought him rudely out of his ruminations.

      “Stop scowling at her,” Bella hissed. “Get this, whatever it is, out of your system before you ruin my profits.”

      “She’s too young,” he complained, glaring hard at Miss Fernsby as if he had any power to frighten her off.

      “Most of them are young when they start,” Bella said. “Iris and Ivy were twelve. Not with me, mind you; it was their parents who sold them into the trade.”

      Eryx shuddered.

      “Please tell me Miss Fernsby is older than that.”

      God, he hadn’t been lusting after a girl barely out of the schoolroom, had he? There was no doubt that was what he felt. But no, even as the words were out of his mouth, he knew he’d stepped in it again. Belladonna refused to traffic in young flesh, and he’d just implied she did.

      “She’s twenty,” Bella said, shooting him a narrow glare. “We’ve both been poor, Eryx. We don’t rise by exploiting the defenseless. She knows what she’s about. This was her decision. Her choice.”

      True. Even if he lost everything tomorrow, he’d never suggest his sister sell her body to keep food on the table and a roof over their heads. He’d sell himself first. Then again, as a duke’s by-blow, he’d never been so down on his luck that they needed to. He tried not to judge those who made decisions from desperation.

      “I can’t save them from what happens before they come here,” Bella continued. “But I can give these women a place to practice their trade as safely as possible, without fear of violence. Autonomy and opportunity. What they do with it once they leave is their business. Not yours.”

      Eryx scoffed. Some “opportunity,” the chance to lie with strangers for money. He couldn’t think of many other occupations open to women, though. Especially not lucrative ones requiring education and training typically unavailable to the fairer sex. Grinding work in the mills, perhaps. Sewing. Serving. Both of which came with the threat of sexual predation anyway.

      Economic dependency was a rotten deal for women. Bella knew it. He liked to think that most men were honorable and held women in high regard, but he knew better.

      His father, for instance, had never protected his mother from the consequences of their shared actions.

      “She still shouldn’t be here,” he muttered, never taking his eyes from Miss Fernsby’s angelic profile. She glanced up at him and scowled.

      Instead of taking Bella up on her generous offer of a vigorous fuck with Jasmine to clear this insanity from his mind once and for all, Eryx moved into the room and sprawled beside Ivy on the long sofa. His bold posture would be fine in the evening, but not during proper visiting hours. She scrambled up, eyeing him, then Erskine, with a small frown, before her gaze flicked to the newcomer seated directly opposite.

      Miss Fernsby’s spine was ramrod straight; the dish of tea perched elegantly in her small hands. She appeared every inch a lady, and Erskine was lapping it up like a dog with a fresh bowl of water on a hot day.

      Now, to get rid of him, and show Miss Fernsby what kind of trouble she’d gotten herself into. There was still time to turn her away.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Annalise

      

      

      “You’re back,” he growled, coming out of Belladonna’s study and down the steps into the garden where Annalise had been enjoying a stroll.

      Him.

      The man with the enormous cock. The one who’d stared at her like a wolf about to devour prey. Who made her feel dangerous things. He was the one who’d given her the idea to auction herself.

      “Indeed,” Annalise rasped. She licked her lips. He was taller than she remembered. Broader in the chest and shoulders. His dark hair curled slightly, and the faint spice of cologne lingered in her nostrils. The scent of maleness she registered, confusingly, as one she hadn’t had the pleasure of since her father’s death. His had been familiar and comforting.

      This man’s scent was different. Compelling, when she caught a hint of expensive shaving soap and starch. Not unpleasant; impossible to ignore or identify with the perfume of roses hanging heavily in the air. Sandalwood and petrichor. Salt and leather. Masculine, clean and enticing.

      “Having your way with one of the girls?” she asked, tartly.

      “Are you volunteering?”

      There was a bite to his tone she didn’t quite understand. What an ass.

      “No. Never. Not with you.”

      “Good,” he snapped. “An innocent little thing like you couldn’t handle me anyway.”

      Annalise gasped.

      This man was just like her father: a man who prioritized his own needs over anyone else’s. He might be attractive, but she’d heard enough complaints about his rough way of bedding women from the other Flowers to know that she wouldn’t enjoy the experience of lying with him.

      She hadn’t been able to stop thinking about him, but there was no way she would give further thought to a man this rude and arrogant.

      Annalise turned on her heel, darted back up the stone stairs and through the French doors, into the house. She leaned against them, chest heaving as she tried to regain her equilibrium.

      She didn’t even know his name, but she knew his face and the length and girth of his cock. Shuddered to remember it…or was it a shiver?

      Belladonna hadn’t stated any such rule, but she was certain she’d just broken one: never insult the clients. Whomever he was, that man was a stain upon her shiny new start.
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