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      Rose Leland peered around the edge of a heavy velvet curtain, twisting gold fringe between her fingers.

      “You aren’t nervous, are you?” asked a feminine voice from behind her. The smooth silk strands slipped easily from her tight hold.

      Rose turned slightly to see her friend, Belladonna, known to most of the aristocrats seated in the audience beyond the stage as Countess Oreste. “Am I ever nervous?” She deflected with a question of her own.

      “Far more often than you let on,” Bella said with excruciating sympathy.

      “I am not afraid of him.” Rose jerked her chin higher.

      “I know you’re not.” Her friend touched her shoulder, and Rose fought the urge to lean into that simple contact. Worry pleated Bella’s forehead. “But I would understand if you were. Prince Leopold is violent and prone to anger. Tonight, you are going to provoke him. Anyone would be worried.”

      Ever since they had met in Paris—was it almost a decade ago?—Bella had been the only person who had ever proved worthy of Rose’s trust. When she had finally found the courage to break free of Leo’s control barely two months ago, she had run straight to Bella for help. Humiliating to have to do that, after she had been the one to leave the safety of Belladonna’s House of Virtue in the first place. But Bella hadn’t spoken a word of admonishment, only welcomed her with open arms.

      In her flight, Rose had been forced to leave something of great value behind. Tonight was the first step in her plan to get it back.

      She was too old to start over as a courtesan. If this failed...she couldn’t fathom the consequences. A long descent into obscurity, clinging desperately to the edges of the demimonde, taking any man who would keep her as her looks faded.

      No man kept her in jewels and silks for her personality. Her tits, yes. Her legendary skills in the bedroom were absolutely a selling point. Her acerbic tongue, however, was best applied to stroking men’s cocks, not their egos. Some men relished her acid wit—at first. They inevitably grew tired of it, and of her. Some sooner than others.

      Without her looks and her sex appeal, what was she?

      Nothing. No one.

      Pathetic. Like her mother, toward the end. Rose would rather throw herself into the Thames than try to eke out an existence as an impoverished, washed-up whore. This plan must work.

      “Are you certain he’s here? I can’t see any of their faces,” Rose fretted.

      On the stage, identical twins clad in scandalously diaphanous dresses performed acrobatics on a large silver ring suspended from the ceiling. The act was based upon a scene from a play one of Bella’s friends was working on. Oscar-something, an Irishman who preferred other men and had a flamboyant way with clothes and words alike. Wilde, that was his surname.

      “He’s here,” Bella said grimly. She was not talking about the playwright. Anxiety sank sharp teeth into Rose. She was nervous. Not about performing her song. About Leo. What he might do.

      Had he been surprised to receive a personal invitation from Countess Oreste to attend the soft opening of her private cabaret theater? Would he be suspicious?

      Did it matter?

      Bella had never directly challenged him. Leo’s connection to Queen Victoria made him nigh-untouchable. He was her late husband’s nephew, the prince of a now-obsolete Prussian state, his title a mere courtesy. Victoria mourned Albert’s loss deeply and valued family above all else. Her patience might be tried by Leo’s debts and his involvement with London’s fastest social set, but she would stand by him no matter how badly he behaved.

      Bella claimed Leo was so full of pompous self-regard that he wouldn’t see the invitation as a trap until Rose went onto the stage to spring it. She prayed her friend was right. Not that the Lord was in the habit of answering the prayers of unrepentant whores.

      “You’re up,” Bella whispered with a squeeze of her hand. “Remember, this is only the beginning of our trap. I’m depending on you.”

      She bussed an air kiss in the vicinity of Rose’s ear.

      Rose didn’t understand the full extent of the pickle that her friend had found herself mired in these past several months. All she knew was that the day she had showed up with Leo’s journal, Bella had gone very pensive and spent hours studying it. Then she had said, “Rose, I can help you get the deed to your house back. But I am going to need you to play a role in my plan. Can you do that?”

      Rose hadn’t hesitated to say yes. She would do anything to get Rosecourt’s deed back from Leo, to whom she had stupidly entrusted it for “safekeeping.” He had held that document as blackmail to force her to stay with him no matter how bad his treatment of her became—and by the time she finally took his journal and ran for her life, matters had become ghastly.

      But two could engage in extortion. That was her plan: to pressure Leo into giving back her deed in exchange for her returning the little black book where he catalogued his many transgressions. He might have her deed, but he was not listed as the legal owner of her beloved home. By holding onto it, he could prevent her from proving Rosecourt belonged to her. She had learned the hard way that a woman’s claim to property was legally tenuous. Everything had to be spelled out in black and white for her to prevail.

      Worse, there were whispers that Leo was attempting to sell her property fraudulently to satisfy his mounting debts. To stop him, she would have to fight him in court—which could take years, and take money she didn’t have.

      Without Bella’s support, this plan would never have been worth the gamble.

      Yet her friend was facing her own troubles. Her popular and profitable clandestine brothel, The House of Virtue, was a shell of its former self. She was embroiled in a dispute with a vicious underworld procuress operating in St. Giles, for reasons Rose did not entirely understand.

      It was hard for Rose not to feel as if Bella was using her misfortunes to her own advantage.

      Rose pushed the uncharitable thought away.

      Onstage, the twins descended from their aerial loop to the stage and took their bows. Black-clad crew—footmen pressed into service—doused the lights. The velvet curtains swung closed, ripping the gold tassels from her weak grasp; she had been toying with them again without realizing. Two strong men unhooked the silver ring and attached a swing to the hidden rope in the ceiling. The wooden seat was suspended by four ropes and decorated with lavish silk flowers that would trail as she kicked slowly back and forth and sang. Rose sat prettily upon it, clutching the ropes in hands with white knuckles, for there was nothing to prevent her from falling off.

      You’ve practiced this many times. The seat will hold. You aren’t going to fall. This is like when you were a child, she reminded herself for the hundredth time, dredging up a distant memory of the last time she had felt truly free from worldly cares. Ever since her mother had sold her into prostitution at the age of sixteen, this was what she had been: a beautiful bird in a gilded cage.

      One who did not enjoy heights.

      But this performance was the beginning of her revenge, and Rose was not going to fail now. She gathered all the emotion and projected it into her voice as her song’s opening notes floated out over the crowd. The curtain parted and the swing lifted. Her slippered feet swung in the air. Her grip on the ropes tightened. Her stomach lurched as she sang, “Come gather ye maidens, ye ladies, draw near, I’ll sing you a tale that the town ought to hear, Of a man with fine words and a smile to deceive, Who fattens his purse by the hearts that he thieves.”

      A ripple ran through the audience. Half the men in this room could be the subject of this song, but her target would soon know precisely who she was describing. He surely suspected already.

      Rose’s lips tipped up in a smile as she imagined his shock and astonishment. She did love to provoke a man, and tonight, she was being more provoking than she had ever been in her life. With growing confidence, she belted out the chorus. “Oh false-hearted villain, your sins I’ll declare/ You’ve broken my body, you’ve ruined my peace, But return me my treasure, the one thing you stole, And I’ll bury your name with the peace of my soul.”

      She would bury him, all right, or die trying.

      “He courted me sweetly with flattery and lies/ Soft vows on his tongue and bright light in his eyes/ But his kisses were poison, his promises dust/ A serpent in velvet, a traitor unjust.”

      “Ooh.” Someone in the audience clapped. Everyone loved a tragic love story. Hard-hearted bitch that she was, this aspect of her tale was entirely fictional. Rose had never loved any man. The only reason she knew she had a heart was because she loved Bella as the sister she’d never had. Some of the Flowers, the whores Bella housed in her own home, weren’t so bad, either. It was difficult to say which gender she liked least. Depended upon the day and who she was sleeping with at any given moment.

      Leo had imparted a decidedly bitter flavor upon all specimens of the male persuasion.

      Too bad she continued to need their money.

      Rose launched into the second chorus with gusto, kicking her legs to put the swing into motion and show off her legs. This performance was as much an advertisement to attract her next paramour as it was provocation of a prince.

      She did have extraordinarily nice legs, if she did say so herself. Had God designed the perfect courtesan, He had broken the mold in making her body a sensual delight. She took pride in her appearance. Still, Rose rather thought she had been crafted by the Devil himself. A siren calling men to their ruin. One man, in particular, tonight. If all went as planned.

      Was Leo reacting? Were the other wealthy aristocrats in the audience beginning to understand who she was describing? A defamation suit would ruin her, and Leo wouldn’t hesitate to slap her with one, should she fall on the wrong side of the line between vague and specific. Bella’s solicitor had reviewed the lyrics she’d composed to artfully hint at his many misdeeds without saying them outright.

      Rumors would follow him everywhere he went for weeks to come. His creditors would be emboldened to hound him. Victoria would be forced to confront his debts and covertly criminal behavior, rather than ignoring and quietly enabling it. His respectable friends would shun him, and there would be little solace for him among the scandalous faster set, either. People who thought they had made a loan in good faith would know, after tonight, that they were never getting paid back. Life, as the prince knew it, would end.

      In the midst of her whirling thoughts, Rose almost missed a cue.

      “He stole from my keeping the coin I had saved, The silver I earned flat on my back”—this provoked a laugh from the audience— “He struck me for pleading, he laughed at my cries, Then bartered my home, not his, for a song.”

      An audible gasp, followed by murmurs. Rose leaned into the last verse. “The keepsake I cherished—my heart’s dearest part—He swore he would sell it, and tear it apart, No shilling to give me, no kindness to spare, A robber of women, a curse on the crown.”

      No one could possibly doubt his identity now.

      “I am neither the first, nor the last, to be wronged, And merchants of honor he’s cheated as well...” she trilled. Finally, there was a commotion from the audience. Leo must have learned a modicum of patience in the weeks since she had fled from him. Nearly two months.

      He’d probably thought she was gone for good.

      Oh, yes, that was fury blazing in his eyes as he strode up the aisle. Where was Starke? Bella’s butler and personal guard was supposed to be watching for this moment, yet Leo was climbing onto the stage⁠—

      Fear twisted in her gut. This wasn’t supposed to happen. She broke off mid-verse and kicked furiously when Leo reached for her legs, catching her by one calf.

      “Let go of me, you oaf.” She tried to strike him with her free foot, but he easily ducked her kick. Why was she so damned tiny? Weak. Ineffective.

      His handsome face went as red as the stage curtains, and contorted into a caricature of rage.

      “Bitch,” he snarled. “I’ll teach you to⁠—”

      Leo hauled on her leg with his full weight and murder in his eyes. Something inside her ankle popped. Distantly, she registered pain. Rose’s slipper came off in his fist. Freed, her perch careened wildly. She clutched the ropes and closed her eyes.

      Her skirt suddenly went taut, pulling the swing forward so hard that she was nearly thrown off. She lost her grip on one of the ropes and lurched sideways. Rose was so terrified that couldn’t even summon a scream.

      If she fell off this swing, she would die. Leo would kill her in front of all these people and not a single soul would intervene, not even Bella—where was Starke?

      Hands grabbed her around the waist.

      “No,” she whimpered. Pride be damned.

      Bella had promised.

      Leo wasn’t supposed to touch her⁠—

      Panicking, she fought with all her might. A five-foot-three, hundred-pound woman was no match for a six-foot-plus man, even if he was given to dissolute living.

      A strange laugh bubbled out of her throat, high and wheezy. She twisted and smacked anything she could reach: his arms, his head, his back—even his arse, when he finally tossed her over his shoulder like a damned sack of potatoes.

      She drove her knee into his stomach and was rewarded with a mild grunt.

      Why was Bella letting him carry her off like this?

      Unless...this wasn’t Leo, after all.

      But then, who?
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      Rose struggled with all her might. No matter who was carrying her bodily from Belladonna’s private theater, she did not want to leave, yet her captor stoically ignored her protests, which were turning increasingly vocal now that terror no longer tied her tongue. Loosened by outrage and frustration, she unleashed a tirade of invective upon her kidnapper.

      “Let me go, you filthy beast. Immediately,” she panted. “You piss-soaked, bull-headed, ham-handed, woman-stealing rat,” she seethed in between gasps. Then she nearly passed out. Being draped over his shoulder pressed her sternum against her spine, squeezing all the air out of her lungs.

      The brute ignored her. She hammered his kidneys with her fists, to no avail. God, how she hated being short and slight. Her fine blond hair was coming down. A strand got caught in her mouth.

      “I had heard you possessed a talent for foul language, Miss Leland. This is a performance fit for a dockside whore,” the man said. “Most impressive. I would applaud if my hands weren’t full.”

      That was not Leo’s voice.

      Stunned into momentary compliance, she remembered the last time she’d heard this man speak to her: nine months before, in late December of 1881, at Bella’s decadent holiday masquerade party. Rose had been there with Leo, of course. He liked to parade her around as if she were his pet dog. The most beautiful courtesan in London. The most coveted, the most expensive—not that he had given her a farthing in months—and she was his. She even wore a collar made of jewels. Although, that was more to conceal the bruises on her throat.

      Lord Lysander Grant Byrne, the Duke of Gryphon, had been kind to her that night. Not that she had demonstrated one iota of appreciation, lest Leo find out and punish her for it later.

      She still kept the stained handkerchief he’d given her to blot her bloody nose with.

      You’re not my knight in shining armor, Your Grace, she’d snapped at the time. No man is. I look after my own interests.

      You’re doing a splendid job of it, too, he’d answered acerbically, and she’d been of half a mind to slap him for it. But then he’d muttered, Someone ought to fight for you.

      She hadn’t stopped thinking about their brief exchange for months. A weak part of her wanted that. Someone who would fight for her instead of using her and throwing her in the trash, for once.

      A fairy tale. Real heroines saved themselves from danger, and that was exactly what she had been doing tonight—until the duke intervened.

      Now her carefully laid plan was ruined. She was going to have to toss herself into the Thames, and she hated heights. A fresh wave of fury consumed her.

      Rose screamed. A wordless, deafening shriek that bounced off marble, punctuated by the duke’s footfalls. Where was Starke when she needed him? The Duke of Gryphon could not simply remove a woman from Belladonna’s House of Virtue—or anywhere else in London, for that matter. She might be female and a whore, but she still had rights.

      Didn’t she?

      Whether she did or not, no amount of flailing could free her from his grip. She tried kicking. Twisting. She pounded his broad back with balled fists. He grunted, but his steps did not falter.

      Cool air wafted up the backs of her legs and onto her stinging cheeks when a footman had the audacity to open the door for him. Blasted dukes. How she loathed powerful men. They got everything they wanted, no matter how unreasonable or even illegal.

      “Get in, you little hellcat,” the duke snarled, tossing her down with little effort.

      Walls closed around her. Pleated silk overhead and damask on the walls. Her back hit the buttery, white-leather squabs hard enough to make the springs squeak protest. Rose rebounded with all her might, flinging herself at freedom, only to crash into Gryphon’s broad chest, a wall of muscle softened only by a layer of wool. He caught her by the wrists.

      “Will you sit, or am I going to have to spank you into submission?”

      “I thought hitting a woman was beneath you,” she seethed.

      A slight smile quirked up his lips, barely there before disappearing. “Depends upon whether or not she wanted it.” The carriage jolted into motion, throwing Rose off-balance as she crouched between his knees. Heat flared in her core.

      She was a wicked wanton. She always had been.

      Yet she had sworn off men. Even the handsome ones. Especially the handsome ones. Until she was ready for a new protector, she wasn’t sleeping with anyone.

      Leo had looked like this once upon a time, when they’d first met. His hair was brighter blond than Gryphon’s, whose longish, tawny mane reminded her of a lion’s. He moved like one, too. Coiled power. She was disgusted by own visceral response to the duke.

      How predictable, that her own body would betray her.

      Everyone else had, even Belladonna.

      Why hadn’t she stopped the Duke of Gryphon from stealing her away?

      “You can’t take me,” she snapped. A bump knocked her into his lap. Her tits, pushed high by her costume, might as well be a platter shoved in his face. He didn’t so much as glance down.

      “I just did.” Slowly, he released her, allowing her shaking knees to drop her silk-clad bottom onto the leather. She was facing backward. A true gentleman would have taken the rear-facing seat.

      “Thus ruining my debut performance.” She scoffed, patting her hair and discovering a large section dangled past her shoulder, having been ripped out of its pins during Leo’s public assault.

      Not a single soul had moved to stop him.

      Except Lord Lysander Grant Byrne, the Duke of Gryphon. Prat. After weeks of planning, her plan had worked—until this blasted aristocrat had interfered.

      Tense silence filled the carriage as it rumbled away from Mayfair, where she had been staying at Belladonna’s House of Virtue.

      “I didn’t know you could sing,” he said casually.

      “I’m a woman of many talents.” Rose smirked. She had learned the art of seduction at her mother’s knee. Her childhood as a madam’s daughter—her father’s identity unknown—had taught her to seduce and cajole men from an early age. Annoyance could be as powerful as beauty was. If not more so.

      A muscle ticked in his jaw. Gryphon twitched his sleeve straight. She could practically see the wheels in his mind turning.

      Abruptly, his gaze locked onto hers. One second, he was studying the herringbone pattern on his thighs—which were, Rose couldn’t help noticing, thicker and more muscular than her last paramour’s twiggy limbs. The next, those crystalline blue eyes had pinned her like a butterfly.

      She couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe.

      Rose could neither look away nor run for her life, lest she incite the predator to pounce.

      “I anticipate with great pleasure learning all your gifts, Miss Leland. I intend to keep you safe at Gryphon Manor until the prince can be dealt with.”

      The way he purred the word pleasure sent a hot shiver coursing through her, until the second thing he’d said registered.

      “You’re kidnapping me?” she sputtered. He shrugged.

      “Evidently. For your own safety.”

      Rage blotted her vision. “I had everything under control, you ignorant oaf! You’ve ruined weeks of planning!” She kicked his shins.

      The duke winced, but she’d lost her velvet slippers in the scuffle, and she was doing more damage to her own toes than to him.

      He snatched her ankle and dragged her down, slumping in the seat, her skirt falling up her thighs. Pain radiated up her leg. Rose yelped, then sighed when the duke stroked his thumb up the center of her foot.

      “What, precisely, were you trying to accomplish this evening, Miss Leland? Other than pissing off the most powerful people in all London?”

      “I hope the Devil himself shits in your boots tonight.”

      He tsked. “Such language.”

      “Ordinarily I would offer to put my tongue to better use, but considering the circumstances—ow,” she yelped. The duke had moved his hands to her ankle. Something had popped inside when Leo tried to yank her down from the swing. She had been too busy fighting for her life to register the pain until the duke touched a sore spot.

      “This looks swollen.” He frowned. Rose couldn’t believe she was allowing him to handle her like this. What had gotten into her? She tried to pull her foot away, but he gave her a stern look and held her there with her heel cradled between those thighs she’d admired only a moment ago. Sulking, she slid down on the leather seat and let her skirt fall all the way up her thighs.

      He didn’t take the bait. At first. He gingerly explored the shape of her foot, testing the swollen flesh with a gentle touch. Only then did his gaze glide up the line of her exposed calf, taking in the stocking that sagged around her knee, and her pale thigh.

      “I’m not fucking you,” she declared.

      “I didn’t ask you to. Trust me, Miss Leland, you’ll know if that’s what I want.”

      “Then why kidnap me, you hog-faced cretin?”

      He released her foot and slumped against the squabs with an aggrieved expression. “You don’t actually think I’m hog-faced, do you?”

      The idea that this man was vain enough to be wounded by a schoolyard taunt amused her. She was still furious with him, so she lied. “Hideous. Entirely porcine.”

      He glanced out the window and rubbed his decidedly un-snout-like nose with one finger, an absent, self-conscious gesture. There was a slight bump in the center as if it had been broken and set properly.

      Belatedly, Rose remembered to retrieve her foot from his lap.

      He couldn’t possibly be offended by her insult. The man had two functional, not to mention captivating, eyes. Mirrors existed. Undoubtedly, he had availed himself of one to get dressed for tonight’s excursion.

      No, this was simply a game. All men played them. The trick was to figure out the rules. He was trying to make her feel sorry for saying cruel things. Well, she wasn’t, and she refused to pretend otherwise. If he wanted an apology, he could wait until hell froze over.

      “Whether you find me attractive or not, you will be staying with me for the foreseeable future,” he said.

      “Did Bella arrange this with you?” she demanded.

      “No. I acted spontaneously, and unilaterally.”

      “What—why?” Rose sputtered.

      The duke tented his fingers and leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees. He took up the entire carriage with his tall, strong body.

      “Last winter, I watched you walk away from me and return to Prince Leopold, despite blood dripping down your beautiful face, Miss Leland. I won’t allow that to happen again.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. Heat skittered over her skin, yet a shiver coursed up her spine. Lysander brought his hand to her face, touching her so gently, with such reverence, that she could not find words. “You are a work of art. I might be Quasimodo in your eyes, but I will not allow him to mar your beauty ever again.”

      For the first time in her life, Rose’s tongue was silenced.
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      “That is not an excuse to kidnap me,” Rose snapped. If she was at all mollified by his compliment, she didn’t show it. He couldn’t blame her. He could scarcely believe what he’d done, either.

      The fact that she thought him ugly stung his pride more than it should. Lysander gave little thought to his appearance beyond whether his hair was combed and his clothes on straight. Prince Leopold tended toward foppishness. If over-groomed was Rose’s taste in men, well, he could see how she might find him too rough and untamed for appeal. No other women had been scornful of his looks, but then, women often lied to men in his position. A duke, no matter how hideous, was a catch.

      Perversely, one thing he liked about Miss Leland was the way she blurted out unvarnished truths without a care. His title almost seemed to offend her. She certainly couldn’t be accused of coveting him for it, which was strangely refreshing.

      “I didn’t say it was.” He sighed. How could he make her understand, when he himself didn’t? “When the prince attacked you, I snapped. I had to get you somewhere safe. That is all it was. Now that we can speak more deliberately, I am inviting you to stay at my home until such a time as it is safe for you to leave again.”

      “Inviting?” She scoffed. “I’ll have you arrested. This is outrageous.”

      He could hardly argue the point. “Are you certain you wish to involve the magistrate?”

      Lysander hadn’t meant it as a threat, but Miss Leland’s spine snapped straight. Her emerald eyes became a gimlet glare.

      “A courtesan would be rolling the dice in going to the law,” he clarified. “As I am sure you are well aware.”

      Her expression held all the warmth of an Arctic winter. He swallowed. Angry or not, he couldn’t stop staring at her in fascination. Her makeup was too garish and smudged in places, yet he had to wonder: How could one woman be so blessed with beauty? Physically, there wasn’t a single flaw he could detect. He had seen her around town over the past few years, always from a distance. Everyone stared. Women and men; young and old alike. She was that compelling.

      “My invitation is sincere, Miss Leland. I will return you to Belladonna’s House of Virtue tomorrow morning. Once it’s safe.”

      An unruly inner voice wailed that the only place Rose Leland would ever be safe was in his bed, where he would keep her night and day, given the chance.

      Clearly, she was not going to give him the chance.

      “I will return tonight, after the performance is finished.” She raised her arms and began furiously stabbing pins into her golden hair. Even her elbows were dainty and perfectly formed. He had heard of women who had dimples surgically created. Undoubtedly, hers were natural.

      Her slender throat bore no bruises. Relief loosened his shoulders. Rose’s clavicles were nothing less than poetic in their delicate spread. Below it, the twin globes of her surprisingly full breasts swelled temptingly before her body narrowed sharply at the waist. A tight-laced corset could achieve a similar effect, yet the garment sat comfortably around her ribs. She was naturally crafted to drive men to distraction.

      Then there were her legs. Every man in the theater had been ogling them. A primal part of him had been infuriated that those legs had been on full display when they belonged around his waist. What little he knew about her bottom was that it was no less tempting than the rest of her. He could imagine hoisting her, palming the firm globes in both palms, pinning her to a wall. Her locking those glorious limbs around his waist as he slid⁠—

      “I’m not staying with you, Your Grace. Take me back.”

      Lysander’s filthy fantasy popped like a soap bubble. “No.”

      “Then you are holding me against my will.”

      “We have established that. It’s for your own good.” He winced at his own starchy arrogance. “When you are with me, you are safe.”

      “Except from kidnapping.”

      “Correct.”

      “Pardon me if I am not reassured, Your Grace.”

      He gritted his teeth. The way she spoke his rightful honorific was anything but respectful. She might as well be saying you arsehole every time.

      “Whether or not you want to be here, we have arrived at my home. Welcome to Gryphon Manor.” He stepped down from the carriage and turned, ignoring her outstretched hand. Instead, he scooped her into his arms.

      “I am not a child who needs to be carried,” she protested.

      “Your ankle is injured and your dress torn.” He ought to have given her his jacket, but he had a feeling she would have stubbornly refused that, too, despite the goose flesh rippling up her bare arms.

      She weighed nothing. That wild, possessive part of him settled contentedly now that he was holding her again.

      Only to howl protest a moment later when he placed her on a velvet fainting sofa in the front sitting room. His mother had liked to read on this couch while waiting for callers, when she was still mistress of Gryphon Manor.

      In some ways, she still was. Lady Gryphon meddled in her unmarried, thirty-eight-year-old, only son’s life, far more often than he liked. Until he saw fit to make a new duchess lady of the house, he was resigned to tolerating her machinations.

      Lysander did not want to know what she would think of his guest. Perhaps Miss Leland would hie off to the House of Virtue before his mother got wind of her presence. In any event, that was a problem for another time. Why borrow trouble, when he had already stolen so much?

      Gently, he examined Miss Leland’s slender foot. Purple marks ringed her ankle where Prince Leopold had tried to pull her off the swing. There was a puffy spot below the ankle bone that made her yelp when he applied the slightest pressure with the tips of his fingers.

      “Bartholomew, fetch ice.”

      “Right away, sir.”

      His butler signaled to a footman. Butlers did not fetch when younger legs moved faster.

      “I’m fine,” Miss Leland seethed, jerking her foot away. She stumbled upright and grimaced.

      “Sit. Down.” Lysander was accustomed to being obeyed. The only people who generally ignored his commands were his half-brother and -sister, Eryx and Cora Wilder. They used to anger him with their irreverence.

      When they first came into his life, after his father’s untimely death, the revelation that he had two half-siblings came as a shock. They had grown on him, eventually, despite their carefree, chaotic ways. He had invested early on in Eryx’s bank, a gamble that had paid off tenfold. Last winter, he had negotiated a good marriage settlement for Cora. She’d had reservations about the match, but ultimately, she had gone through with it and now she and Wentworth were exceedingly happy together.

      Sickeningly in love.

      Disgustingly content.

      He wasn’t envious at all.

      While Eryx had once been obsessed with the idea of marrying into the aristocracy, he’d fallen for a commoner like himself. Lysander didn’t know his sister-in-law, Annalise, very well. She was quieter, a bit reserved, like he himself was. Neither of them was the most forthcoming of conversationalists. All he knew was that she and Eryx, too, were revoltingly in love. Expecting a baby any day now.

      Whereas Lysander had been fighting off his mother’s attempts to marry him to a suitable young lady and improve the Gryphon bloodline as if he was a prize stallion to be put to stud, for years now.

      Kidnapping Rose Leland from a brothel was certainly one way to express his rebellion.

      “I will not sit down.” Miss Leland attempted to take a step and nearly fell over. She clutched his arm. A rictus of pain flashed across her face. “Perhaps I shall reconsider.”

      Lysander bit back a smile. “Good.”

      She plopped onto the chaise with a mulish expression.

      “Bartholomew will be here momentarily with ice and a bandage for your ankle. Do not be difficult. He is here to help you.”

      Rose leaned forward with a wicked glint in her eye. “Shall I offer to suck his cock as thanks?”

      He knew she was being deliberately provocative, yet Lysander’s entire body reacted with instinctive violence to the mere thought of her touching any man that way, other than him. He quelled it ruthlessly, but not before she caught his jaw clenching and flashed a predatory grin. She leaned back in the chair. Her pouty lips stretched into a smile as she thrust her breasts high. Her costume was already low-cut. The pose made her tits unignorable.

      “Never mind. I shall do the honors,” he said curtly, and strode away from her triumphant laughter.

      He was rattled, and it was all his own fault. He had planned to approach Miss Leland after the performance and inquire whether she was seeking a new protector, now that Prince Leopold was out of the picture.

      Clearly, there was more to it than he knew. Lysander intended to get to the bottom of whatever sordid history plagued the woman he desired in his bed against all reason or propriety. In the meantime, the prince would never touch a single hair on her head, ever again. Even if he had to keep the courtesan prisoner to ensure her safety.
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      Rose fumed about being forgotten by her best and only friend while the duke knelt before her to wrap her injured foot in strips of soft linen.

      “I rather like it when you bow to me, Your Grace,” she teased.

      “Don’t get used to it.” He didn’t look up from his work. Large, warm hands turned her ankle from side to side. She stared down at the crown of his head with the oddest desire to run her fingers through it. He was so damnably perfect all the time. She had the perverse desire to turn him into a disheveled mess of a man.

      Alas, he left her as soon as her ankle was bandaged.

      A maidservant assisted with removing her torn dress and putting on a clean nightgown, one far too large for Rose’s small frame. “I’m thirty, not thirteen,” she fumed to the maid’s back, who ignored her. The nightgown made her look like a little girl playing dress-up in her mother’s clothes—something Rose had never done even as a child, for Melva Leland had never permitted her only daughter to touch anything in her closet. None of the women at the brothel did.

      Now that she was older, she understood why. Clothing and shoes were expensive. As a little girl, she’d been fascinated by their finery and wounded that they never let her try it on. She’d spent most of her childhood in a hurry to grow up. Now, she was trying to hang onto her youthful looks for as long as she could.

      The maid also brought a tray with warm water and soap to wash up while Rose laid in bed with her foot elevated on two pillows and an ice pack melting into them.

      Being pampered did feel nice. For a while. Then, as the maid was leaving her, Rose caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror over the dresser and swore.

      Leo had certainly aged her, she mused bitterly, and it took a long time for Rose to fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Rose became aware of two things, first slowly, then all at once. She hadn’t slept so deeply in years. Her limbs felt thick and heavy as if they were filled with lead. Her entire body was cushioned in softness, from the pillowcase beneath her cheek to the sheets and coverlet draped over her.

      In the distance, she heard raised voices. Rose rolled over and pulled the pillow over her head. There was no way she was going to leave this comfortable cocoon to confront an angry wife.

      Who had she gone to bed with this time?

      Duke. Gryphon. Kidnapping. Rose bolted upright and stared around the unfamiliar room.

      “He’s not married,” she muttered, mostly to reassure herself that she hadn’t made yet another painfully chaotic error of judgment right on the heels of her last one.

      Rose had asked specifically about the duke after they met that night at Belladonna’s last December. She’d wanted to know. For some reason, it had mattered.

      She swung her legs over the side of the bed, but the moment she tried to put weight on her foot, pain shrieked up her leg. Rose yelped and collapsed back onto the mattress.

      Right. Leo and his attack. That explained the bandage wrapped tightly around her ankle. She fell back onto the bed and strained to listen to the voices in the hallway outside her door.

      “—you cannot have her here.”

      “I will entertain any woman I wish to in my own house, Mother.” The masculine voice she recognized instantly as the duke’s.

      “She is a courtesan, Zander.”

      “I am well aware of the fact.”

      The woman made a strangled noise.

      She knew it—the duke did expect her to fall into his bed. He’d been all solicitous concern yesterday, but now, when he thought she was out of earshot, the truth came out. He was aware of the fact that she was a whore, whose only useful quality was the fact that she would part her thighs for the right wealthy man, and the duke was obscenely wealthy, judging from the thick linens on her bed and the silk brocade curtains across the window.

      Rose was of half a mind to let him fuck her. It wasn’t every day that a handsome, muscular duke carried her off. If his cock matched the rest of him, she could be in for quite an experience.
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