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      They weren't supposed to be here.

      The mere sight of the Fernsby girls with their proud, straight backs and faded, patched clothing jolted the jaded countess. She was a woman who prided herself upon never flinching in the face of unexpected events—no matter how challenging. These young women presented a challenge of a highly personal nature.

      “Who are they, Lady Belladonna?” asked Iris, one of her residents at the House of Virtue.

      “Miss Annalise and Rosalyn Fernsby,” she said, feeling her visitors’ innocence like an accusation.

      “That Fernsby?” Iris asked, her brows forming twin arcs of surprise.

      “His daughters.”

      Bella had dreaded this day for eighteen months. Ever since his death. She’d allowed him to linger here for far too long, racking up gambling debts with the members of the ton who came to enjoy the company of her Flowers. The girls had learned by then that he would promise them coin and never pay. Still, he'd been well-liked. Some had pitied him and shared their beds freely, including Iris’ identical twin, Ivy.

      After his last visit, Bella had thrown the man out. He was a danger to her thriving business, and no matter how pleasing to look at or well-mannered, she could not afford to let him mooch her into ruin.

      They had words—angry words—first in person, then by letter. Bella wasn’t one to yell, but she was direct by nature and did not shy away from informing him that even if he were to win every single round of faro for the next month, he still wouldn’t be able to pay the debt he owed her esteemed guests with the proceeds. She thought she was being generous by offering him a way to earn the money: downstairs in the House of Vice.

      He blanched. “I won’t be your whore, countess.”

      “No, you only sleep with them,” she snapped. Bella was well accustomed to the hypocrisy of the upper classes, but to hear a man who had been a regular visitor at her home for two years sneer at the services she and her girls provided—well, it hurt. Even a bitter, jaded old courtesan took pride in her work, and her Flowers certainly didn’t deserve the scorn of a man who desired their services but couldn’t afford to pay for them.

      Her final communications with him had been brief. She suspected that was what brought his daughters here today.

      “Shall I let them in, my lady?”

      Iris went to the door without waiting for a response, giving Bella a few moments to compose herself. She was dressed in green satin trimmed with black lace and cut low in the bosom, a gown more fitting for an evening at the opera than four o’clock on a Monday afternoon, and certainly unsuited for her tedious task: reviewing the bets recorded in her black leather-bound ledger on the terrace overlooking her lush, well-tended garden. A tranquil luxury hidden away in this elegant London neighborhood.

      It took a certain degree of daring to run a brothel in the Queen’s own backyard. Not that Victoria would ever deign to publicly acknowledge a woman such as she. There were only so many sins even the sanctity of marriage could cover for—and she had been properly married to an earl, until she was widowed. It was enough to get her a begrudging tolerance amongst the upper class, but nothing more. Certainly, nothing like approval.

      No matter. Bella neither cared nor wanted it, though she drew the line at outright insults within the walls of her own home.

      A squeal from the manicured maze below made Bella wince. Best not to allow her visitors to see the three women in diaphanous white silk and the two men stripped down to their smalls playing nymphs and dryads in her pleasure garden.

      “I shall meet the young ladies in my study,” Bella called to Iris, firmly closing the French doors against the warm May afternoon. She hefted her black ledger and retired to her well-appointed study, sending a maid to fetch refreshments.

      She chose the settee near the fireplace instead of taking the leather chair behind her inlaid wood desk, a masculine and commanding piece of furniture in an otherwise feminine room. The desk existed to intimidate arrogant men, not loom over grieving young women.

      The Misses Fernsby entered with hushed, wide-eyed astonishment, taking in Bella’s collection of gilt-spined, leather-bound books; the extravagant silk wallpaper above the wainscoting; the upholstered wingback chairs flanking the fireplace.

      “It’s more tasteful than I expected from a⁠—”

      “Rosalyn!” the blond girl hissed. “Manners!” Turning to Bella, she curtsied and said, “Countess Oreste, I beg your pardon. My sister is unaccustomed to polite society these days.”

      Bella let the smile tugging at her mouth win. Jack Fernsby had been proud of his daughters. Rightly so. She knew full well he’d regretted that their prospects had been all but ruined by his foolish investments and unwillingness to cut expenses until it was too late to stave off bankruptcy. This was how he justified spending night after night in her parlor, gambling with the most powerful men in London in hopes he could induce one of them to offer for his eldest, Annalise.

      From time to time, one of her patrons would make an offer of a different kind than the one Fernsby sought. Then the man’s true feelings about Bella’s chosen profession came out: his daughters weren’t whores.

      “I remind you I am a countess, and this is my house you insult with your insinuations, Miss Rosalyn.”

      “Please. We meant no insult.” The older sister cast rebellious Rosalyn a quelling look. “We came in search of answers. You must know, given the content of your correspondence with my father, that we have fallen upon reduced circumstances. We thought that perhaps our father’s old acquaintances might be able to assist us with finding suitable work for two well-bred, enterprising young women.”

      “How old are you?” Neither girl appeared to be a day over twenty. Bella’s suspicions were confirmed when she answered, “Twenty, and Rosalyn is nineteen.”

      “Ah, yes. I recall your father mentioned you were like twins, being so close in age.”

      “We wondered if there was a place for us here,” Rosalyn began. “However, it seems we were mistaken about the nature of the House of Virtue, I fear we must be⁠—”

      Annalise cut her off. “I understand my father owed you money.”

      “Consider the debt repaid.” Bella wanted these girls gone, with their cloying innocence and the whiff of accusation about them. She was used to it from the ton. Countess Oreste was not welcome at court or at the finest assemblies. No giggling debutantes visited her box at the opera. She was too powerful to shun and too scandalous to accept as one of their own. None of that bothered her as much as these two would-be debutantes.

      Bella did not regret much in her life, but she thoroughly regretted her role in the Fernsby family’s decline. She considered Jack a friend, of sorts. Worse, she’d inadvertently cost Mrs. Fernsby her life. She therefore felt a degree of responsibility for them now.

      If only it could be assuaged by the mere settling of debts, Bella would have done it much sooner.

      “We should really be going. Eleanor will be struggling to manage the two younger children. I expect war to have broken out by the time we get back,” Rosalyn said briskly, preparing to bolt.

      “How. Much. Money,” Annalise insisted.

      Bella blinked. Annalise was pure steel behind that soft, pretty exterior.

      Wordlessly, with a swish of fabric, she went to her desk, unlocked the cabinet and removed a file. She brought it back over to the young woman and placed it in her hands, then settled herself like a queen.

      And waited.

      “Nearly five thousand pounds?” Annalise gasped. “So much?”

      “Not including eighteen months of accrued interest.”

      It was harrowing business, destroying girls’ illusions about their own father. Bella, too, had learned this lesson, at a tender age. As delightful company as they were, men could not be trusted to keep promises to women. It was a man’s world and she’d wrested a modicum of power from them, largely by catering to their vices. Bella wasn’t sorry for anything. She hadn’t made this world, and she wasn’t responsible for fixing it, either. She looked out for herself and for her Flowers, and that was all.

      To her credit, Annalise spent several moments scanning through the pile of IOUs. Everything was tallied on the top page. Dates, names, amounts. Wine. Liquor. Food. Gambling debts. No names of women, thank God, for by that point Bella had warned her courtesans not to accept his credit.

      Would that she had taken her own advice.

      “This is what our father spent our dowries on?” Annalise asked in a tone of quiet anguish. “Gambling and whores?”

      “The whores wanted nothing to do with him,” Bella shot back, feigning boredom. Mostly true. “I believe he saw it as currying favor with men who might offer for you. He needed access to their company. After his reversal of fortunes this was the only place he could get it.”

      “A broken man chasing the broken dreams of his glory days,” Annalise said stiffly. “Leaving his children to fend for themselves while he played faro and drank fine wine is the mark of a coward. He could have found employment. He had a neat hand and might have found work as a clerk.”

      “Gentlemen don’t work as clerks, Anna,” Rosalyn reminded her sister. “They don’t work at all. It's undignified.”

      “How is this” —Annalise waved the stack of debts— “dignified?”

      A footman discreetly poked his head into the room. He was light-skinned and burly with red hair poking out from beneath his wig. Bella waved him away.

      “I agree. It was a sorry business.” She took the stack of IOUs and tossed them into the fireplace.

      The sisters gasped in unison. “What are you doing?!”

      “Setting you free. No young woman deserves to start life under a shadow. Consider it a gift. Go forth and find beaux. They may not be the kind of men you once envisioned⁠—”

      “As if that’s possible anymore,” Rosalyn interjected.

      “You’d be surprised what men are willing to overlook for a pretty face. I should know,” Bella insisted.

      “Show me.” Annalise folded her hands in her lap and held Bella's eye. “I want to know how my father spent his time and our money.”

      Oh, what a delicious revenge it would be to corrupt the man's precious daughters. The way he’d sneered at her and her courtesans—highly trained, carefully selected courtesans—while availing himself of their favors still made Bella’s blood boil.

      But she didn’t want revenge on a dead man, no matter how great his flaws. Fernsby wanted the best for his children. He simply had antiquated ideas about what that meant, and a lack of restraint combined with a large appetite for the pleasures of the flesh. After his beloved wife’s death, he had no outlet for companionship. He wasn’t titled, had hoped at least one of his daughters would make an aristocratic match, and grasped at that diminishing possibility with both hands because, in his grief, he hadn’t known what else to do.

      Clearly, burning his debts was not going to assuage her guilt. Bella operated according to her own internal sense of morality, with little regard for anyone else’s condemnation. When she decided she had wronged someone, she preferred to make it right as best she could.

      “Come with me.”

      Bella rose fluidly, silk skirts swishing, their luxurious sound a contrast to the sisters’ twice-turned cotton gowns years out of fashion.
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      Bella led them first to the presently-empty parlor where Iris and Ivy were sharing tea with a recently appointed Chancellor. He was a new client, still getting used to the ladies, and they to him. Clearly, he liked the story the sisters were spinning, about having fallen on hard times and been forced to ply their trade until Countess Oreste offered them a place to life in quiet dignity.

      True, more or less, though there was nothing genuinely charitable about the way Bella had opened her home to prostitutes.

      “This isn’t at all salacious,” Rosalyn complained. “They’re only having tea.”

      “What did you expect at the House of Virtue? Naked people everywhere?” Bella retorted. The younger sister was as pretty as her quieter sister, but she did not have the sort of temperament to become a Flower. Too mouthy and opinionated. No instinct for the kind of sly flattery men usually liked.

      “At least more bosoms than that.”

      Annalise made a choking sound.

      “We’ll get to the bosoms, Miss Rosalyn.” Bella closed the door. “The other lady in the room is Aster, who came to me after an amicable parting with her protector because I offered a lifestyle of comfort and security. I choose my flowers carefully, Miss Fernsby, with an eye to beauty, manners, intelligence, amiability, and what the market wants. The market, of course, being men like the new upstanding gentlemen like the one you just met.”

      “That’s Chancellor George?” Rosalyn gaped with astonishment.

      “Yes. I trust you’ll not go selling his story to the press, after I canceled your father’s debt for you.” She led them onward, past the hallway of nude statues and gleaming marble floors to a dining room set with a buffet. “I can accommodate most tastes and fantasies, with few exceptions.”

      “Fantasies?” Annalise repeated. She had gone rather pale, Bella noticed.

      “I don’t want to know,” grumbled Rosalyn.

      “You’re the one who wanted to see bosoms.” Her sister chided.

      “One does rather imagine a whorehouse being full of naked women!”

      “As I explained earlier, Miss Fernsby, The House of Virtue is not a brothel. It is my home, and I charitably open my doors to fallen women as they seek to improve their stations in life.”

      This was the explanation she gave to the people who cared about things like reputation and propriety, which, among London’s upper crust, was everyone. The more diplomatic social scions said that Countess Oreste was a misguided fool offering charity to soiled doves, spending her ample dowager’s portion as fast as she received it.

      The nastier gossips called her home by the same bald truth as Rosalyn had expressed.

      “I offer varying tiers of subscription to reputable donors such as the one you just witnessed. A baseline charitable donation gets you entry to the House of Virtue on four afternoons a month. It is quite popular, though it includes no services beyond what you see on display here. Food, refreshments, and pleasant company. Your father's membership, before I revoked it, was at this level.”

      The girls stared wide-eyed as they took in the sumptuous music room and attached ballroom. Bella took some satisfaction in the way Rosalyn's impertinent, pretty mouth stayed closed.

      “I hold regular assemblies on Wednesdays, which are ticketed events. From there, my Flowers negotiate customized services ranging from  pedestrian to exotic. For example, sometimes we hold auctions to help our poor soiled doves make their way in the world.” Bella summoned every ounce of sarcasm she could muster to indicate precisely what she thought of this line of thinking.

      “Auctions for what?”

      “Ourselves.” Bella smiled at the way Rosalyn’s jaw dropped. “One night in our beds, usually. Rarely, I find a virgin to auction. Those nights always sell for a great deal of money.”

      “How much money?” Annalise asked.

      “Thousands of pounds. Many men do not wish to marry but fetishize the taking of a woman’s maidenhead. We give the fantasy a little extra appeal by training her in how to please a man first⁠—“

      “How many thousands of pounds?” Annalise asked with that same quiet determination.

      “Depends upon the virgin, and how well publicized the event is.” Bella raised one eyebrow. Rosalyn smacked her sister’s arm. She overheard the word “depraved.”

      “I’m only asking questions,” Annalise insisted. “You’re welcome to head home without me. I’m sure Eleanor would appreciate the assistance.”

      “No. If you insist upon touring this den of iniquity then I insist upon going with you.”

      “Den of iniquity?” Bella laughed. “You two are so charmingly innocent. Incredible that your father kept you so sheltered. Brava. Truly a success of parenting.”

      She meant this to needle them, and her words had the intended effect. Both girls scowled.

      “For true sin, you need to see the House of Vice.” She gave them a predatory smile. “What do you say to a tour?”

      That should scare them off, and let Bella get back to her account books.

      The Fernsby girls exchanged uneasy glances. Then, once again, they surprised her.

      “Show us everything,” Annalise demanded. Rosalyn’s lips parted in shock, but she edged closer to her sister. Whether to protect or seeking protection, Bella wasn’t sure.

      “Very well, then. This way, girls.”

      Bella led them past the less formal front rooms through the library, where Rosalyn got her first eyeful of exposed bosoms, along with a bonus erect cock. Rosalyn blanched. The client was the Earl de Lucey and he had taken a fancy to Jasmine, an Asian woman with inky black hair and perfect bow lips. She knelt between his legs in a froth of pink silk, tits popped out of her corset, working his cock into her mouth while he fisted her hair.

      Bella observed the proceedings casually. Behind her, a scuffle as one of the two sisters bumped into a piece of furniture. Gawping instead of watching where she was going, clearly. Bella would have bet handsomely it was the younger one.

      Annalise seemed too stoic to react outwardly.

      “You can still change your mind, you know,” she called without looking back.

      “Thank you, no.”

      “Being here is your choice. You are free to observe, and free to depart, but you are not free to insult the residents or my valued guests.”

      “I understand,” Annalise alone answered. Rosalyn seemed to have been shocked into silence. She wondered how long it would last.

      Bella led her visitors through the French doors out onto the terrace. Two of the dryads had caught one of the nymphs and divested her of her white robe. Stark naked, the generously proportioned blonde woman with freckled white skin took one man from behind and the other with her mouth.

      Another gasp of shock from behind her.

      “They do this of their own free will?” Rosalyn demanded, her voice rising high with outrage.

      “They do it because they enjoy it. Especially those two.” Bella gestured to the two women on a cold marble chair, one Black, the other a fine-boned brunette white woman, with their mouths fused together in a languorous kiss. Their hands were everywhere, but the focal point was where the brunette's hand was buried deep inside her partner's glistening pussy.

      “Women...can do such things?” asked Annalise.

      “Many men love it when two women are together. Is this all an education for you?” she asked archly.

      “Yes. I had no idea such things were a possibility.”

      "Nor did I want to know," complained Rosalyn.

      “I repeat: you are welcome to leave at any time. If you wish to wait in the parlor upstairs, I promise you will see nothing more risqué than a teapot and biscuits.”

      Rosalyn mutely shook her head.

      “Into my lair, then.” Bella grinned, thoroughly enjoying Rosalyn’s tremor. She saw the girl’s internal conflict, even sympathized with it to some extent. The girl didn’t want to admit she was curious to know about all the ways people could be together. Today being a Monday, the House of Vice was bound to be relatively tame—but she would still get an eye and an earful.

      “Lead us into your underworld, O Hades,” Annalise displayed a flash of humor.

      Bella twisted the knob and chuckled. “I am no Hades. If you fancy yourself a Persephone, I once again remind you that you chose to see this, and may choose differently at any point.”

      The heavy door swung open to reveal a short flight of stairs into a pit of gloom.

      “Enter, if you dare. It’s not too late to turn back." Bella smiled without friendliness, wondering what they would do.

      Annalise swept past her, as straight-backed and stone-faced as a queen on her way to the guillotine. Rosalyn followed trepidatiously, checking behind her to see, apparently, whether Bella would follow, or slam the door and lock them inside this strange underworld.
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      “You're fortunate that this isn’t a livelier time of day or night of the week. What you see here you must never speak of, to anyone, no matter how shocking. Understood?”

      Both girls swallowed, and nodded, so Bella pushed past them, indicating that they should follow.

      In the main room, a prominent Member of Parliament was locked in a stock with his trousers pooled about his ankles. A stout white woman in a leather corset, short leather skirt, and very tall boots smacked his exposed rear end with a riding crop. The pale flesh had turned pink from her ministrations and it quivered with each strike like a pudding.

      Her ministrations to his backside were nothing compared to the insults falling from her painted red lips.

      "You pathetic, flaccid, hopper-arsed piece of shit!"

      Tulip was certainly giving the man his money’s worth, today. As Bella understood it, this particular man had survived in politics for as long as he had in part because he relished humiliation. A very good reason never to go into public life, in her estimation.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He groaned.

      “I showed you my tiddies and you still couldn’t get it up, you incompetent dog.”

      “I’m afraid that’s so.”

      And so on and so forth. Bella enjoyed watching recognition bloom over Annalise's face. Her jaw dropped slightly, lips parting. The girl was beautiful, with those full lips and solemn gray eyes. A pity she would likely marry the first man to offer a solution to her family’s predicament. Young ladies of her caliber married knights and barons. Men of good social standing. Annalise Fernsby was likely to marry the butcher shop owner’s son simply because she couldn’t feed, house and clothe her siblings any other way.

      Rosalyn giggled. She sobered the instant Tulip cast her a severe glance, then resumed her guffaws when the woman said, “Go on. Laugh if you like. It's a ridiculous thing to see a grown man with his limp willy waving in the wind and his arse as rosy as a posy.”

      The rhyme, whether intentional or not, made Annalise sputter too.

      “He doesn’t look flaccid to me,” she observed. “Though what do I know of such matters? Of the two manhoods—menhoods?—I have witnessed in the past quarter hour, I must say this one fails to impress.”

      At that, the MP groaned and shuddered. His much-maligned cock streaked milky fluid all over the floor.

      “Oh, my. It seems as though the extra helping of mockery has ended the Honorable Lord’s  session early.”

      Bella left them to clean up and aftercare and led her visitors onward. “Ordinarily, the House of Vice is full of men like him. Powerful, wealthy, and possessed of needs they otherwise find difficult to satisfy discreetly.” She checked to see whether the Fernsby sisters were still listening. They were rapt. She remembered that confusing feeling of a secret world hiding in plain sight. Girls were denied so much knowledge. Whether they wished to participate in such activities for themselves or not, everyone deserved a chance to understand what choices they were making.

      “Hypocrites,” Rosalyn snapped. The MP in question had a reputation for loudly supporting domestic angels and punishments for loose women.

      “There is a great deal of money to be made from enabling hypocrisy.”

      “How do you stand it?” Annalise asked. “How can you sleep at night?”

      “Soundly, knowing I have a comfortable bed and a roof over my head for the rest of my life. Especially knowing that I provide the same sense of security for many others.” Besides, Bella mused, she was well acquainted with her own brand of hypocrisy. They were old friends, as were she and her guilt.

      “But what of love? Of marriage? Children?” demanded Rosalyn. Her sister had been distracted by ogling a windowed private room. When left uncovered, it meant the participants invited observers. The two men inside had left the curtain open, giving Annalise an excellent view of how one, a duke, panted and heaved above his willing footman’s naked ass. The duke used her rooms for privacy and the pretense that he came here to fuck her courtesans. They must not have thought the curtain necessary, given how few people had come today.

      The duke was one of her favorite clients. Polite, if arrogant—most aristocratic men were—and discreet. He was betrothed to a princess from the continent. Bella highly doubted it would impact his routine with the footman in any way.

      “Love? Marriage?” Bella repeated, lifting one carefully groomed eyebrow. Recently, she had spotted a fine gray thread in the middle of her thick sable hair. Remarkable that she hadn’t gone entirely gray by her age, thirty-seven. “Love is a flower that blooms and fades away. Marriage is simply a business arrangement for the transfer of wealth. Most of the men who come here are married. One reason your father had such little success in finding one to offer for you. I daresay, Miss Fernsby, that you’d easily find clients as one of my courtesans⁠—”

      She saw the outrage in Rosalyn’s tightening expression and let a catlike smile touch her lips. The one she knew could stoke rage or mock without words.

      “We would never consider stooping to such levels,” she said contemptuously. “Annalise, if you are quite finished, I would like to depart. Immediately.”

      “Go on. I’ll be right out.”

      Annalise did not bend in the face of her sister’s outrage. Exasperated, the younger Miss Fernsby stalked back toward the exit, pulling aside her shabby skirts with pure disdain as she marched back out into the light.

      Wise woman. Loyal, clearly—she hadn’t want to come in.

      “What is in the last room?” she asked, tilting her fair head.

      “Go and find out,” Bella replied evenly. Nothing shocking, considering what they’d already seen. Only one of Bella’s most prized and fearsome clients. Mr. Eryx Wilder, the banker who owned half of London.

      Without him, she wouldn't be here. When Eryx visited, he took his pleasure with any of the few willing ladies, and departed without lingering. The Flowers complained that he was unemotional, hung like a horse, and fucked roughly as though he couldn’t wait to get it over with.

      Bella observed her guest as she stepped carefully over to the closed door to a private room. Like the first, there was a window and the curtain was raised. Bella watched as the girl’s eyes widened. Her lips parted and her eyebrows rose high on her forehead. Transfixed, she observed the scene for several moments without moving.

      Suddenly, she gasped, stepped backward, and tore her gaze away. High color stained her cheeks.

      “I have seen enough,” she declared, and followed her sister’s trail up and out into the sunshine.

      Bella secured the door behind her and pocketed the key. The sisters stood on the stone steps of her terrace near a large urn filled with potted flowers that spilled down its side in a cascade of bright pink and purple.

      Miss Rosalyn appeared to cling to her outrage, with hunched shoulders and a furious V pleating her pale brow. Annalise seemed shaken, but composed.

      What had she seen inside that room? Something out of the ordinary, or was it the cumulation of everything she’d witnessed during the tour? Eryx was an exceptionally handsome man with an equally exceptional cock, one many of her girls refused to ride.

      He was also the occasional subject of seduction. There was always another woman ready to take the risk of not being able to walk for a day or two, on the off-chance she could tempt him into a semi-permanent arrangement. The kind that meant moving out of the House of Virtue and into her own pleasant cottage in the countryside, with staff on retainer, and frequent gifts of valuable jewels. God knew Eryx could afford to keep a dozen of the most demanding courtesans in the most extravagant style imaginable.

      It was said that half of every American heiress’ dowry went straight into his pockets—he was sometimes called the Lord of First Nights, a disparaging reference to the supposed ancient tradition of local lords co-opting a bride’s wedding night whether she wanted it or not. To say he was not generally well liked was an understatement.

      Eryx refused every one of her Flowers’ inducements with resolute indifference. Every offer from women who did not reside at the House of Virtue, too, as far as Bella knew, which was almost everything.

      “I trust I have shown you everything you wished to know?” she asked, as though five naked people weren’t having an orgy in the garden directly behind her.

      “Our father. Did this?” Rosalyn's ire chopped her sentence into fragments. “Enjoyed this— this— utter depravity?”

      “Your father only paid the basic membership fee. He did not participate in the kind of activities you witnessed today,” Bella added. Again, true enough—occasionally, one of the tender-hearted girls took him to bed without recompense. Jack Fernsby had endless charm.

      None of which had been inherited by his second-eldest daughter, apparently.

      “I have never witnessed such shameful behavior before in my life, and I hope never to do so again. We. Are. Leaving. Come, Annalise.”

      “One moment. I wish a word with Lady Belladonna. Alone.”

      “Fine. I shall wait in the front parlor. At least everyone there was clothed.” She shuddered. “God willing, they still are.”

      When Rosalyn had flounced away, Annalise asked, “How much?”

      “How much, what?”

      Make her spell it out. To her credit, Annalise did, without flinching, after a glance at the orgy taking place a few yards away.

      “How much money can one make in an auction?”

      Bella had half expected this, but she preferred to deal in specifics. Vague terms left both parties unsatisfied. Her attempt to scare the girls away from asking questions about their father had clearly backfired.

      “Are we speaking in hypotheticals, Miss Fernsby, or specifics?”

      “Hypotheticals, for the moment.”

      Bella lifted one shoulder and let it fall. “It depends upon the woman on offer, and her appeal to the men in the audience. Whether they are feeling flush and willing to open their pockets on a given evening.”

      “A virgin commands a premium, I presume?”

      “You presume correctly, Miss Fernsby.”

      It was a measure of her conflicted feelings about Jack Fernsby that Bella found little satisfaction in his daughter’s offer to participate in the sort of work he considered so degrading. For her part, Bella had found more dignity in taking men as lovers than she had in laboring as a seamstress, and far more pleasantly. Either way, she was selling her time and her body, so really, what was the difference?

      “Enough to cover my father's debts?”

      “Your father’s debts are discharged.” Bella had kept them out of habit, because it was her business to know who came and went and how they loved and to whom they owed money for what. There was no point in trying to squeeze blood from a stone, and it had been her decision to continue extending credit when she knew he would never pay.

      “How much might I expect?” Annalise insisted, with a note of exasperation at Bella’s deliberate obtuseness. “Were I to participate in one?”
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      Bella circled the girl. Fair hair pinned up in a semblance of fashionable style, natural curls, never mind the bedraggled hat pinned to that tightly restrained gleaming mane. Men would pay for the privilege of bringing her hair down and running their fingers through it, let alone more.

      Factor in the slightly over-generous bosom and trim waist, no man would spurn her. Far from it. Annalise Fernsby looked like distilled innocence.

      Yes, many men would bid for the pleasure of bedding her. For the privilege of being her first? An incalculable sum.

      “Ten thousand, perhaps.” A guess. Likely higher, with the right bidders.

      Annalise gasped. “You aren’t just saying that to tempt me?”

      “Quite the opposite. I say that to frighten you. A man who pays that much for the pleasure of taking you to bed will expect his money’s worth. You would have to be prepared to do any of the things you’ve seen this afternoon.”

      If she’d hoped to discourage Miss Fernsby, Bella had failed.

      “I am.” A blush painted the apples of Annalise’s cheeks. “I have seen things today that...that I never knew to imagine. They tempt me in ways I should not be tempted.” A sharp inhalation, thinning her straight nose. “One night is all I ask. One night to know pleasure on my own terms, before I consent to marry the first man who offers for me. It isn’t as though my prospects are excellent. Barely tolerable, in fact.”

      She seemed genuinely distressed about her fall from grace. Bella respected a woman who faced facts and made decisions as best she could, rather than lamenting fate’s unfairness the way her father had done. Fate was unfair to everyone.

      Annalise had the right temperament for a Flower. Pragmatic.

      “I imagine not, in your circumstances.”

      In a rush, Annalise added, “The landlord told me I should pay the month’s rent on my back, if I can’t pay it in coin. You’re telling me I can get a far higher price. I don’t wish to undersell myself, since it seems I must sell myself, one way or another. I have four siblings to support and no income, Countess. Ten thousand pounds would be…”

      “The house takes a cut,” Bella informed her, lest Annalise begin spending money she wouldn’t receive.

      “How much?”

      “Forty percent.”

      “Thirty.”

      Bella smiled. “Thirty-five, and if you tell any of the other residents here I’ve gone below my minimum, it’s fifty percent. This is a one-time, one night deal, and I expect we shall do very well indeed.”

      “Agreed.”

      A bit of the tension in Miss Fernsby’s shoulders relaxed.

      “I shall draw up a contract,” Bella said. “It will spell out requirements for both of us. Attestation of your innocence, and a written promise to maintain that state until the night of your deflowering.”

      “What about...about the prevention of children?”

      “An excellent question. We take precautions to minimize the chances of that happening. If you wish to walk away after thinking it over, Miss Fernsby, you will have the option to do so. I wouldn’t hold it against you.” Bella motioned her guest to follow her, up the stairs, into the house, and to her study, where they’d begun an hour ago. She poured a finger of brandy for each of them. “Of course, if it works out well, you can always come back and work for me.”

      Usually, the courtesans returned to earn more once the money was spent. A few did manage to find husbands who either forgave one night of indiscretion, or weren’t told about it.

      Annalise laughed for the first time since her arrival. “One night will be enough for me, Countess. Thank you. I look forward to returning to sign your contract. I ought to relieve my sister, who is undoubtedly working herself into a state thinking about how our visit might affect our reputation.” She swallowed the amber liquid, coughed, and pressed her wrist delicately to her mouth. “As if anyone cares about that, anymore.”

      “It’s freeing, isn't it?” Bella asked, refilling her glass. “Deciding not to care what the sticklers for propriety might or might not say?”

      “It’s better than cowering in our current lodgings, knowing they’re clucking their tongues and pitying us, while doing nothing useful to assist.”

      She took another gulp, a bit more smoothly this time. “I must beg you, as part of our bargain, to extend me an advance upon our joint venture, Countess. Else I shall be forced to ruin everything and sell myself for a month's rent.”

      Likely a week’s rent, at best, Bella mused, though she didn’t share her thoughts. “Come back tomorrow. I shall have the contract and the advance ready for you.”

      There was no way she would leave such a valuable venture to chance. But what to do about the younger Fernsby children...she knew there were two younger girls, Eleanor and Charlotte, and a boy, whose name she’d forgotten. The youngest would be about ten years old now, and the House of Virtue was no place for children.

      A solution presented itself as if by magic. The Earl de Lucey who had been entangled with Jasmine in her library—a popular spot for assignations, when they took place in her house—had reassembled himself and buttonholed the younger Miss Fernsby in the parlor. The Chancellor was gone. Iris and Ivy looked bored as they reclined against the striped sofa, waiting for the next gentleman visitor to entertain.

      Some of Rosalyn’s defensiveness had been replaced with wary politeness, as well as a veneer of haughtiness more befitting a countess than a penniless gentleman's daughter.

      Her expression soured at the sight of Bella.

      “Are you quite finished, then?” she demanded of her sister. “It was a great pleasure to meet you, your lordship. Iris. Ivy.” She bobbed a curtsey, grabbed her sister by the elbow and dragged her toward the exit. Bella was fairly certain she overheard Rosalyn hiss, “You smell like liquor!”

      Then, as abruptly as they’d arrived, the sisters were gone.

      “I must know, Bella. Who is she?”

      “The young lady who just departed?”

      His feigned indifference was belied by the note of confused petulance in his tone when he said, “She refused to give me her name. I tried to guess her reason for being here. She claimed not to be a new recruit. Nor was she here about the patrimony clause” —Bella made every man who wished to partake of her garden of delights sign an agreement to abide by certain rules, including withdrawal before climax, as well as placing a sizable deposit against the expense of raising any resulting offspring; to violate the rules was to forfeit the deposit and lose access to her home altogether— “Which means she has never been one of your girls.”

      “No. Nor is she likely to be.”

      “Her manners and education are befitting a lady.”

      “Indeed. Until very recently her prospects were of that nature. An unfortunate reversal of family fortunes, a misspent dowry, an untimely death, and she finds herself in a rather desperate situation. But, no, Miss—” Bella caught herself in time. “The young woman in question is the unlikeliest of candidates to work here. As you saw, she maintains a great disdain for our profession.”

      “Well. The young can be judgmental.”

      “As can the old,” Bella shot back acerbically.

      “True.” He chuckled nervously. “I wondered whether a young lady of good breeding might possibly consider…if you had the means to extend such an offer to her, that is…”

      “Let me guess. You want her as a companion to your new ward?”

      The earl snapped his fingers, smiling. “As always, Bella, your ability to know everyone else's business is surpassed by no one. Victoria herself could not want a better spy.”

      She made a noncommittal sound, at that.

      “Isabelle ought to have a chaperone to attend to her this summer. A companion of good manners and refines tastes⁠—”

      “You observed all that, in the span of ten minutes?”

      He plowed on as though she hadn’t interrupted.

      “—and a certain spark, a refreshing candor, intelligence⁠—”

      “Alexander, if you’re that desperate to fuck the poor girl, I can’t help you.”

      He sputtered indignantly. “My proposition was entirely aboveboard. I wouldn’t dream of trying to⁠—”

      He snapped his mouth closed. “I mean, I intend to marry Isabelle as planned. This is simply for the sake of propriety, lest people whisper that I have ensconced my ward in Hertfordshire for nefarious purposes. I won’t have my future countess’ name besmirched.”

      Bella bit back a smile and pretended she believed that Lord Lucey’s intentions toward Miss Fernsby were honorable. She had her own purposes for overlooking the man’s incomprehensible attraction to the little spitfire. If Rosalyn agreed, a summer in the countryside would prevent her from getting in the way of her sister’s bold plan.

      It remained to be seen whether Annalise would return tomorrow to sign the contract and collect her advance, or think better of it. Could go either way. Indulging momentary curiosity was one thing; deliberately ruining oneself was quite another.

      However, since their interests aligned for the moment, Bella said, “I can send her a message outlining your proposal. I cannot guarantee a response.”

      He nodded curtly, though Bella detected a telling shift in his posture. “Thank you, Countess. Your assistance is always appreciated.”

      “It comes with conditions. Or rather, she does.”

      “I expected nothing less.”

      God, the man really was desperate. Plus, he knew her well. Bella always bargained hard.

      “The girl in question has three younger siblings who would benefit from a summer in the countryside. Might I suggest that you extend your offer to the children, as an added inducement and proof of your noble intentions?”

      Bollocks. Bella knew a smitten man when she saw one, even if he was valiantly trying to hide it beneath transparent excuses and promises of propriety. She’d bet her favorite diamond tiara that Alexander Hotchkiss, Earl de Lucey, had every intention of seducing tart-tongued Rosalyn Fernsby at the first opportunity.

      Whether Rosalyn let him do it was entirely her own decision. Bella was not her keeper.

      “Excellent suggestion.”

      “Add forty percent to whatever you planned to offer for her labor this summer, I won’t take my finder’s fee out of the girl’s portion.” Bella might not like the girl, but she was fair and owed her that much. Besides—Lucey could afford it, unlike many of his aristocratic brethren.

      “Done.”

      “The sum you were going to offer her? Triple it.”

      He didn’t bat an eyelash. “Done.”

      She should have asked for more. Well, it was worth it to have her other problem solved so neatly. The fee from that and Annalise’s auction more than offset her impulsive tossing of Fernsby’s IOUs into the fire. Bella had written off that debt long ago; today only made it official.

      It looked as though she’d be repaid anyway.

      “I highly suggest you arrange an introduction between her and Isabelle before extending the full offer. A mismatch of personalities might cause considerable difficulty.”

      “You offer wise counsel, my lady.”

      Bella chuckled at his cheekiness. They were equals, as much as a woman could be with a man. “Why, Alexander? Why her?”

      “Where else am I to find an appropriate companion for my ward?”

      “Somewhere other than a whorehouse?”

      It was one thing when other people called a spade a spade; she relied upon a veneer of propriety, however thin, not to get herself arrested. Being wealthy and connected helped. Bella, however, was not in the habit of lying to herself.

      He laughed, clearly delighted at the prospect of getting Miss Rosalyn Fernsby to himself for three entire months. That poor girl had no idea what she was in for. “How soon before I can arrange the introductions?”

      “A few days. I shall send word once I’ve broached the topic with her.”

      “You really won’t tell me the smallest detail about her, will you?”

      Bella relented. “Her given name is Rosalyn.”

      “No floral code name?”

      “She doesn’t work for me, Alex.”

      “Right. Well. I’ll be going, then.”

      Endearingly, he lingered as if hoping she would conjure Miss Fernsby, and her acquiescence, out of thin air. Bella escorted him to the exit and bade him goodbye, only to discover Eryx preparing his departure, too.

      “I didn’t know you were in the habit of giving tours, Countess.”

      Bella was accustomed to seeing men fasten their trousers, brush their hair back and leave her domicile with a spring in their step. Eryx, as usual, remained unaffected.

      While most of the men who visited her pleasure garden were like the Chancellor and the MP—noticeably older than her Flowers and nowhere near as attractive—he and Lord Lucey were among the few exceptions: bachelors who preferred the convenience and variety she provided under the guise of operating a charitable institution. Alex had a reason to avoid the inherent drama of entanglements with actresses and opera singers, given his planned nuptials to his ward.

      But unlike the earl, who was relatively easy to read, Bella could not figure out Eryx Wilder.

      Despite features as handsome as if sculpted by an artist, no hint of joy or even humanity lurked in those deep green eyes of his. Peculiar eyes, and as hard as agates. Bella sometimes wondered what it would take to reveal a human heart beating inside that muscular chest.

      “You left the curtain up. I thought it would be alright,” she said, contritely. Temperament aside, Eryx made an excellent business partner, and this was one relationship she did not wish to upset.

      “I didn’t mind. Surprised, is all. Who was she? A new recruit?”

      “Possibly.” Bella sidestepped the question about Annalise’s identity. There was a high chance she would think better of it by tomorrow. “A first night auction, if she decides to go through with it.”

      She saw the little jolt that went through him. An almost imperceptible flinch. By his standards, an earthquake. Bella had known him for years and it was as much emotion as she’d ever seen the man display.

      “Should be profitable,” was all he said, before taking his hat from her footman and disappearing into the warm evening.

      So much for human hearts inside statuesque men.
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      Bella returned to her study, unlocked the door, and startled at the sight of the man standing at her desk, rifling through the betting book.

      “Hawke,” she said. “This is a surprise.”

      Light from the window glinted on his hair, revealing red notes amongst the brown. He wore it cropped close on the sides and longer on the top, swept back in a slight pompadour. Apart from that, his crisp white shirt was unremarkable beneath the plain but well-crafted waistcoat. Tailored trousers hugged his muscular legs. A jacket hung over the back of her leather chair. He’d made himself at home, just as he always did in her private space.

      Bella inhaled carefully. Her gaze fell to his mouth. Sensuous lips she had never dared to taste, though she’d dreamed of it, many times.

      Bad enough Victoria’s personal spy consorted with the likes of her. Were it not for the quality of information she provided to the Queen, Bella knew she would have been run out of Mayfair years ago. The Queen did not like her, did not wish to be associated with her in any way, but the paranoid and fretful woman relied upon a few trusted contacts, and Hawke was one of them.

      Of all the men in London’s elite echelons, he was the only one to remain a complete mystery for the entire decade she’d known him. They’d been first introduced at one of her husband’s dinners. One name. To this day, she didn’t know whether it was his given name, a surname, or an appellation. She knew he’d hardly aged in the past ten years, but not his actual age. Nor did she know if he had any family, whether he was married, or where he lived. No one did.

      All she knew was that he was utterly untouchable for a woman like her. The forbidden aspect only made her want him more. But there were some lines even she did not dare to cross.

      “What can I help you with, Hawke?”

      “I need you to invite a guest.” Idly, he turned one more page before raising his gaze to meet hers. Guileless blue eyes. He was not as arrestingly handsome as Eryx, nor as charming as Lord Lucey, but he carried himself with a restrained lethality that belied his easy manner.

      “A resident?”

      “A visitor. He’ll pay you handsomely, of course. Her Majesty expects you to ensure his every need is met.”

      “You know there are certain services I refuse to provide.”

      No children. No coercion. People might play at prey and hunter in her garden, but it was a fantasy built around pre-negotiated rules. To harm one of her Flowers was to be summarily evicted and permanently banned from the premises. The Duke of Kirtsund had learned this the hard way.

      “His needs won’t violate them, Countess. She needs to know his predilections. He might need a bit of encouragement to partake of your hospitality.”

      Though her head still buzzed with the warmth of the draught she'd consumed earlier, with Annalise, Bella poured herself another brandy. Three fingers. God, it was hard, wanting someone she couldn't touch.

      “I shall send him an invitation directly. Pray tell the man's name?”

      “Erskine. Sir Philip Erskine.”

      The glass fell from her hand, bouncing on the thick rug and soaking it. The aroma of alcohol filled the room.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You heard me, Countess.”

      Hawke came out from behind the desk. He bent to retrieve the undamaged cut crystal glass and set it on the shelf.

      “He, of all people, will never accept.”

      Bella didn’t want Erskine anywhere near her establishment, but she could not disobey a direct order from her Queen.

      Hawke brushed his fingertips along her jaw. Bella swallowed. He’d touched her hand, her elbow, but never her face, not in all the years she’d known him. When she was still married and the late earl’s health in decline, she used to dream of Hawke’s hands on her body. Tearing at lacings and silk, his mouth hot on the column of her neck, on her breasts, his head between her thighs, burying himself to the hilt inside her⁠—

      “If anyone can seduce him, Countess, you can.”

      He dropped his hand and moved away, out into the hallway, as though he hadn’t broken into her locked office in broad daylight like a common thief.

      Bella closed her eyes and tried to remember how to breathe.
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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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      “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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      “How did you get into the trade, Miss Iris?” Erskine asked.

      “How did you get into politics?” She smiled archly. “Through family, right?” When he nodded, her smile faded. “The same for us. Our sacrifice made it possible for the rest of the family to survive.”

      “There were thirteen children,” Ivy added. “Getting us out of the house meant two mouths fewer to feed, and the income helped the rest of the family. From our mum and papa’s perspective, it made sense. They couldn’t take care of all of us.”

      “I gather you were sold to a procurer then.”

      Ivy shrugged.

      Annalise felt her brows knit together. How did a prominent politician know about how the flesh trade worked? She didn’t know, apart from vague descriptions and witnessing ladies on street corners as the Fernsby family bumped painfully down the economic ladder. Growing up in London meant she couldn’t avoid knowing how the world worked, yet Erskine’s familiarity seemed…off.

      “It’s how most of us get into the trade,” Iris pointed out. “Unless you count women who take lovers they meet working in factories as prostitutes, which some do.”

      “That would account for the astoundingly high number of whores operating in London.”

      The man whom she’d just insulted in the garden jolted Annalise upright in her seat. His green eyes pinned her in place until she tore her gaze away, only to look at him again when his rough baritone grated over her skin and made her shiver.

      “Or,” he added, leaning against the door frame. It should be illegal to lean like that. It was an incitement to public indecency. “Women accused of being whores, simply for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Existing in public shouldn’t be a crime,” agreed Iris, with a nervous glance at the glowering politician.

      “Wilder,” Ivy said, patting the seat next to her. “Do join us. Sir Erskine, this is Mr. Eryx Wilder.”

      “The banker,” her sister added.

      The big man moved into the small room, taking up all the space, and parked himself between the twins.

      “I’ve heard your name. Pleased to make your acquaintance, Wilder. I see you all have strong views on the subject of soiled doves. Unsurprising, I suppose, considering your histories.” Erskine frowned. “The public has an interest in preventing the spread of disease.”

      “Then why don’t we stop men on street corners and demand they show their⁠—”

      “Enough. I see reform is not for everyone, Mr. Wilder. You seem uninterested in preserving public decency. With that, I bid you good afternoon.”

      He brushed past the banker with his chin held high.

      “Well done getting rid of that tedious toad.” Ivy clapped as soon as Erskine was out of earshot.

      “Mr. Wilder made a fair point,” Annalise said, daring to cast another glance at the new arrival, and deciding she preferred Erskine’s cool disdain to this man’s smoldering intensity. “You wouldn’t think a politician would run away from a debate.”

      “No,” Wilder drawled, sauntering into the small parlor and planting himself on the couch Erskine had just vacated. He filled the room with his presence, even before he spread his knees, laid his arm across the back of the sofa and relaxed into a pose that displayed his ample gifts in the trouser department. “Nor would one think a virginal young lady would wish to become a whore. Life is full of surprises, isn’t it…Lily?”

      Heat singed the backs of her arms, up her neck, and the small of her back. Embarrassment, mixed with desire and anger. It wasn’t a nice feeling.

      “I know what you’re trying to do, Mr. Wilder,” Annalise replied as evenly as she could manage.

      “And what,” he ground out, “pray tell, is that?”

      “Frighten me.”

      “Any virgin in her right mind would be frightened of this.” Ivy bared her teeth in a knowing smile and stroked her small, slim hand up and down the length of his shaft over the fabric.

      “Show her the ropes, will you, girls?”

      “You rarely ask, Wilder. Happy to oblige.” Ivy went to work opening his fly. When she extracted his semi-erect cock, Annalise felt her eyes widen. It was that shocking. She ought to get used to it, and there was no time like the present. Iris bent forward to slick her tongue over the rounded top.

      “It’s a lot of cock,” Iris agreed, appreciatively. “Though we shouldn’t be doing this here. Bella won’t be pleased.”

      “He’s just trying to intimidate the new girl. Scare her off.” Ivy slipped the buttons of her gown open. Small, pert tits with hard beaded nipples popped into view. Wilder barely glanced at them. His gaze kept finding hers. Annalise swallowed, her pulse racing. Curiosity and shame pulled her in equal directions.

      “I’m not frightened,” she insisted. Intimidated, perhaps, by the size of him, yet intrigued in equal measure. She ought to be disgusted by his behavior, but she didn’t know what else to expect of a gentleman she’d met in a whorehouse. One had comported himself precisely as one would anticipate. The other, Sir Erskine was unfailingly polite, gratingly condescending, and unmistakably disinterested in any of the women. Even she, a neophyte in this business, understood that.

      Annalise raised one hand to her bodice, toying with the unfamiliar garment where it closed with demure buttons at the vee between her breasts. The banker’s hot emerald gaze latched there.

      “I’m not remotely put off by the sight. If anything, I’m jealous that I can’t participate in this debauchery, Mr. Wilder.”

      “It’s just Wilder.”

      His words came out in a rough gasp as Iris opened her jaw and sucked nearly all of him into her mouth. Annalise felt her eyes grow wide, then wider, as the innocent-looking twin’s head pumped up and down with wet, hot strokes, while her sister Ivy licked the long line of his throat. She unfastened his shirt to reveal a seemingly endless expanse of smooth flesh over unexpected muscle.

      “I see why,” Annalise choked out. She might not like the man, or his arrogant, patronizing paternalism, but there was no denying he was a fine specimen of masculinity. The sight of two women pleasuring him was both shocking to her sensibilities and more arousing than anything she’d ever witnessed. She squirmed and crossed her legs.

      A lopsided grin curved his mouth up at the corners. He’d caught her out.

      “I’ll give you a sovereign to unfasten those five buttons,” he growled.

      Heat flooded through her. She was forbidden to participate, yet Bella hadn’t said anything about showing her breasts. They wouldn’t even be properly exposed. There was her new corset and a chemise beneath the linen dress and her bare skin.

      “What was that?” she asked, tilting her head and playing with the top button the way she wanted to play with the one between her thighs. Later. She needed to get used to seeing such erotic sights and not let herself get worked up every time she saw two (or more) people naked together. “A sovereign per button?”

      Iris stopped what she was doing and laughed. Her twin joined in, two musical, throaty, feminine sounds as if they were all in a proper drawing room and Annalise had just told a polite joke instead of them all being sprawled out, semi-nude, trying not to overset the tea tray while the twins sucked his cock.

      “Let me take a turn,” Ivy said, and the women switched places. “It’s been a few days since I’ve had a proper throat-fucking.”

      Eryx Wilder’s gaze bored into Annalise as though everything happening below his waist were happening to someone else.

      “Unbutton your dress,” he growled.

      Annalise recrossed her legs, trying to stave off the pressure building there, and slipped the first button free. Heat crept over her skin in waves, each successively warmer than the last.

      “That’s one sovereign you owe me.”

      Her voice sounded strangely calm to her own ears.

      “More,” he demanded. “Show me more.”

      “What, are two sets of tits not enough for you?” Iris protested. Her annoyance was only half-feigned. “Need a third to get you over the edge?”

      Annalise didn’t wait. She popped another button free. Then another. Staring him down. His hips flexed and Ivy gagged, using her hand where her mouth had been. Iris crouched down and joined her sister on the floor between his knees.

      “That’s four sovereigns you owe me,” Annalise stated, with a calmness she did not feel. The need to ruck up her skirts and throw herself over his thighs, curl her tongue between his teeth and press herself against him and⁠—

      “Make it five,” he growled, and spiked his fingers through Ivy’s brown curls.

      Annalise tilted her head, cast him a tiny smile, and complied. The fabric parted to reveal the rise of her breasts over the thin fabric of her undergarment and the top of her corset. That was all he could see. A bit of soft flesh framed by white linen with a slight shadow in the center.

      Compared to the way the twins were attacking his rampant manhood with their mouths, it was nothing. Yet when she shifted to lean forward, giving him a slightly better view down the front of her dress, he responded by roughly pushing Ivy and Iris away and frantically pumping his cock with his fist. His features contorted in an expression akin to pain, and his gaze remained locked on hers while the muscles in his abdomen rippled. Milky fluid pulsed over his stomach. His harsh cry filled the room.

      Annalise discovered that her mouth was hanging open, and had to remind herself to shut it.

      “What was that for?” Iris protested. The twins sat sprawled on the floor beside his feet, hair askew, bodices open with their pert breasts propped over the tops of their corsets, skirts puddled around their hips.

      “It was for her, that’s what,” Ivy sulked openly. “It’s always like that when there’s a new girl.”

      “What the devil is going on in here?”

      All four of them jumped. Annalise quickly tried to button her dress as though in doing so, she could conceal her sudden embarrassment. She’d gotten carried away by challenging him, and now that she’d regained her sense, she felt ashamed. Bella told her to observe, not participate, yet she’d been one breath away from jumping on his cock and giving Eryx Wilder the one asset she possessed. One she intended to sell. For the sake of her family.

      This, despite the fact that she loathed him.

      No. She didn’t hate him, per se. She hated the way he took what pleasure he wanted and dared her to do the same. Yet when she tried to, the arrogant man implied that she wasn’t good enough to be here. She was perfectly respectable—and he wanted to keep her that way.

      The banker did not get to make that decision for her. Annalise had reviewed her options carefully before embarking upon this plan. None of them were better. She didn’t need his approval. Or anyone else’s.

      Besides which, Eryx Wilder wasn’t as much of a fearsome, aloof tyrant as he pretended to be. She’d seen right through him today, and his pretense made her angry. Furious. Mad enough to detach her momentarily from the reality of her desperate circumstances and feel as though proving him wrong was the most important thing in the world.

      It wasn’t.

      All that mattered this summer was that she kept her wits about her and her maidenhood intact until it was time to be relieved of it by the man who won that honor.

      “Bella,” Eryx croaked out. Ivy and Iris managed to get their tits into their corsets in record time.

      “What. Were. You. Thinking?”

      Belladonna glared at the four of them in turn. One per word. She ended on Annalise, and the disappointment etched in the countess’ face made her want to sink through the floor.

      “Iris. Ivy. You know what it would mean if we were foolish enough to supply proof of what this house is to someone like Erskine. You know such behavior is forbidden in the front parlor during visiting hours. Did you even wait until our guest was in his carriage before you had your lips around Wilder’s cock?”

      Silence.

      “And you, Eryx.” Bella held his gaze, unperturbed by the fluid puddled in his navel. “Of all people, I expected better of you.”

      He said nothing, but his gaze cut away like a guilty schoolboy’s.

      “Annalise. We’ll discuss this later. You’re new here. These three aren’t.”

      “Yes, Countess.”

      Meekly, Annalise rose and headed for the door, head bowed. The twins scrambled up and followed her.

      “Sorry about that.” Ivy winced.

      “We didn’t mean to get you into trouble,” Iris added. “It’s just that Wilder doesn’t usually ask for that sort of thing. Ordinarily, he wants a girl in a private room down in the House of Vice, and it’s none too pleasant for us, you know? He’s a nice man when he’s up here in the House of Virtue, one of the best, but downstairs, it’s a rough ride. Doesn’t like to pretend it’s anything but a transaction. Today was a bit out of character for him.”

      “Wouldn’t mind being his courtesan,” Ivy sighed, wistfully. “The man’s as rich as Croesus. He could set a girl up nicely if he wanted to. Ride me hard and put me up wet all he wanted.”

      “I don’t imagine he’d be quite so rich if he spent all his money on—” Annalise caught herself before she said whores, which sounded judgmental even if it were true. “Women like us.”

      “Oh, he could buy all of us houses, with servants and horses and silks to go with them, and hardly feel the pinch.” Iris laughed. “He’s the one who helped found the House of Virtue. Loaned Belladonna the money to renovate this place when no one else would. Blackballed by all the proper financiers. None of the Society snobs would lend to her.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “Now, you do.”

      The twins hurried off, arm-in-arm. They hadn’t meant it cruelly, but it made Annalise feel alone again. She wanted to belong here. They had one another. There were undercurrents of tension even here that she didn’t want to feel buffeted by. It wasn’t the first time she’d felt like an outsider, but it was the first time that she wondered whether it was possible for her to fit in with these worldly, experienced women.

      Wilder came out then, startling her.

      “Waiting for a second round, Miss Fernsby?” he growled. He never seemed to speak in a normal voice to her. There was always an undertone of irritation. He simply didn’t like her.

      “You owe me five sovereigns,” she reminded him, and held out her open palm.

      Wordlessly, he rooted in his pockets, then dropped five gold coins into it. Heavy. Solid. Giddiness and her improvement of fortunes brought a smile to her lips.

      “Is money all you care about?”

      His tone was a low rumble dripping with disdain. She swallowed hard. Her body still wanted his, which made his scorn that much more cutting.

      Oh, he was one to talk. Money was literally his profession. The sheer hypocrisy!

      “Try living without it,” she snapped. “You’ll discover how little your pride, your dignity, your very life are worth, very, very quickly.”

      He held her eye, unsmiling, and brushed past her. She wasn’t fooled. He was nothing but an arrogant grump. A rude man used to coasting by on his fortune and his undeniably handsome face.

      There was also the magnificent appendage in his trousers. Clearly, women would forgive a great deal of choler for access to it.

      A slight pressure against her hand and it was suddenly lighter.

      “Sixty-forty,” Belladonna reminded her, clinking two coins together. “Don’t forget.”

      Annalise was about to protest that they’d agreed to 65-35, before she remembered the countess’ admonishment that if she revealed that favorable rate to the other Flowers, their deal was forfeit. Apparently, anything she earned in the House of Virtue was still subject to the usual terms.

      She fought a surge of disappointment. Her first fee earned, and nearly half of it went into the pocket of her wealthy benefactress. She hadn’t anticipated how hard it would be to feel the money in her hand, and then be forced to let it go.
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      He couldn’t get the sight of Annalise’s lower lip caught between her teeth out of his head. The image remained there even when he closed his eyes, a palimpsest inscribed upon his soul.

      Never had a woman as aggravating as Annalise Fernsby graced this Earth. She had been sent here by God Himself to annoy the ever-loving shit out of him.

      Retribution for the way he’d behaved at the House of Vice ever since Bella opened the lower level, surely. He could at least try to make the women enjoy the experience of being with him, yet he couldn’t bring himself to engage on anything more than a surface level. Kissing was out of the question. Any hint of intimacy brought back all his crushed hopes for a union with Eliza, and he couldn’t bear to revisit those. It was enough that they were willing.

      Or it had been, until Miss Fernsby showed up with her idiotic plan and Bella gave her the absurd code name Lily, just to rub everyone’s nose in her innocence⁠—

      “Eryx.” Cora, his sister, snapped her fingers an inch from his nose. “Where are you?”

      “Here,” he answered like a schoolboy whose teacher called roll.

      “You are anywhere but here,” she replied. “I haven’t seen you this distracted since Elizabeth Wells pretended to be interested in you for the span of a season.”

      “We were engaged,” he reminded her. Cora rolled her eyes.

      “No, you were not, you dunderhead.” She sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. No one could pin you with a glare the way Cora could. She was the spitting image of their mother, Florence, a brilliant Greek scholar who had the bad luck to fall madly in love with a married duke. The duke and his wife were unhappily married and had managed to produce a single legitimate heir, Lysander, their half-brother.

      All the love and money in the world couldn’t change the fact that they were illegitimate and Lysander was not.

      “We were going to be,” he insisted. He’d asked. Repeatedly. He’d been utterly smitten with Miss Eliza Wells, and her connections to some of the oldest, if not grandest, titles in England.

      The feeling had not been mutual.

      And yet…since meeting Miss Fernsby, despite the unusual circumstances, the sting of Eliza’s rejection had dulled.

      Only to be replaced by another.

      Miss Fernsby’s terse rejection was a cat’s claws raking over his heart.

      Not with you.

      Never with him. She’d made that abundantly clear. No kissing, no touching, definitely no sex was in their future.

      Cora leaned forward and placed her forearms on the table, in direct violation of every rule of politeness their mother had ever drilled into them, and yanking him out of his thoughts.

      “No, Eryx, you were not. Eliza Wells was a vapid twit who led you on for five months, until her parents pointed her at a suitable stuffed-shirt baron with three chins and about as many thoughts in his head. You had ten times his looks, a hundred times his money, and a thousand times his intelligence. If she’d loved you, she wouldn’t have settled for a boring country squire.”

      Satisfied with her slander of his onetime almost-fiancée, Cora sat back again, looking pleased with herself. Her black hair gleamed in the sunlight. Green eyes precisely like his stared back at him. If he’d ever wondered what he would look like if he’d been born a girl, Eryx had the answer staring back at him.

      “He had one thing I didn’t.”

      “Legitimacy.” Cora snorted. “It’s a good thing you didn’t have it, or you’d be miserably married to that woman and surrounded by mewling brats.”

      “I want the mewling brats.”

      Cora rolled her eyes. “That will make Mother happy if you ever get around to making any. My point is that respectability is overrated. Choose happiness. Speaking of which, I am going out on my bicycle later. Won’t you consider joining me?”

      “I’ve no wish to die this afternoon.”

      “It’s fun.”

      “It’s an excellent way to crack your head open. Besides, you look foolish in those bloomers.”

      “Unlike you, I don’t care what other people think of me. They’re quite comfortable.” Cora drummed her nails on the tabletop. “Come on. Out with it. What’s her name?”

      “Whose name?”

      “The woman who has you brooding.”

      “I’m not brooding.” Nor was he about to admit that his new…obsession was too strong a word. Project? Altruistic effort? That wasn’t quite right either—he wasn’t doing anything practical to assist her. He didn’t know how to describe his feelings for Annalise Fernsby, but he certainly wasn’t going to admit to his own sister that he was interested in the welfare of a would-be whore.

      Cora knew he spent time at the House of Virtue—it was hardly a secret. Lord help him if she ever discovered the truth of what went on there. Cora might get curious enough to try it out, as Miss Fernsby was apparently doing.

      “I’m thinking about visiting Lord de Lucey this summer. It was an honor to be invited,” he lied in a transparently abrupt change of subject. It was true that Alex had casually issued him an invitation, one he hadn’t yet accepted. It was also true that getting out of London was always a good idea during the warmer months.

      Yet the thought of being near the Fernsby family without Annalise felt too awkward to countenance. Even if he and Alex were friends, he and Annalise were not. The opposite.

      “I cannot think of anything more tedious than being stranded in the countryside with that arrogant earl and his sad little ward.” Cora waved one hand. “I feel sorry for that poor girl. Seventeen and barely out of the schoolroom, stuck getting married to an earl nearly twice her age.”

      “It’s a good match. She’ll be eighteen before they’re wed; it’s hardly an unusual age gap.”

      She snorted. “If you consider Father and the duchess’ match a good one, then yes. I don’t. There is more to a marriage than money and social standing.”

      “And what would you know of the subject?” he demanded.

      “I study marriages,” she declared loftily. It was such transparent bullshit that Eryx couldn’t help but smile.

      “And?” When she didn’t immediately respond, he added, “What have you observed?”

      “Generally, they are to be avoided.”

      “Is that so?”

      Cora flashed him a wicked grin. He admired her resiliency. Their sire—he refused to call the duke his father; they didn’t have a father—had grudgingly provided one season, during which Cora had been ostracized by all of high society on account of her illegitimate birth. Money could have made up for the fact, but it happened before Eryx gained enough to cement his reputation as a banker worthy of recognition.

      Were she to try again, he had no doubt she would find a very different reception. Not that he wanted her married to a man who only valued his beautiful, brilliant, audacious sister for her wealth.

      Miss Fernsby did have a point that life without money was, generally, very unpleasant. But she was wrong about sacrificing the most precious thing she owned to obtain the stuff. Not her hymen. Her legitimate, well-bred respectability.

      Being looked down upon for his parents’ inability to restrain their passions—no fault of their own—was no more pleasant than being poor. At least you could work your way out of poverty. Illegitimacy was an ineradicable stain.

      Even when your father was a duke.

      He hoped that this invitation to Lord de Lucey’s country estate would put his sister back into the orbit of suitable marriage partners. At twenty-nine, she was more or less on the shelf, but all it took was one proposal to cure that condition permanently.

      Or, it could be another traumatic rejection. He didn’t want to put her through that, which was why the invitation was still sitting on his desk. Eryx blew out a frustrated breath.

      “What makes you such an expert?” he prompted.

      “Who is the happiest woman you know?” Cora answered his question with one of her own.

      “Countess Oreste.”

      The name popped out. He wasn’t even sure it was true. Eryx had the sense she was lonely, despite her Flowers.

      His sister’s brow furrowed. “Really? I’d love to meet her.”

      “No.”

      Cora raised an eyebrow.

      “She isn’t…respectable.” Eryx wanted to gargle the words out of his throat. Bella didn’t deserve shame. But this was his sister’s reputation. He refused to endanger what goodwill they’d won.

      “That makes me like her even more. I don’t wish to be respectable, either.”

      “You don’t have anything to compare it to. We’re disreputable by a chance of birth.”

      He chose to patronize Bella’s establishment because the thought of getting close to a woman and enduring the same rejection, over something he couldn’t control, was unbearable. He’d let ambition drive him in the belief that if he worked hard enough, made enough money, that there would be acceptance from the Eliza Wells of the world.

      There wasn’t. His mother remained a pariah. His sister never had the opportunity to marry as a woman of her beauty, intelligence and, now, fortune, deserved. All because their father had married a woman he could barely tolerate instead of the mistress he adored.

      Now, he knew there was a deeper shame. It was the ignominy of trying to bully a woman out of her intended course of action by sticking your dick in two other women’s mouths, in front of her.

      Is this how you want to be treated?

      He hadn’t dared ask, lest Miss Fernsby reply in the affirmative. What would he have done then? Fucked her up against the window? Married her?

      Both. Absolutely. In an instant.

      And then they would end up like his sire and the duchess: miserable.

      What a foolish display. He could never face her again. Something about that woman made him take leave of his common sense.

      “Eryx. Who says they aren’t outside and we’re on the inside?” When he blinked at her, Cora added, “We make our own circle of acceptance. The countess, for example.”

      He was silent for a moment, thinking. “But what if you had that kind of innate respectability? Would you trade it for a few thousand pounds?”

      “It would depend upon how desperate I was for funds.”

      “What if someone simply gave you the money you needed? Would you trade it then?” What he was trying to ask was, how much do you value this intangible commodity that I cannot put a price upon?

      “If I had the luxury of keeping it, I suppose not.” She shrugged. “If it came at the expense of my independence and wit—meaning, if I had to conceal any hint of my personality and intelligence, the way Eliza Wells did—then no, I should consider myself well rid of respectability. What use is it?”

      He grabbed her head and brought her in to press a kiss against her forehead. “There is no hiding intelligence like yours, Cora. You’re a frightening wit.”

      “What was that? A frightful witch?” She smacked his bicep. “Off with you. Go and tally figures or whatever it is you do all day. I’ve a bicycle to ride and pamphlets to distribute.”

      With a cheerful wave, his sister was gone.
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      Dear Anna,

      As much as I deplore Countess Oreste and her disgusting House of Virtue, I cannot deny that our visit brought me to Glenmore. A more salubrious outcome cannot be imagined.

      I wish you were here, with us, instead of stinking London.

      Isabelle is lovelier than I anticipated. She’s very quiet, and a bit of a strange match with the earl. There is, of course, the difference in their ages. He is 33 and she just turned 18. Younger women have married older men, I suppose.

      The real difference between them is in their personalities. Where the earl is engaging, quick-witted, and passionate, Isabelle is observant, almost shy. Though she is very accomplished at the pianoforte and sings beautifully, her interests lie in solitary pursuits like sketching, painting, and reading.

      I cannot imagine them married.

      All of that aside, tell me about what you are doing for wages this summer. I cannot imagine you, reduced to a seamstress. Your stitching isn’t even straight half the time.

      —Rosalyn

      

      Annalise smiled, reading the letter for a third time. Then she took up her pen and began to compose a reply.

      

      Dearest Ros,

      I am so glad you and the children landed in a wonderful place. You deserve a summer of joy.

      My summer will be spent in better circumstances than you might imagine. As I told you before you left the city, I have taken an apprenticeship with a woman in business. To economize on lodging, I have taken her up on her offer of a room. The extra income will help us come autumn when we are forced to find housing again. In the meantime, please direct your letters to the address enclosed.

      I confess I am not sorry to say goodbye to Whitechapel, nor to our former landlord. Though I know you disliked the experience, our visit to the House of Virtue took us in a positive direction. I have great faith that meeting Countess Oreste will prove to be a fortuitous event.

      Your sister,

      Annalise

      

      A few days later, she received another letter, written on thick parchment and sealed with wax. No cheap tissue paper for the Earl de Lucey, apparently.

      

      Dearest Anna,

      However fortuitous, nothing will ever make me think well of that woman or her den of iniquity. I do hope you’ve found better employment than the kind she offered.

      It would be hard to sink lower than becoming one of her Foulers—I mean, Flowers. The next step is the street corner, and we both swore to avoid that fate.

      With love,

      Ros

      

      “How is your sister faring?”

      “Well. Thank you for asking.” Annalise folded the insulting letter away from view and stuck it in her pocket. Unease churned within her. If Rosalyn discovered what she was doing…

      More like when.

      There was no point in worrying about it. She couldn’t control other people’s opinions, including her own sister’s. She’d have to cling to hope that Rosalyn would see her way to forgiveness, once she saw the results.

      “Is she happy?”

      “Very much so. Rosalyn likes Isabelle, the earl’s ward, and Glenmore sounds like a beautiful place.”

      “It is.” Belladonna smiled faintly. “I have visited on a number of occasions.”

      Annalise shouldn’t find that startling. “And the Earl de Lucey, is he an honorable man?”

      Her sister’s letters had set off warning bells in the back of her mind. Though she was passionate by nature, and could be impetuous, Rosalyn wasn’t ordinarily one to become enamored of a man she’d barely met.

      Her unmistakable enthusiasm for the earl might be excused as awe—the Fernsbys did not move in aristocratic circles—yet there was no denying Rosalyn had latched onto the idea of him in a borderline-romantic way.

      “As honorable as any of his sex,” Belladonna replied neutrally.

      “Damned with faint praise.” She laughed, to cover a twinge of unease.

      “Not entirely,” Belladonna chuckled. “Many honorable men exist. Gentlemen who place duty above their self-interest, who hold women in perhaps higher regard than we sometimes deserve.”

      Annalise’s humor faded.

      “We are all fallible, Lily. I don’t expect you to forgive your father’s failings. Your feelings about him are not my affair, and I know you’re concerned about how your sister will react if she finds out what we have planned for you. But that wasn’t your question, was it?”

      Annalise shook her head. “No.”

      “If you’re worried about Rosalyn’s safety this summer, I can assure you I have never known Alexander to be a seducer of innocents. He intends to marry his ward and I have no doubt he will go through with it. He keeps his word, almost to a fault. As well as it suited my own purposes to have your sister out of our way this summer, I wouldn’t have given you my assurances if I did not believe them to be true.”

      Bella’s confidence did nothing to calm the anxious butterflies in her stomach. Annalise’s worries about the earl were vague and likely born of her newfound mistrust of men in general. It was good for Rosalyn to be happy and excited. Life had been hard and dreary for so long.

      Despite this, she couldn’t shake the feeling that their sudden good fortune could turn catastrophic at any moment.

      No more of that. She was taking control of her future, and just because she, Bella, and her eventual client were all engaged in a transaction of economic self-interest didn’t mean genuine affection was impossible. She could be clear-eyed and skeptical without becoming cynical.

      Couldn’t she?

      “My lady, I regret the interruption.”

      Surprise passed fleetingly over Bella’s face as Stokes loomed over their table.

      “Miss Lily,” Erskine said, breezing into the library on the butler’s heels. He bent over her hand, brushing a damp kiss to the back.

      Annalise suppressed a shudder at those rubbery lips on her skin, snatched back her hand, and smoothed her skirt as she rose. Over in the corner, Azalea quietly got up and placed a ribbon between the pages of her book.

      “Sir Erskine,” Annalise said nervously. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

      Before arriving here, she hadn’t made a habit of lying. Now, untruths seemed to fall out every time she opened her mouth.

      Not every change in her since arriving at the House of Virtue had been a welcome one.

      Something about this man set off her internal alarm bells, the same way her landlord had. By the end, she’d become very good at avoiding him.

      “You appear to have settled in,” Erskine said. His eyes did not scrape down her body the way some men’s did. Wilder’s, for example, sent a shiver down her spine each time he looked at her—a shiver that was wholly unlike the revulsion her landlord evoked.

      The politician’s flat, emotionless gaze sent a different kind of shudder through her. Worse than the landlord’s.

      He’s never been anything but polite to you, Annalise reminded herself, but the instinct to get away from him only worsened. “Yes. The other Flowers have been most welcoming.”

      Azalea caught her eye and jerked her head in an unmistakable let’s get out of here signal. Annalise bobbed a curtsey, gathered her letters and moved away, grateful for the excuse. “I shall let you and the countess speak privately.”

      “What brings you here today, Sir?” Bella asked, gesturing for the man to take the chair Annalise occupied a moment before.

      Starke fixed her with a stern glare—he rarely did anything except sternly—and ushered Azalea and her out of the room.

      “What’s that nonce doing here?”

      “Don’t know, but the sooner we let the countess handle him, the sooner we shall find out,” Starke grumbled.

      As they walked away, Annalise strained to overhear, and was rewarded with, “My daughter-in-law, Mrs. Justine Erskine, saw your soiled doves and believed there might be an opportunity to collaborate with another charitable foundation⁠—”

      All they would ever be was soiled. The stigma of their profession, for men like Erskine, was an invisible stain that could never be washed away.

      Women such as the Flowers would never be pure again—even one untouched, as she was. It burned. She deserved better. They all did.
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      The instant Starke closed the double doors behind them, Azalea immediately bent to press her ear to the seam. The master of the house glared, mortally offended.

      “Greedy tart,” he muttered, pushing her aside, “Make space for me.”

      “What’s going on?”

      Ivy rushed down the hallway toward them, the pleats in her fuchsia day gown twitching with each quick step. No demure ivory for her today; their visitor hadn’t gotten the message that this was not a day for reformers.

      “Sir Erskine. Leader of the Opposition,” Azalea informed her.

      “Quiet down, ninnies. You’ll get us caught, and for nothing. I can’t hear over your yammering.” Starke complained.

      Everyone settled against the door, ears pressed to any gap they could find. Annalise crouched and wedged her head against the knob to peer through the keyhole.

      “—The Contagious Diseases Acts—” Bella was saying. Azalea groaned.

      “Shh!”

      “—understand you feel it is a violation of women’s privacy; however, you must understand the urgency of maintaining a sanitary⁠—”

      “—not at their expense. You know perfectly well that few women choose a life walking the streets. They are pushed into it, often at an age when they are too young to know what’s happening⁠—”

      “That is neither here nor there, Countess. The fact of the matter is that I cannot repeal the Acts unilaterally⁠—”

      “You could influence the discussion,” Bella insisted, with a hint of frustration in her tone.

      “More to the point, your Flowers have an opportunity to connect with their innate maternal instincts⁠—”

      Azalea snorted.

      “Shh!” Ivy giggled.

      “—by helping with the care of poor orphans in St. Giles.”

      A pause and a rustle of skirts as Belladonna shifted in her seat. All Annalise could see through the keyhole was Erskine’s back and the blue hem of Bella’s dress, so she kept moving her head to better hear the conversation, when Starke wasn’t kneeing her in the kidneys or Ivy pressing the crown of her head for balance.

      Annalise swatted her hand away. “You’ll muss my hair.”

      “Shhh!”

      “I empathize with the plight of orphans, Sir Erskine, yet you must know mine is a small charity home, run partly for selfish motivations. To provide myself with daily company, and to positively impact the lives of fallen women who wish to become something more.”

      “God, even I almost believe her,” Starke muttered. “She’s one hell of an actress, our Belladonna.”

      Azalea tried to hold in her chuckles first with her fist crammed against her lips, then by clutching her sides.

      “Quite,” replied Erskine, repressively. “We are all born into sin, though of course there are some stains that do not wash out.”

      Azalea lost control and fled lightly down the carpeted hallway until she was far enough to let her peal of laughter ring from the rafters.

      “I can’t hear,” Annalise complained.

      “They’re done anyway. Shoo! Scatter, little seedlings.” Starke made an exaggerated away motion with both hands. Ivy grinned and sidled down the opposite way from where Azalea had gone.

      “Well? Get you gone, child!”

      Starke gestured her toward the servant’s stairs, placing one hand on the knob and waiting. Annalise picked up her skirts and darted toward them, but her hand had only reached the banister when the library doors opened.

      “Ah! You again, Miss Lily.”

      Too late. Had she been caught? Bella would be furious if she knew they’d been listening.

      “Sir.” Annalise glanced anxiously at Starke, and then at Bella.

      “Tell me, Miss Lily. Do you not wish you had children to love?”

      Oh. Erskine wished to use her to prove his case.

      “One day, yes,” she answered truthfully. Not immediately. She had four younger siblings to see raised and settled first. After that, Annalise wanted a little time for herself, instead of jumping straight from rearing her brother and sisters to becoming a mother.

      But according to men like Erskine, and no small number of women, too, her only value lay in the selfless devotion of motherhood. The sooner she got started, the better. He did not see her as a person, only a vessel.

      Erskine regarded everyone as either a stepping stone or a boulder in his path.

      “Mightn’t you like to share the bounty of your good fortune here at The House of Virtue with boys less fortunate than yourself, Miss Lily?” he asked expectantly. “Would that not give you a sense of purpose?”

      Behind him loomed the tall form of her nemesis, Mr. Wilder.

      “I—” …cannot answer that question in front of the banker. Her cheeks flamed. I can’t answer any questions in front of Wilder; all I can think about is his cock.

      The collision of the politician’s uptight propriety and the banker’s wanton sinfulness had her flummoxed and confused.

      “Yes, of course. I…” Again, she trailed off. Wilder’s green eyes electrified her senses, robbing Annalise of speech. “Actually, no.”

      “No?” Erskine appeared momentarily befuddled. With gray tufts of hair clinging to his temples and wrinkles embedded deeply in the grooves at the sides of his nose and across his forehead, he ought to resemble a grandfather perplexed by a child’s resistance at bedtime. Yet the undertone of menace in his tone riveted Annalise’s attention fully upon him.

      This was a man who disliked being told no. Particularly by women. No wonder Belladonna was so careful around him. She could not afford to alienate a politically powerful man, and the risk that he might witness proof of the true nature of the House of Virtue and its residents was an enormous threat to everyone. All of them.

      “If you please, sir, I’ve enough trouble digging my own family out of poverty. I am still a charity case myself, and I do not feel up to the task of assisting others, no matter how deserving.”

      Her gaze darted to Wilder. He gave the smallest nod, and that mark of his approval sent her pulse racing.

      Whatever game Belladonna was playing, she played it well, and now Annalise knew the stakes: she wanted a specific law repealed. The Contagious Diseases Acts allowed for any woman suspected of prostitution to be pulled off the street and forcibly examined. Whether or not she was in the trade, she could be declared a prostitute and sentenced to six months in prison or hard labor if she refused the examination.

      If she was found to require treatment, she could be held for months until cured of her affliction.

      There was no such forced, invasive examination for men.

      Belladonna wasn’t the only one who considered the Acts, first passed in 1864 and extended twice, an outrageous assault upon the dignity of women. The Ladies’ National Association had been campaigning against it for a decade.

      And to think—Annalise had the temerity to posit, out loud, that the countess could have had a career in politics!

      Clearly, the woman was knee-deep in them, and there was more afoot than she understood at present. Belladonna played a dangerous game…one she must win.
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      On the one hand, he wanted to laugh.

      On the other, he wanted to throttle Sir Erskine for behaving so familiarly with Miss Fernsby.

      At school, Eryx had endured endless teasing about his name. Wilder, come on show us how wild you really are. Right now, he wanted to live up to his surname. Violently. With his fists.

      Utterly feral emotion bubbling up from deep within him, an urge to protect a woman who despised him, from a powerful man who was no immediate threat to her, physically.

      Which was lunacy. Sheer lunacy.

      Listening to Erskine, pressuring a slip of a girl who, barely a week ago, was struggling to provide for her family, to give more of herself to unknown orphans simply because she was female⁠—

      Miss Fernsby surprised him, though. She managed the overbearing politician admirably, turning him down in a polite but firm manner.

      It wasn’t that the orphans weren’t deserving. It was that Erskine was attempting to hitch Belladonna’s House of Virtue to an undoubtedly worthy charity, without regard to the needs of the women living here. Had he approached any other woman, she would have known how to handle him. But Annalise was new, and inexperienced⁠—

      She is under Belladonna’s protection, he reminded himself sternly. Not yours.

      Never his.

      Miss Fernsby had made that abundantly clear.

      He caught her eye and gave a small nod, to indicate his relief and pride in how she’d managed the interaction. Emotion flashed in her gray eyes. He’d like to see those pretty eyes up close, study the striations as they fluttered closed when he lowered his mouth to hers⁠—
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