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An Invitation

	’Tis time for our annual Christmastide fete

	You know the place: at la Sous Rose

	Our love, our friendship, all that’s seen us through

	Independent as we are at our core, 

	My dearest friends, to see you soon.

	I look forward to nothing more.

	As such, I do remind you, true

	Of your cordial invite

	to London’s most mysterious, fashionable,

	and, Yes!

	Our Rose-Thorned Hell.

	Yrs., Lady X

	 


 

	The Courtesan’s 

	Christmas Redemption
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	Miss Greensley’s School of Comportment 

	for Young Ladies of Quality

	1784, Isle of Wight

	 

	Faustina Renee Clara loved the soft breeze rifling her dark hair. At sixteen, her being banned to her chamber was a near certainty by Miss Greensley of Miss Greensley’s School of Comportment for Young Women of Quality if she were caught with her hair flowing so freely. It was the least comportment of all the comportments Miss Greensley insisted upon for the young women of quality she routinely turned out.

	But the soft breeze was not soft. It was bitter and gusting, bringing a sting of tears to her eyes. She clutched the letter from Uncle Milo and stared out at the churning sea. Storm clouds gathered overhead. It was typical weather for the coast, nearing Christmastide season.

	Her fingers were freezing. She’d forgotten her gloves after having read the offending missive.  

	“Faustina?” Thomasina, Lady Thomasina—something Faustina would ever be allotted—was rushing down the path. “I saw you running from the windows. And with your hair unconfined?” She shook her head. “Why, Miss Greensley is likely to send you home if she catches you.” 

	Thom was teasing her, but there was no laughter in Faustina’s heart. In fact, it was quite possible she might never laugh again.

	The wretched letter fluttered in her numbing fingers and she tightened them. She turned her gaze back to the choppy waves. “Ah, well. My uncle is saving Miss Greensley the trouble.” 

	Faustina couldn’t feel a thing. The sense of isolation was suffocating.  She would miss her friends. She would miss the stark, fragile beauty of the coast. The relentless crashing of the sea paralleled the emotions swirling beneath the surface of her thoughts. Uncertainty pelted her like the sleet pinging her nose and stinging her cheeks.

	Thom huddled deeper within her cloak. “What… what do you mean?” Her friend’s breath misted in the cold air.

	The heaviness inside Faustina rivaled the laden clouds darkening by the moment. How tempting to walk straight ahead without stopping. Until the blustering water weighed down her skirts and stole the last breath from her body.

	Thom’s arm rounded her shoulders. “What is it, darling? You’re scaring me.”

	Faustina pulled away and shoved the crinkled letter into Thom’s hand.

	Slowly, Thom brought it up and silently read through it. She lifted her gaze, her blue eyes as worried as Faustina ever remembered seeing her. Where was the flash of fire Thom was renowned for? She was the rebellious one of “The Lost Roses,” as they’d lately taken to calling themselves. “I don’t understand. What the devil is so dire that it cannot wait six months when our education is completed?”

	“I don’t know.” But Uncle Milo had always been a curse about Papa’s neck, until Papa’s death when Faustina was but twelve. That was when she’d been sent to Miss Greensley’s and met her special group of friends. And, now…

	Thom took her by the hand. “Come on, darling. The weather’s worsening. We’ll figure things out. Let’s go back before we catch our death.”

	Faustina glanced at her friend’s blonde hair, dark with the dampness flattening it against her head.  Thom was right. If anything happened to any of Faustina’s friends, she’d never forgive herself. She squeezed Thom’s hand and, in mutual agreement, they ran for the manor.

	~~~

	An hour later, warm from a hot bath and her hair wrapped in a towel, Faustina entered her bedchamber and found six of the eight Lost Roses in various poses, lounging about. 

	The only one of their eight missing was Princess Augusta. Queen Charlotte had forbidden her return to Miss Greensley’s a couple of years ago. Yet, she remained a close friend to all of them. 

	Anabel was Faustina’s chamber mate. She reclined against her pillows, legs crossed in tailor-fashion, allowing Alexandra—Alex, the duke of Winsome’s illegitimate daughter—enough room to perch at the other end of the bed. 

	Thom and her identical twin, Philomena, lay on their stomachs stretched across Faustina’s bed while Eliza sat in Anabel’s chair at one desk, and Tori, Victoria Lanford, at the one belonging to Faustina. Tori was holding Uncle Milo’s letter, her lips pursed while the fingers of her other hand drummed the tabletop.

	Thom rose from the bed, paced about, then stopped. “My dear Roses,” she said. “Now that we are all present, this meeting shall convene.” She pointed to Eliza. “Take notes. We must ensure Augusta is well-apprised of the situation.” 

	Eliza located a sheet of foolscap, then drew up a quill and inkwell.

	Thom turned to Tori. “Read the cruel summons, if you please.”

	Tori cleared her throat. 

	“My dear Faustina,

	I trust this letter finds you well and in good health. It is with a heavy heart that I must ask you to set aside your studies and return home immediately. Circumstances have arisen that require your presence without delay. I regret that you will not be able to complete your final months at Miss Greensley’s, but rest assured, this decision is made with your best interests at heart.

	Arrangements have already been made for your departure. The carriage shall arrive within a week. You are to leave at once and travel directly to London, where further instructions await you. Do not delay, and do not trouble yourself with questions—what must be done is necessary.

	Your obedience in this matter is expected and appreciated. I shall see you soon.

	Your devoted uncle,
Milo Clara”

	Silence bounded against the walls, heightening the sound of sleet pelting the windowpanes. Uncle Milo’s note with its faux concern, its very vagueness, filled Faustina with a foreboding dread that cramped her stomach. She moved to the side of her bed. Her knees seemed to buckle beneath her but she landed on the mattress’s edge and dropped her face in her hands.

	Within seconds she was surrounded by everyone in the small room. There was no stemming of the sudden tears. She, who never cried. She, who was the one to comfort others, was inundated and drowning in the overwhelming love of her truest friends.

	 “Perhaps this absence is just temporary,” Phil said, but her tone was as tentative as was the subtle sense of loss looming over Faustina’s head. We were supposed to finish school together. Friends forever…

	Thom, the ever pragmatic, sensible of all her friends, resumed her pacing. “That doesn’t sound likely. Mr. Clara spoke of further instructions. No, I fear we must face the fact that Faustina will not be returning before the end of the term. Likely, Miss Greensley has received her own letter stating such.”

	Thom stopped before Faustina, took her by the shoulders. “Our time at Miss Greensley’s is ending. For all of us. We shall see you when we return to London. We are the sisters of the “Lost Roses.” We made a vow to one another years ago and to this we shall hold fast.” Her gaze swept the room. “Am I right?”

	All Faustina’s friends who gathered about her grasped hands—Phil’s slipped into hers and squeezed, the other, by Eliza. Each friend took up another’s hand until they formed a tight, unbroken circle. 

	Thom continued. “We shall all make a vow. Here and now… Every year at Christmastide… we shall meet. Without fail. Until the day we die.”

	Slowly, each girl…  on the brink of womanhood… of a new life… nodded. 

	Tori’s agreement was instant and simultaneous with Alex and Eliza’s. “Yes!”

	“Oui.” Phil was working hard on her French.

	“Aye.” Anabel just liked being different. 

	The last task was letting Augusta know. 

	Eliza hurried back to Anabel’s desk, took up the quill, dipped it in the inkwell and began writing.
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	 1799, December

	 

	Henry Ashcombe was irrevocably in love with the most infamous courtesan in London. Though it did appear she’d given up the regular clientele required of her profession. 

	For years, he’d been in love with her.

	He was certain.

	Almost.

	Faustina Clara was the most beautiful, the most resourceful, and—irritatingly—the most secretive woman to whom he’d ever made his acquaintance.

	He nursed his frustration from a dark corner, holding a glass of whiskey, but he’d yet to take so much as a sip. And, he wouldn’t because he was working. He never imbibed on the job. His position in overseeing all things in safeguarding La Sous Rose as House Governor was too important. Things could change on the flip of a shilling, turn to shit on a ha’penny, fall apart like a gamester’s last wager. At the top of that list? Faustina Clara, despite any commands she might edict.

	Right now, however, it was—Henry pulled out his watch—seven-forty-eight on a cold November night. Early for the La Sous Rose regulars. 

	Most of London’s elite were cozied up at their county homes readying for Christmas. But Faustina Clara didn’t have family or a country home.

	Scowling, he watched her converse with Brent Spencer, her full lips turning up in a smile that hacked at Henry’s insides with an axe coated in green. She was the sort of woman who turned heads without even trying. 

	She possessed the kind of beauty poets squandered ink over—hair of the deepest mahogany, thick and lustrous, cascading in waves when unpinned. Even pinned up, it framed a face of striking symmetry. Her eyes, a shade caught between blue and gray, shifted with the light, revealing a sharpness that belied the softness of her features. Such flawless skin, pale as fresh cream, was a contrast to the wicked curve of those lips accustomed to both seduction and scorn. 

	Clarification: Unassuming men—seduction; the scorn she saved for Henry.

	At thirty, she was no mere fledgling in the trade of pleasure; she was polished, knowing, and dangerously adept, again, at keeping secrets. 

	Part of which she managed in the art of dressing in silk, velvet, and the finest muslins. The grace in which she carried herself met that of a duchess, while her calculations were that of a financier.

	She was formidable, wisely so. And that thrilled him—all parts of him. 

	A courtesan of experience no longer ruled by the whim of men. Her charms, honed over the years had sharpened her mind as much as they had deepened her pragmatism. Now she wielded them by and for her own ambitions.

	If only he could discern their exact nature…

	Spencer took her hand in his and bowed over it. He straightened but waited.

	Inside, Henry’s gut twisted into a menacing rage of fury. It took a moment for him to realize his old friend had slipped her some sort of missive. Shock rendered Henry into a bust of marble, his body shaking with outrage, but his feet rooted in place. The glass of whiskey slipped from his fingers, shattering against the black and white tiled floor.

	Faustina’s head whipped up from the note she’d opened and leveled her shocked gaze in his direction. Eyes, a glacial mix of ice blue and stormy clouds. All color had drained from her creamy complexion, the hue now rivaling the white check tiles. She blinked and dropped her gaze back to the note then shoved it back at Brent before she turned and sauntered away. Perhaps “saunter” wasn’t quite the word—stiffly. She stiffly walked away. With her chin in the air.

	The crinkled paper floated to the floor like a live ember of fire. 

	Spencer swooped it off the floor and strode in Henry’s direction. At the same time the potboy hurried over to clear away Henry’s broken glass and spilled whiskey. He moved toward Brent. “What’s in the note that has her so upset?” Henry demanded in a low voice.

	He handed it over. “I didn’t read it.”

	Henry smoothed it open and skimmed it:

	“Some debts take longer to settle than others.
The past is not as buried as you think, and neither am I.
I wonder if you still dream of the last time we met? I do.

	I look forward to seeing you, little bird… O. Deverell” 

	“What the hell?” Henry reread the note before looking up and meeting his friend’s concerned expression. 

	“Wasn’t Deverell transported some years back?” Brent asked.

	“Indeed.” Henry had been instrumental in executing the process. “The question is, what possible leverage could Oswald Deverell have over our mysterious Miss Clara?”

	“That is curious.” Brent turned his head in the direction Faustina had disappeared. Her office. “She was visibly shaken.”

	“Yes.” Henry glanced through the note a second time. “The fact that Deverell didn’t bother to disguise who he was is what I find most disturbing. I best try to wrangle some answers from her.” He couldn’t very well keep her safe if he didn’t know what she needed saving from.

	“I’ll watch things out here.”

	With a sharp nod, Henry took the path to her office while setting his mental barriers in place.


 

	Two
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	Faustina shut the door to her office and fell heavily against it. She brought her hand to her forehead, stunned to find it trembling with a violence she hadn’t experienced in years. 

	More precisely? Ten years ago when she’d stumbled upon a row between Oswald Deverell and his henchman, Gideon Black. The memories assaulted her as if it were yesterday.

	“What the devil?” Faustina muttered, meeting Mrs. Latham, the housekeeper’s stoic expression.

	The stoutly woman lifted one shoulder.

	Faustina abandoned her task of overseeing the setting of the table where the highest quality of crystal and china gleamed under the chandelier candles’ light. She spun around and marched out, stepping onto a long carpet of deep crimson that led to the entry hall of the manor house—her home since the day her uncle had traded her life for his own when she’d returned from school as she’d been instructed four years ago. How had he put it? Oh, yes. It’s in your best interest. 

	She entered the hall where the red velvet-papered walls threaded with gold absorbed the flickering glow of sconces, giving the space the eerie warmth of a dying fire. She shivered, then wrinkled her nose. The thick scent of brandy and cigar smoke clouded the air.

	The shouting came from above. From the foot of the grand staircase, she glanced up to see Oswald, his back to her. They were likely to kill one another. To be so lucky. The thought was moot. This was her life and she could see no way out. 

	It was imperative to put a stop to their madness. Lord Atherstone was due any moment. 

	Her slippered foot whispered on the bottom step as she gripped the ornate mahogany balustrade.

	“How the blasted hell did you miss, you blackguard?” Oswald’s venom bounded, echoed against the walls.

	“Kingscote saw me and dodged just as the pistol fired. What was I supposed to do? There was no time to reload,” Gideon said.

	There was a shift at the top of the stairs and Faustina stepped back down onto the carpeted floor, but Gideon Black had seen her. She had no fear of him. Oswald as her protector kept her safe enough from predators of his sort. 

	Gideon hesitated, though the move was minute. But it was just enough. Oswald’s fist caught Gideon on the chin, spinning him about; sent him flailing and crashing through the balcony rail that lined the floor above.

	From the shadows, Faustina froze, watching in abject horror as the man seemed to float skyward, slow as molasses, before landing with a hard thud not ten feet away. His head laid at an awkward angle and blood spilled about his head.

	There was a pounding at the door that startled her into action. Atherstone. Explaining Gideon’s fate was just the distraction she required. There would never be a greater opportunity. She ran for Oswald’s office and found the safe—open. She grabbed a stack at the papers nearest at hand. Thankfully, the handful included banknotes. 

	She dashed to the library—a room Oswald rarely used—where she’d hidden a readied bag. She snatched it up, then stole through the terrace doors into the black night.

	The pounding on the door didn’t stop. 

	No. She blinked. The pounding was at her back. Faustina jumped up and hurried to her monstrosity of a desk made of the finest cherrywood and dropped into the chair behind. “Enter,” she called out, her voice a dead giveaway to her shattered nerves. She dipped her fingers into her pocket for the missive—but there was nothing.

	Oh, God. She’d dropped it, for anyone to see!  PaBrented, she glanced over the floor as the door opened and Henry strolled in. She rose from her chair to check her pockets more thoroughly.

	“Is this what you’re looking for?”

	Her eyes shot to him. More specifically, to the damning piece of foolscap pinched between his thumb and forefinger. She stalked to him and snatched the note dangling from his fingers.

	“You dropped it,” he said unnecessarily. Amusement rose from him in waves.

	“Thank you.” She spoke stiffly and marched back to her desk. “Is there something you need?”

	“As a matter of fact, there is.” He sauntered to an opposing chair and dropped into it with a grace that set her teeth on edge.

	She lowered herself carefully into her own chair, letting out an exasperated sigh, desperately hoping it shielded her impatience to reread the note still clenched within trembling fingers. She laid it on the surface of the gleaming cherrywood and smoothed it flat. She raised her gaze to his—all the while her fingers itching with a need to tap. For years, she’d learned to mask such impulses, but they rushed back in a flurry.

	She set her elbows atop the table and rested her chin on clasped fingers. “Yes?”

	Henry didn’t speak for a long moment. The depth of his dark brown eyes seemed to pin her into place. She took in his excellently groomed, dark hair. There was only one time she could recall it slightly mussed. It was the year before, the night before Thomasina and Eliza arrived unexpectedly at the side door of the La Sous Rose. But Faustina wisely scrapped the memory to focus on the issue at hand. 

	Despite the curve of his lips, there was a telling grimness in his eyes. 

	Blast it. He’d read the damn thing. She steeled her spine against the candlelight catching the angles of his jawline and cheekbones, sharpening them within deepened shadows. The man was the epitome of control—he didn’t fidget. Just pierced her with eyes that seemed to see too much.

	But she was no simpering miss. She’d abandoned those notions with her innocence at the age of sixteen—

	“How do you know Oswald Deverell?” he finally asked. The deep resonance swirled up her spine until it raised the hair at her nape.

	She studied the dark navy of his frockcoat, the subtly patterned waistcoat in silver silk, the slightly loosened cravat. It was a crisp white, still perfectly starched. The club wasn’t busy and she knew that within a couple of hours, once the members who’d remained in town looking for entertainments began pouring in, his cravat would be once more correctly placed. “Who?”

	He shook his head as if he were disappointed in her. “Did you need to read through your missive to refresh your memory?” he said mildly.

	Unable to help herself, Faustina removed her elbows and dropped her eyes to the note.

	“Some debts take longer to settle than others.
The past is not as buried as you think, and neither am I.
I wonder if you still dream of the last time we met? I do.

	I look forward to seeing you, little bird… O. Deverell”

	Her stomach churned with the vision of Gideon Black falling to his death, nearly at her feet.

	“You were his “little bird”?” His voice seemed to shake, but perhaps the quaking came from within her. 

	Faustina rose from her chair—this was a moment to pace as her thoughts refused to assemble in any sort of coherence—but the turbulence from her stomach had confiscated her body, from the tips of her fingers to the bones of her knees, which furiously rebelled in refusing to support her efforts to stand. A sickening ripple passed behind her eyes, blotting her vision and threatening her footing. She reached out and gripped the edge of the desk but it wavered as well. She fell into her chair before she was left flailing for purchase as Gideon Black had done all those years ago.

	 

	 


Three
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	Henry was out of his chair before the actual events had registered. He caught her just before she hit the plush carpet under their feet. She still fit in his arms as he remembered that one snowy night a year ago. The Parfum á la Reine she wore hit him with the force of a lover’s whisper—soft yet inescapable, the scent curling around him like the silk gown she wore.

	He carried her to a luxurious divan set before a roaring fire. After carefully laying her down, he went to the door and locked it, then went to a cart of spirits and poured out a small measure of brandy. He moved to her side and lowered to one knee. 

	Her eyes fluttered, then opened, soft blue and unfocused. The tenderness he read there squeezed the air from his lungs. Just as quickly, she blinked and her vision cleared, the blue sharpened into shards of ice as she struggled to sit—without success. “What the devil?” 

	“One minute, my queen. Let me help you.” He set the brandy on a nearby table and quickly assisted her up. He planted himself next to her, drawing in the soft notes of rose, violet, orange blossom and a couple of other tints he couldn’t identify, then leaned over for the glass and steadied it in the softness of her hands. 

	The fact that she didn’t jerk away or bite his head off said much in how Deverell’s missive affected her.

	“Easy now,” he said in a husky tone he hardly recognized.

	She sipped the brandy until it was gone and her fingers no longer shook. She stared down into the now empty glass she clutched with both hands. “I-I have to leave,” she whispered. “I’ll be the first ever to miss our annual fete.”

	Again, the band about his chest tightened. He’d met her friends. All seven of them. Strong, independent, nonjudgmental. “You won’t miss your gala. I’ll see to it personally,” he ground out.

	Her eyes flew to his: hope, despair, before flashing with unbridled fury. She thrust the glass into his chest. “Thank you. Why should I miss something so important to my life? He will not control my life. Not any longer!”

	Henry’s hand came up over hers, pressing the glass into his now crushed cravat. “’Not any longer?’” How he kept from leaning in and brushing her lips with his was beyond comprehension. His lips burned with potent desire, but he quelled it, forced himself to focus. “Explain.”

	“No. I will not explain. This is my fight and I shan’t draw anyone else into it. It’s too dangerous.” Her attempt to snatch her hand away failed… because his grip held fast.

	“You’ll accept my help or I shall bring in reinforcements,” he said mildly.

	She yanked again and this time he relinquished his hold. “Like you have that kind of power. Over me? Laughable.”

	“You really think so?” He leaned back, stretching out his legs, crossing them at the ankles; folded his arms over his chest. “I suggest you don’t test me on this, Miss Clara. You have friends. Powerful friends. And most of those friends have married quite well.”

	“What exactly are you trying to say, Mr. Ashcombe?”

	In a shot, he leaned forward until they were nearly nose to nose. “I shall go to your friends’ husbands,” he promised softly. “I daresay not a one will deny my request for assistance.”

	Her lips firmed into a tight line but nothing surged forth. An acquiescence he could work with. 

	“Excellent,” he went on. “Now, tell me. What is Deverell to you? More importantly, what have you not told your friends, who by all accounts, know your spotted history yet have never appeared to judge you by?”

	With a stick-straight spine, Faustina stood and retrieved her empty glass. She poured out more brandy then moved to the windows and stared out at the black sky. 

	She hadn’t troubled herself in providing him with a glass of sustenance. 

	Henry had a feeling he was going to need it. He rose.

	After a long moment, when he was certain she had no intention of answering, she began. “When I was sixteen, still at school, mind, my Uncle Milo sent a letter demanding I return home immediately. I was advised not to ask questions. There were only six months left in the term. Yet, he left me no option. The carriage arrived within a week to whisk me home. Away from my studies, my very good friends whom I now claim as family. They are all I have left.”

	From his place at the cart of spirits, he watched her reflection in the window. The muscles in his abdomen drew taut. A telling sign he would not care for the forthcoming words.

	“Alas, when I arrived home, I was not greeted as a beloved niece.” Her bitter laugh barely filled the space. She took a bracing sip of her brandy and the hair at his nape raised. “Oswald Deverell was in attendance. He was Uncle Milo’s business partner, you see.”

	“Business partner?”

	Her lips curved but nothing humorous reflected from the glass panes. “Apparently, Uncle Milo had gambled himself to ruin and I was his salvation.”

	“Dear God,” he breathed.

	“Oh, yes. I would have dashed from the house screaming but for the hold Deverell had on my arm. There was no escape—” She stopped and the glass in her hand shook violently. “Still, I-I could swear I saw regret in Uncle Milo’s eyes.” She shook her head as if she doubted her own recollections. “I couldn’t fathom what was happening even as the very horror played out.” There was bleakness in her tone that mirrored her unfocused gaze in the reflection. “He half rose from his chair, but Oswald stay him with a sneer and an evil glint in his eye. ‘Do not even think it, Clara. Tis a situation of your own making. She is mine to do with what I wish,’ he’d said. I nearly cast up my accounts. The next thing I knew I was being dragged bodily from the house.” She stopped and swallowed. “I fought him. I swear. I-I fought him.” Her eyes closed and she inhaled a deep breath. Her whispered words on the exhale sent chills up his spine. “Oswald and I had just stepped on the portico when the gunshot went off. At that moment, I knew my fate was set in stone.”
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