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A country house outside Paris


March 1825


‘Odile’s much too young and vulnerable since Guillaume’s death,’ Teo Duras noted. Her gaze lifted from the letter declaring their daughter’s newfound love, and distress filled her eyes. ‘And Langelier’s twenty years older.’


Her husband turned back from the view of the Seine outside the window, his expression grim. ‘Worse yet, he cheats at cards.’


‘I don’t know if I should mention Langelier has a mistress tucked away in the Marais,’ their son casually declared, shifting his long legs draped over the arm of the couch into a more comfortable sprawl. His lack of sleep last night was beginning to catch up with him. ‘Dilly should look beyond his suave charm and his dramatic propensity to quote Goethe.’


‘You know how important her poetry is to her,’ Teo murmured, a worry line drawing her delicate brows together. ‘The man’s completely turned her head.’


‘Let’s hope that’s all the blackguard’s done,’ Andre Duras growled, his tall form silhouetted against the twilight sky. ‘I don’t trust his predatory instincts.’


‘Particularly with a beautiful young widow.’ Pasha’s voice was softly sardonic.


‘More pertinently, a rich young widow,’ Duras crisply remarked. ‘Perhaps it’s time to make a call on him.’


‘I’ll join you,’ Pasha cheerfully offered, undraping his legs and pulling himself up into a seated position. Running his fingers through his wild black hair, he lazily stretched. ‘I hear he’s good with a rapier,’ he murmured with a gleam in his eyes. ‘Why don’t I stand you second, Papa, or you could second me. That should put an end to his pursuit of Dilly.’


‘For heaven’s sake,’ Teo exclaimed. ‘Nothing so drastic is required. You men could just talk to him, couldn’t you? I’m sure Odile is the merest flirtation for him.’


Pasha knew better; he knew Philippe Langelier. They gambled at the same clubs and met occasionally at the same demi-rep entertainments, like the one last night. And the man needed money. ‘I’m sure a talk will suffice,’ he said, not wishing to alarm his mother. ‘If you want, Papa, I think I know where to find him now.’


‘Don’t wait up,’ Duras said to Teo, walking over to kiss her good-bye.


‘I won’t,’ she replied, rising from her chair. ‘But I’ll sleep more peacefully in Paris,’ she significantly added.


Duras knew better than to argue when he heard that tone of voice, but he was firm on one point. ‘You can’t see Langelier.’


‘Very well,’ Teo grumbled. ‘I suppose men have all that manly talk that might soil my ears.’


Duras glanced at his son, who smiled. ‘We’re going to scare him to death, Mama. It won’t be a pretty sight.’


‘As long as you’re not violent. Although I dare say,’ Teo went on, her mouth curved into a smile, ‘a small scare might just do the trick.’


It turned out slightly different.


When father and son walked through the opened door of Langelier’s apartment, they discovered he’d been murdered by someone more disgruntled than they. While his beautiful mistress stood naked on his bed, his still-warm body lay in a spreading pool of blood.


‘A man with an ax did that – just moments ago,’ she calmly said, brushing aside a honey-colored curl from her forehead. ‘And I can’t move with all that blood.’ Apparently she was less concerned with her nudity or her lover’s demise than wetting her feet. ‘Would you lift me down?’


Pasha was more than willing; she was utterly gorgeous.


‘Thank you,’ she softly said, her lush violet eyes lifted to his as he set her down in the adjacent room. ‘I don’t know what I’m going to do.’


No thought was required, no hesitation or reflection. ‘Perhaps I could help,’ Pasha pleasantly said.


‘I’d be ever so grateful.’ Intent on escaping Langelier’s apartment with all speed, Beatrix Grosvenor smiled up at the handsome young man regarding her with interest.


‘It might be advantageous to leave before the authorities arrive,’ Duras suggested, returning from a swift survey of the apartment.


‘Would you like my coat?’ Pasha’s inquiry was overtly polite, as if there was a sudden chill in the air.


‘I’ll dress quickly.’ She held up her hand, fingers spread. ‘Five minutes.’ And turning away, she disappeared into Langelier’s dressing room.


Pulling out her small portmanteau, she quickly found the key for the armoire in Langelier’s coat pocket and began gathering her few garments. She worked feverishly, focused only on her task at hand, not allowing her mind to dwell on the swift and bloody justice dispensed on her jailer. Still partially in shock, she repressed the hideous murder, Langelier’s screams, the chill calm of his assassin, necessity mobilizing her, her survival instinct taking over. Clothes … money … her few belongings … The words echoed through her mind repeatedly, urgently, a litany of liberation and deliverance after four long weeks in custody.


Hastily dressing once she was packed, she then began her search for funds, hoping to find any money Langelier might have secreted. Although she wasn’t unduly optimistic, for Langelier had been losing heavily at cards. Softly swearing under her breath, she rummaged through drawer after drawer, becoming increasingly frantic with her lack of success, desperate for passage money home.


She silently cursed Langelier’s treachery and her own naivete that had allowed him to take advantage of her. Lesson learned, she hotly reflected, moving to another bureau, jerking open another drawer. She’d never be so gullible again. Several minutes later, her face sweatsheened, her heart pumping as though she’d run ten miles, she’d discovered Langelier’s entire cache, hidden beneath his soiled cravats. Five hundred francs. She almost burst into tears. It was nowhere near enough to see her home to England.


Could she ask these strangers for a loan? she briefly wondered, but as quickly decided against exposing her vulnerability. After her experience with Langelier, who had virtually kept her prisoner, she viewed all Parisian males with suspicion. Drawing in a steadying breath, she straightened the folds of her skirt. As if it mattered how one looked when one was alone and destitute, she reflected, smiling faintly at her automatic responses. Although actually, she thought with the same unflinchingly pragmatic resolve that had allowed her to survive Langelier’s incarceration, under her current circumstances, perhaps it did matter how she looked.


A quick glance in the mirror assured her she was presentable. She bit her lips to brighten their color, practiced an artful, ingratiating smile, and debated briefly the options available her – the merits of truth or fiction. And then setting her smile in place, she picked up her portmanteau and pushed open the dressing room door. She would do what she had to do to get back home.


‘Let me help you with that.’ Pasha reached for her valise, wondering for a moment if Langelier had taken up with an out-of-work governess. Her gray silk gown was so démodé no self-respecting courtesan would be seen in it.


‘We’ll use the back staircase.’ Duras indicated the direction with a nod of his head. ‘No need to call attention to ourselves.’


‘Langelier had any number of enemies,’ Beatrix offered. ‘He slept with a loaded pistol under his pillow. So the list of suspects will be long.’ She spoke matter-of-factly, her voice in her ears curiously strange, as though she were observing an actress on a distant stage.


‘He owed several people money,’ Pasha added. ‘Some of them unsavory.’


‘The man who killed him tonight had the look of a thug.’


‘You’re fortunate he didn’t harm you.’


‘He was very professional. His orders didn’t include a woman, he said after he’d split Langelier’s skull with his ax. I was extremely grateful.’


And I as well, Pasha selfishly thought.


‘I’m surprised Langelier lived as long as he did,’ Duras declared, holding the door to the stairway open, his statement plainspoken. After years of fighting France’s wars, he was familiar with the sight of death. ‘Give the lady your hand on these stairs,’ he said to his son. ‘I’ll see that nothing incriminating was left in the apartment and be right down.’


Their carriage was luxurious, Beatrix noted when they reached the curb, the driver immaculate in bottle green livery. They were obviously men of means. Now if she could manage to acquire only a very minute portion of that wealth, she could buy passage to Calais and then home.


After handing her into the carriage, Pasha tossed her valise to the driver and then leaned in through the open door. ‘I’m sending the carriage around the corner, so it’s less conspicuous. Will you be all right alone for a few minutes?’


‘Yes, of course,’ Beatrix replied, her thoughts totally concentrated on escape, her mind already racing before he’d closed the door. Might there be money somewhere in the carriage? Could she be so fortunate after months of misfortune? The moment the carriage began moving, she started searching the interior.


Pasha found her thus when he returned, on her knees, opening one of the compartments under the seat. ‘Could I help?’ he pleasantly inquired, not surprised by the lady’s behavior. Any mistress of Langelier would be duplicitous.


‘I was looking for a wrap against the evening chill,’ Beatrix dissembled.


‘Allow me.’ Pasha shrugged out of his coat and handed it to her.


Reseating herself as gracefully as possible under the awkward circumstances, Beatrix settled the silk-lined coat over her shoulders and, a moment later, felt the added warmth of his body as he seated himself beside her. She had no room to move within the narrow confines of the carriage, not with his muscular thigh against hers, his silk-shirted arm pressed into hers, his masculinity overwhelming. He was a very large man. And when his father – the resemblance was clear – took his seat opposite them, the dimensions of the interior seemed to shrink further, the sense of male power intense.


‘I hope Dilly isn’t too upset.’ Pasha spoke to his father in a cryptic undertone as the carriage began to move.


‘I’ll talk to Berri about having some of her work published. A diversion, as it were.’


‘She likes Berri.’


‘And he’s more suitable than …’ Duras’s mouth turned down in a transient grimace. ‘Although that’s no longer our concern. Are you going—’


‘To my house. Mansel knows.’


The driver had already been given orders and as the men spoke to each other in undertones Beatrix surveyed the streets they traversed, careful to take note of her surroundings. If she were successful in securing her passage money she might have to leave precipitously and she needed to know her whereabouts.


After crossing the Seine near Notre-Dame, they traveled west along the left bank for only a short distance before coming to a gated terrace overlooking the river.


Pasha had his hand on the door latch before the carriage had completely come to rest. ‘You should be safe from inquiries here,’ he cordially said to Beatrix, opening the door. Jumping down, he turned to offer her his hand and, after a polite au revoir to his father, he helped her descend.


The driver carried Beatrix’s valise up the flagstone path to the front entrance and placed it near the door. The scent of lilac perfumed the air as Pasha escorted her through the informal garden fronting the river. How wonderful the lilac smelled, she wanted to say, but more serious matters – like having escaped death at an assassin’s hands – distracted her thoughts from such trivial pronouncements. Alert to every possibility in her desperate need for funds, she was waiting to see what opportunities might arise.


Pasha, on the other hand, was considering only what pleasant diversions this lush beauty would offer him tonight. Since she was obviously making her own way in the world, he was more than willing to reward her for entertaining him instead of Langelier for a day or two.


Her reserve intrigued him; she’d barely spoken since they left Langelier’s apartment. He was equally intrigued by her modest appearance, her voluptuous form disguised by the plainness of her gown. But he knew what lay hidden beneath the tailored gray silk and he was looking forward to seeing that glorious body again.


As they approached the entrance, a servant opened the door and candlelight spilled out into the spring night.


A gracious host, Pasha turned to her. ‘Would you like something to eat?’


Yes, ten courses and champagne, Beatrix thought. The derelict state of Langelier’s fortune and pantry had offered scant sustenance the month past, but she didn’t intend to stay long enough to eat so she said instead, ‘No, thank you. I recently dined.’


‘We won’t be requiring anything, Hippolyte,’ Pasha said to the servant. ‘Take the lady’s valise to my apartments.’


The servant complied without expression. Apparently this young man had brought women to his home before, Beatrix decided, surveying the splendid entrance hall with the dispassion that seemed to have descended upon her at the murder scene.


‘Do you like Richelieu’s taste?’


She turned to find Pasha watching her, a half-smile on his lips. ‘It’s very grand.’


‘It should be. He spent a fortune.’


‘And with good results. Do I detect Vianne’s hand in the stuccoes?’ The actress voice echoed in her ears – her new mysterious alter ego. And if she’d not been so distracted by her need to return home with all speed, she might have come undone at the stranger within.


‘Very astute.’ Pasha surveyed her with curiosity. How many courtesans knew of Vianne’s work? ‘Where did Langelier find you?’ he mildly asked.


‘At a barrister’s office.’


His brows rose. ‘Doing what?’


‘Conducting business,’ she said with dramatic simplicity. Molière would have been proud.


His smile appeared. ‘Ah.’


She didn’t bother to disabuse him of his interpretation; the less he knew of her the better. More importantly, more pertinently, the dispassionate persona directing her actions considered that anyone living in this magnificent home surely had money lying about. Now to find it – and quickly. ‘Could I refresh myself somewhere,’ she politely inquired, ‘and change into something more comfortable?’


‘Certainly. Hippolyte took your valise to my suite. Make yourself at home and I’ll see to a bottle or two of champagne.’


‘How kind of you,’ she replied as though they were discussing the possibility of meeting for tea.


The conversation turned on details of interest in the interior decor as they ascended a long flight of marble stairs and traversed a lengthy hall carpeted in Aubusson and draped in Gobelin. All the while her mind was involved in a different interior musing: How far was the nearest coaching station? Would they accept an objet d’art in payment for her fare? Would this wealthy young man attempt to stop her from leaving? That was a worrisome thought. At the end of the corridor, she was escorted into a suite of rooms opulent enough for a prince of the blood. ‘My dressing room is right through that door,’ Pasha noted, gesturing toward an inlaid door across the huge room. ‘Take your time.’


‘Thank you so much …’ She hesitated, his name unknown to her.


‘Pasha Duras,’ he offered with a bow.


Even in her short sojourn in Paris, she’d heard the name; Langelier had spoken of him. He was a very wealthy young man from a prominent family. Although these surroundings certainly gave one a clue as well.


‘Does Mademoiselle have a name?’ he gently prompted.


Her gaze didn’t meet his for a moment and then she said, ‘Simone Croy.’


She spoke French with a faint English accent; she was no more Simone Croy than he was king of the gypsies, but he smiled and said, ‘I’m very pleased to meet you, my dear Simone.’


He watched her with a kind of distracted attention as she moved toward his dressing room, his gaze taking in her graceful form, his mind questioning the oddities in her behavior. She had a refined air about her that set her apart from the ladies of the demimonde, although he couldn’t quite decide what it was that gave him pause. Her slight accent of course, but it was more than that. Her natural restraint, perhaps – not generally a quality in the ladies of her class. Or maybe it was her brief pause before lying to him about her name. Most courtesans were more sophisticated in the art of deception.


Was she new at her trade?


And genuinely shy?


He asked himself that same question a short time later when she’d not yet emerged from the dressing room. Although he wouldn’t have expected shyness in Langelier’s mistress. Nor was she shy, he discovered brief moments later when he opened his dressing room door to find the chamber empty. A swift survey of the room revealed the lady’s true occupation.


The small money box he kept for petty cash in his bureau was empty on a chair. And the pretty, self-styled Simone had disappeared along with her portmanteau.


She wouldn’t know the second-floor corridors as well as he, he calmly thought, striding back through his sitting room, nor would she find the latch on the front gate a simple device to operate. A remnant of Richelieu’s penchant for mechanical contrivances, he’d kept it as a conversation piece. The back entrance was relatively inaccessible so he needn’t worry about her finding that. But he ran down the corridor, took the stairs in leaping bounds, and exited the house through the library doors, well shielded by shrubbery. His view of the front gate brought a faint smile to his lips.


Moments later, he softly said, ‘That’s a tricky latch.’


She twirled around at the sound of his voice and stood rigid against the twined metal, her hands clenched at her sides. ‘It’s not what you think.’ Her mind had suddenly gone blank, as though too much had occurred in too short a time, as though no further disaster could be assimilated.


‘You’re a clever little baggage,’ Pasha drawled. ‘Did Langelier teach you that ploy?’


‘You don’t understand. I despised him – everything about him.’


Pasha’s brows rose slightly. ‘Now I’m wondering if you killed him … but you were too pristine in all that blood. Perhaps you had him killed.’


‘I most certainly did not.’ It was her own voice once again; his accusation was so jarring the actress had fled.


Her vehemence was well done, he thought. She was an accomplished little performer. ‘And I’m supposed to believe you?’ he lazily inquired.


‘It’s the truth.’ Each word was clipped; her eyes seemed to blaze in the darkness.


‘As is the ten thousand francs you stole from me.’ His temper showed for a moment as well.


She had the grace – or, more likely, the intelligence – to look remorseful. ‘I can explain.’


‘Why don’t you explain to me inside,’ he said, a quiet restraint in his voice.


‘No. I can’t … I have to go. I can’t possibly stay …’


His dark eyes widened briefly. ‘What makes you think you have a choice?’


‘If you try to stop me, I’ll scream for help.’ She wouldn’t allow herself to walk blindly into another trap.


‘And should someone actually appear in the middle of the night,’ Pasha softly said, ‘I’ll tell them that you just stole ten thousand francs from me.’


‘I didn’t know I’d taken so much,’ she quickly retorted, not in atonement but in vindication. ‘All I need is two thousand. You can have the rest back.’


‘You should have waited. In the morning I would have given you five thousand.’


‘No … I couldn’t. I mean – I couldn’t stay. You don’t understand.’


‘Explain it to me later,’ he coolly said. She didn’t seem apologetic about taking his money; he was mildly intrigued at such brazenness. But he was more intent on having the beautiful mademoiselle in his bed tonight, and that took precedence over any degree of curiosity. He reached down to pick up her valise.


Pushing his hand away, she snatched up her belongings.


Nursing his smarting fingers, he gazed at her with a cool regard. ‘And here I was looking forward to a quiet evening at home,’ he murmured with a sardonic smile. ‘Now I’m going to have to exert myself.’


‘Don’t touch me,’ she warned.


He gave her marks for rash courage. ‘But I want to.’


‘You can’t.’ Terror-stricken, she felt her heart thudding in her chest.


‘No one’s said that to me in a very long time,’ he observed in almost a whisper, advancing on her.


‘I’ll bargain with you,’ she blurted out, trying to melt into the metal gate.


‘We’ll bargain with each other.’ He grasped the ornate ironwork on either side of her head and leaned into her body.


‘No, no, I didn’t mean that,’ she cried, dropping her valise, then pressing her palms against his chest, pushing, trying to hold him back.


But a second later she felt his powerful body hard against hers.


‘Now you tell me what you want,’ he murmured, ‘and I’ll tell you what I want.’


‘No … please. You’re wrong about this.’ She pushed against his unyielding weight. ‘Incredibly wrong.’


‘Au contraire, this feels very right,’ he whispered, moving his lower body in a slow, tantalizing rhythm.


His erection was enormous, hot against her body. She should feel affront or rage at the indignity, at the disrespect, at the assumption she was Langelier’s mistress, but she felt instead an unwelcome, provocative, sharply physical response deep in the pit of her stomach, and as he leaned down to touch her lips with his, she struggled to dismiss the sudden flare of pleasure streaking through her senses. Pummeling his chest, she frantically cried, ‘No,’ into the soft warmth of his mouth.


His hands shifted to clasp hers, to still their movement, and she fought to resist the intoxicating sensations she hadn’t experienced for years. This was impossible, this couldn’t be happening to her, she thought, horrified and appalled at her body’s shameful response. In an urgent rush of guilt and self-pity, she thrust her entire weight against Pasha, kicking out violently.


He swung away at the stinging pain, standing beyond the range of her feet. ‘You’re going to leave bruises, darling,’ he softly said.


‘I’m not your darling.’ But her breathing had altered. She was flushed, trembling.


Pasha recognized female arousal to a nicety after years of standing stud to all the Parisian belles, and the mademoiselle’s body was available, he knew, whether she cared to admit it or not. He lifted his hands in a calming gesture. ‘I have no intention of hurting you.’


‘This is frightfully disturbing,’ she whispered.


She was huddled against his garden gate like some lost urchin, and suddenly struck by her vulnerability, he said as one would to a frightened child, ‘Would you like to come inside where it’s warm and have something to eat?’


When she looked up at him, the moon framed her golden hair in a radiant nimbus, drenching her in a startling innocence. Her eyes were huge in the light, all her uncertainties mirrored in their depths. She didn’t answer for a very long time, and then softly said, ‘I am hungry.’


‘Come then,’ he offered. ‘Have something to eat.’


‘Just that,’ she cautioned.


‘No one’s going to make you do anything you don’t want to do.’ He had a conscience, rare in men of his class.


‘I still need some of your money.’ She had given in to weariness and taken a leap of faith, but she had to make her position clear. The events of the past few moments were too unsettling to allow anything but pragmatic considerations of the future.


‘I understand.’


‘I could pay you back … eventually.’


‘If you wish.’ He shrugged. ‘A couple thousand francs isn’t of great issue. Would you like me to carry your valise or would you prefer carrying it?’ He grinned. ‘Or we could leave it here for a convenient exit later.’


He hadn’t seen her smile before. He was dazzled.
 

‘Usually men who live in houses like this are less selfless.’


‘I know. They’re my friends. Although don’t think me a saint,’ he clarified. ‘You’d be wrong.’
 

‘Understood, Monsieur Duras.’


‘Pasha.’


She didn’t reply for a lengthy moment and then she said, ‘Pasha,’ so sweetly, he had to remind himself he had a conscience.


As it turned out, he carried her valise into the house but she stopped him from returning it to his apartments. ‘I’d prefer the dining room,’ she said.


There were choices of dining rooms in the house Richelieu had built and he allowed her to choose one even while his first instinct was to take her directly to the small breakfast room at the back of the house.


They must have been soul mates in some other universe because she preferred the breakfast room, too. Because of the birds and butterflies painted on the walls, she told him. Because of the soft cushions on the window seat, he thought, and the seclusion from the rest of the house.


Pasha’s chef was wakened along with his staff, and the mademoiselle indicated her preferences in food. Simple fare as it turned out, so in order to bring a smile to his chef’s face, Pasha ordered his special strawberry soufflé.1 ‘And champagne,’ he added, ‘if Mademoiselle agrees.’


Ensconced in a down-cushioned fauteuil near a small fire that had been set in the grate to take the chill from the room, the candlelight lending a magical realism to the birds and butterflies on the painted walls, Mademoiselle smiled and nodded her agreement.


A smile like that prognosticated well for their future friendship, Pasha decided, moving toward her.


The servants had withdrawn, the firelight lent an added enchantment to the mademoiselle’s considerable charms, and peace had been restored. The evening should prove gratifying. ‘It’s cold for May, isn’t it,’ he pleasantly said, dropping into the chair opposite her.


‘I want to explain about the money.’ She ignored his politesse, new resolve in her voice, her sense of self restored in the tranquil ambiance of Pasha’s household. ‘I’m not what you think I am.’


‘Your name isn’t Simone Croy,’ he replied with a smile.


‘No.’


‘And?’


‘I’m not sure I wish to divulge my name.’


‘Suit yourself.’


His tone was too suave, too understanding. ‘You may not believe me anyway, you’re saying.’


‘I’m saying, Mademoiselle, you can tell me as little or as much as you wish. Nothing more.’


‘Because you’re not really interested,’ she gently countered.


‘Don’t take offense so easily. We’re not all like Langelier.’


‘He kept me against my will.’


Pasha’s gaze sharpened. ‘You were a prisoner?’


‘His hostage,’ she bitterly replied.


‘For what purpose?’ Her story was bizarre even for Langelier.


She hesitated briefly, not sure how much of her life she cared to expose.


‘For money obviously, knowing Langelier,’ Pasha interposed.


‘Of course for money.’ Aversion vibrated in her voice.


‘He was more of a cad than I realized,’ Pasha murmured, half to himself. ‘Did he have other women working for him?’


‘No!’ Shock registered on her face. ‘You misunderstand! I was never his mistress. He simply wanted my son’s inheritance.’


‘He’s a relative?’ Sleeping with a niece was a bit of an outré relationship even for Langelier. Despite her avowal, he found it difficult to believe she wasn’t his mistress, unclothed as she had been.


She sighed, looked away for a moment before facing his gaze once again. ‘It’s all very personal.’


‘But then we had a uniquely personal meeting. And I’m not easily shocked.’


She turned cherry red under his amused scrutiny. ‘He kept my clothes locked away in his armoire.’


‘Really,’ he murmured. ‘Always?’


‘No, no, not like that,’ she hastily replied, reading the innuendo in his tone. ‘I had my dressing gown to wear.’


‘Not when I saw you.’ Softly put, it was more a statement than a challenge.


But she felt the need to explain for her own peace of mind. ‘I was going to sleep when Langelier ran into my room trying to escape his executioner.’


‘Really.’ That musing conjecture again.


‘Yes, really,’ she staunchly affirmed. ‘I hated him. Like others, apparently.’ She shut her eyes briefly to close out the stark, bloody vision of that awful scene, resisting the memories, not wanting to ever relive those terrifying moments. ‘He told me he had a wife and family, that I could stay with them while the lawyer worked on my case,’ she went on with a small weariness, the weeks under his custody like a nightmare. ‘I should have known better.’


How trusting, Pasha thought, like a young schoolgirl on her first sightseeing trip to Paris. She was remarkably naive.


‘I was never his lover.’ She shuddered minutely at the thought. ‘In fact, I bargained away part of my inheritance in order to retain my respect.’


‘You’re a virgin?’ He gazed at her from under his dark lashes, faint disbelief in his tone. Her impetuous arousal short moments ago suggested something else.


Her blush deepened, her discomfort obvious. ‘I have a son,’ she quietly declared.


Of course. She’d said that, which explained why she didn’t have the responses of a virgin. ‘So this is your husband’s inheritance Langelier was trying to appropriate?’


‘No.’


He masked his surprise. ‘I see.’
 

‘The inheritance is in controversy.’


‘The father’s family is resisting.’ A common response with a love child.


She nodded. ‘I’m a widow.’


So she’d been married, but not to her son’s father. Again, not a particularly rare circumstance. ‘My sister was recently widowed,’ he politely remarked, his speculation left unsaid. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t be. My husband was a spineless drunkard.’


‘I see,’ he said again, mildly astonished. The lady was full of surprises, Pasha mused, and unconventional to all appearances. A pleasant thought.


‘I would have preferred not telling you all this, but under the circumstances …’


‘Your explanation clarifies things immensely,’ he said with a polished charm. ‘And rest assured, your disclosures will be kept in the closest confidence. I can’t imagine—’


‘I have a confession.’


His gaze took on a sharpness as he anticipated a more realistic account of her relationship with Langelier. She was so flamboyantly female, he found her story of a virginal captivity difficult to believe.


‘I’m glad Langelier’s dead,’ she said, clearly uncomfortable. ‘I know I shouldn’t be … but I am. I felt in a way as though the murderer was an avenging angel come to save me.’ Her violet eyes held a note of entreaty. ‘Do you think me mad?’


‘No, of course not. Langelier was long overdue for an avenging angel.’


‘He wouldn’t have let me go, you know. With each passing day I’d become more certain,’ she quietly declared. ‘I’m not mystical by nature, but I feel a profound sense of divine intervention with … first Langelier’s’ – she took a small breath – ‘death … and then your sudden appearance. Like a savior.’


‘Nothing so sanctified,’ Pasha protested with a faint smile. ‘We were on an avenging mission as well. My sister had fallen under Langelier’s spell and my father and I were going to suggest he find some other prey.’


‘I’m so pleased you came,’ she simply said, ‘regardless the reason. And I appreciate all you’ve done for me.’


‘My pleasure,’ Pasha murmured. ‘You could hardly be left out in—’


A servant entered with the champagne.


‘Just leave it, Jules.’ Pasha rose from his chair to take the ice bucket. ‘We can manage. Ah, the reserve bottles.’ He gave his majordomo a nod of gratitude. ‘You’ll like this—’ He looked up from placing the container on a table, the door closing with a faint click as he gazed at her. ‘What is your name?’


‘Beatrix.’


He paused in his manipulation of the cork. ‘You don’t look like a Beatrix.’


‘This is what a Beatrix looks like.’ She smiled at his objection. ‘My family called me Trixi.’


‘There. I knew you had to have another name. You’re a perfect Trixi.’


‘Pasha suits you.’


It was her first personal remark. He was encouraged. ‘My maternal grandparents were Russian.’


‘How wonderfully exotic. My family is stolidly from Kent. Or were,’ she softly corrected. She still forgot that her family was gone – at times like this when her thoughts were in disarray, when she wasn’t at home to be reminded of their absence.


‘My family is in Paris at the moment. You met my father tonight.’ He handed her a glass of champagne. ‘To future success on all your ventures,’ he offered, lifting his glass to hers.


‘I’ve rather given up on my ventures,’ she said with a rueful smile, lifting her glass. ‘But I’m looking forward to going home to my son.’


They talked idly then of children. Pasha had four younger siblings, he told her, the youngest fifteen. Trixi’s son was four and precocious, she said. She smiled when she spoke of him, of his favorite activities and his love for his pony. They shared memories of their childhood ponies for a time and he discovered small revealing bits of her background. An only child of a country gentleman, the Honorable Beatrix Grosvenor had spent an idyllic youth in Kent. She never mentioned her husband or the father of her son, however, and he had no intention of asking her. When they touched briefly on the money she needed for her return to England, she apologized for deceiving him.


‘Keep the money,’ he said. ‘Buy something for Chris.’


‘You’re too kind.’ She felt warmed by the fire, by the wine, by her host’s convivial benevolence. By her liberation from Langelier. As for the money, she’d think about that later.


She laughed at something he said shortly after and he was charmed. Her smile was warm, expansive as she lounged back in her chair; her eyes held his for a glittering moment.


It must be the wine, she thought, startled at the sudden rush of desire.


I’ll unbutton the small pearl buttons at her prim collar first, he thought, watching the flush rise on her beautiful face. Very slowly, and then …


‘Isn’t the fire absolutely wonderful,’ she suddenly said, shaken by her unexpected feelings, by Pasha Duras’s dark, heated gaze. ‘So pleasant on a cool evening. It reminds me of home … not this room of course,’ she nervously went on, ‘considering Richelieu’s no-expense-spared approach, but the quiet and warmth and – Wherever do you get applewood in the midst of the city?’


‘I’m not sure.’ Gratified by her agitation, her heightened blush, he watched her twist her fingers in her lap. ‘Would you like me to ask Jules?’


‘Oh, no … really, that’s not at all necessary. I only meant – that is –  Must you look at me like that?’


‘You’re very beautiful.’ He smiled faintly. ‘I’m enthralled.’ Was she truly so innocent? Or was Langelier’s lush hostage more skilled than most at playing the ingenue? Such bountiful femaleness and artlessness seemed incongruous.


‘You said we were just eating.’


He hadn’t, of course. He’d been very careful not to say that. ‘The food should be here soon.’ Was she actually trembling? His voice was gentle when he said, ‘Let me add a bit more champagne to your glass.’


‘No.’


But her sharp refusal ended in a wavering vibrato, he noticed as he leaned forward to pour a small portion into her glass and she didn’t move to stop him. ‘Champagne helps just about anything,’ he soothingly said.


She clenched her fingers tightly against the overwhelming urge to reach out and touch him. His body was disconcertingly close, his virility overpowering: the startling width of his shoulders beneath the fine silk of his shirt; the flexed muscles of his thighs when he half rose from his chair; the raw strength of his large hands grasping the bottle and her glass. ‘You have to sit down,’ she said, taut and low.


His gaze briefly raked her, his expression shuttered, and then, with a small deferential inclination of his head, he set her filled glass down and dropped back into the chair.


It seemed suddenly as though they were alone in the universe, the last two people on earth. Quiet expectation strummed in the air. Blatantly male, dark as the devil, sinfully handsome, he exuded brute power and lust on a primal level, as unbridled desire burned in his heavy-lidded eyes. And long-forgotten memories of sensual pleasure, of vaunting need stirred within her.


His nostrils flared as if he could scent her willingness.


‘How long must we wait’ – her voice caught – ‘for the food?’


‘It won’t be long now,’ he murmured, his large form utterly still, a sensual undertone to his innocuous words.


Bolting upright, Beatrix leaped from her chair, knocking over her glass in her desperate need to escape. Champagne dashed across the carpet, the shimmering flash flame gold against the firelight.


Leaning forward, Pasha picked up the stemware and placed it back on the table, but his gaze followed her as she paced the perimeter of the small room. Returning a few moments later, she stood behind her chair, as if shielding herself from temptation. Gripping the upholstered back, she crushed the moss green needlepoint, her fingers white with the intensity of her emotions. ‘I don’t want you,’ she said. ‘I don’t want this. I have no intention of being seduced tonight. Do I make myself clear?’


‘Perfectly.’


‘Good.’ A clipped, firm utterance.


Very good indeed, he mused; her desire was almost palpable. ‘Let me ring for Jules and see what’s keeping supper.’


Tense and agitated, she stood unmoving as he walked to the bell-pull, her mind in turmoil, shame flooding her senses. How could she respond to him with such inexplicable wantonness when she’d only just met him under the most bizarre circumstances? How was it possible that his stark maleness drew her so when the last thing on her mind should be sexual longing? How could she be so perverse after being witness only short hours ago to a brutal murder?


Turning back to her, Pasha pleasantly said, ‘Please … sit down. Would you be more comfortable if Jules remained in the room when he returns?’


How worldly he was, seemingly immune to the tumult and agitation convulsing her mind, Beatrix thought.


‘Whatever you decide is perfectly fine,’ Pasha went on when she failed to respond.


‘Langelier rather eroded my faith in men,’ she finally said, unable to verbalize the entire complex disorder of her thoughts.


‘I understand.’ Pasha poured himself another glass of champagne. ‘Here’s to speedy oblivion of unhappy memories.’ As he raised the glass to her, a soft knock sounded on the door, and swiftly downing the contents of the glass, he bid the individual enter.


Jules arrived bearing food and trailed by a multitude of other servants who proceeded to set a table with fine linen and silver, crystal and flowers. A nearby sideboard was soon laden with a variety of savory dishes, the lady’s choices along with several enticing delicacies Pasha’s chef decided were de rigueur for a late-night supper à deux – oysters, chocolate cream, a magnificent gâteau Pithiviers, scrambled eggs with creamed asparagus, molded pears, a syllabub for the lady, iced curaçao for Pasha, and a score more entrées and delicacies.


It had been so long since she’d seen such sumptuous fare, Beatrix found herself salivating. How she would have liked Chris to keep her company at such a feast. Their own household had been frugally run for so many years, she’d forgotten such splendor.


‘Please, Madame,’ she heard Pasha say with an emphasis she realized was that of repetition. Refocusing her gaze, she found him standing at her side, his arm held out.


‘Forgive me.’ She placed her hand on his arm, another temptation being offered her by this man notorious for his personal allure. ‘The food is quite glorious.’


‘Michelet will be pleased,’ Pasha replied, escorting her to the table. ‘Jules, offer the lady’s compliments to the chef.’ Helping her into a chair, he signaled to the servants with a brief nod of his head and sat down opposite her.


Each dish was offered her and depending on Beatrix’s response, Pasha had the item left on the table or returned to the sideboard. So long bereft of pleasure, she found herself seduced by the most basic human needs – food, companionship, personal kindness. But at the twentieth dish presented, overwhelmed by the multitude of items, she said, ‘Please, stop. There’s too much.’


Pasha glanced at Jules, a silent message in his gaze, and within moments Jules had directed the servants from the room. The vanished bustle and activity left a hushed silence in its wake. She looked up from the lobster before her, beautifully presented atop a bed of saffron rice and truffles, and apprehension flickered briefly in her eyes. For a second Pasha considered asking the lady again whether she required a chaperone. The impulse passed as quickly; he wasn’t quite so self-sacrificing.


Smiling over the rim of his wine glass, he said, ‘Lobster is one of Michelet’s specialties. He’s originally from Marseilles. Do you like it?’


The simple phrases seemed to put her at ease; the fear vanished from her eyes. ‘Yes, very much, thank you.’


‘He prides himself on his sauces. A mark of an accomplished chef, I’ve found.’


‘Papa used to say as much.’ She allowed herself to relax. Pasha was enchantingly amiable. Marveling at the degree of his charm, she set aside the last of her apprehensions. ‘Papa took to cooking himself when our finances no longer allowed for a multitude of servants. I’ve fond memories of our kitchen at Burleigh.’


‘Do you cook then?’ He’d never had the opportunity to ask that question of a lady.


‘Occasionally when Mrs. Orde’s arthritis is bothering her. You smile. Is that so strange?’


He was picturing any of the noble ladies he bedded with a soup ladle in their hand. Repressing his smile with difficulty as the Comtesse Dreux with her taste for role-playing came to mind, he said, ‘It is, in my bachelor world – granted, a very narrow venue. You must enjoy the informality of your life.’


‘Do you work at all?’ she asked, her gaze suddenly pointed.


‘My mother has gold mines and my father a shipping line. I’ve been known to participate in those businesses.’ He was in fact a highly motivated participant and a strong factor in their profitability. ‘Is that better?’ he lightly teased.


‘Yes, actually it is. Men without purpose are a plague on society,’ she added with a touch of bitterness, memories of her husband’s wastrel drunkenness unpleasantly recalled.


‘You speak from experience?’


‘I do indeed. Please pass me the pommes Anna, if you would.’


Apparently the subject was closed, he decided, passing her the golden, buttery potato cake. ‘Save room for the strawberry soufflé,’ he suggested, courteously moving to less personal conversation, ‘or Michelet will pout for days.’


‘Gladly. I see Chantilly cream as well,’ she added with a smile, wishing to dismiss any reflections concerning her husband – a habit of long standing. ‘Do you eat strawberry soufflé or is it a delicacy for ladies only?’


‘I eat just about anything.’


‘But not tonight,’ she noted, glancing at his empty plate.


‘I haven’t slept much the last few days. Fatigue takes away my appetite.’


‘Don’t let me keep you up.’


His libido was keeping him up at the moment, his appetite of another kind. ‘I don’t need much sleep. And I enjoy your company.’


She set her flatware down and he wondered if he’d somehow spoken amiss. Leaning back in her chair, she said, ‘I want to thank you. It’s been a month since I haven’t been afraid – or hungry. Since I was able to dismiss fear from my thoughts. You’re very kind.’


‘I’m sorry someone didn’t know of your plight earlier.’


‘I’m sorry I was so naive as to accept Langelier’s offer of aid.’ Leaning forward, she once more took up her knife and fork. ‘It won’t happen again.’


‘It was unfortunate you had to meet Langelier when you first came to Paris. Might I offer my family’s help with your inheritance?’


She shook her head. ‘A month of captivity in Langelier’s apartment gave me ample time to think. I decided it had been a gross mistake to petition for my son’s inheritance. Christopher is quite content with our life in Kent.’ She shook her head again. ‘At least I’m firm on that point now. We’ll manage as we have in the past. The Clo’ – she caught herself in time – ‘Christopher’s father’s family can rest easy.’


‘Why don’t I see you to the coast,’ Pasha offered, shocked to hear himself utter the words.


‘Thank you, but you needn’t.’ Her smile was gracious.


Relieved and simultaneously guilt-ridden to be saved from his errant impulse, he said, ‘Let me at least arrange for some funds for you.’


She looked up from the serving of compote d’abricots she’d spooned on her plate. ‘Whatever for?’


‘As an apology for Langelier’s abuse.’


‘Are you a relative?’ Her gaze held his for a moment and then she said, ‘You needn’t be Langelier’s conscience. The two thousand francs is sufficient. That at least is possible to repay.’


‘Since I’ve plenty of money and you don’t, why not accept a small loan?’


‘That I could never repay.’


He had a conscience, he realized, because the method of repayment that immediately came to mind went unspoken. ‘Perhaps you’ll marry again. Call it a long-term loan.’


‘Pour me some more champagne, Pasha, and that will be quite enough. I can’t take your loans.’


He liked that she’d said his name with a captivating warmth in her voice; he liked that she enjoyed his champagne. And her resistance to his offer of money could be overcome, he knew. In his experience, women always accepted his gifts.


He did eat as it turned out, coaxed by Trixi to try some of Michelet’s stuffed mushrooms. And he shared some of her soufflé when she offered him spoonfuls, necessitating a closer proximity than the length of the table allowed. He pulled up a chair nearer hers, and they diminished Michelet’s bouffant concoction in playful intimacy, first she feeding him and then he her.


‘I’m full,’ she said at last, at ease, leaning back in her chair and exhaling a great sigh. ‘How glorious a feeling …’


What a glorious sight, he thought. Her hair was a mass of spun gold in the candlelight, tendrils tumbling from her upswept coiffure, her pale skin flushed a delicate pink, her lush bosom raised high as she arched her back and stretched. ‘There’s nothing more you’d like then?’


She smiled – a winsome, half-seductive smile he’d not seen before. ‘However often I’ve tried to dismiss the inexcusable sensation in the hour past,’ she murmured, ‘I find myself wanting to say … perhaps’ – her voice dropped to a whisper – ‘one thing.’


His pulse rate soared.


‘I’d be more than pleased to oblige you,’ he quietly said.


Her direct gaze held his for a moment. ‘I know.’


‘And?’


‘I’m still’ – her brows rose the faintest distance, the extent of her desire scandalous – ‘debating.’
 

‘I see.’


‘Perhaps it’s the champagne.’ She looked for some reason such urgent desire spurred her senses. She’d already blamed the food, the firelight, her fatigue, his blatant sexuality, the shock she’d sustained at Langelier’s.


‘Perhaps.’ Polite, obliging, he smiled.


‘You’re not helping,’ she charged, restless under her unusual, sharp-set urges.


‘You want an excuse?’ He slid lower in his chair and gazed up at her from under his long lashes. ‘You’re asking the wrong person.’ His libido flamed bright in his eyes.


She grasped the chair arms to steady herself against her own inexplicable susceptibility. How intoxicating he was, tautly muscled beneath his lounging pose, honed to a fine pitch despite his languid sprawl, ready and waiting.


He seemed carnal lust personified and she found herself wanting to make love to him – a scandalous thought. Her feelings were so intense and pervasive she wondered at her sanity. How would it feel to be engulfed by his potent virility and strength, touch his strong, corded neck, run her palms over the swelling muscles of his shoulders, slide her hands down his lean torso … and lower, where his mesmerizing arousal stretched the fine black wool of his trousers?


Her gaze lingered and he saw the longing in her eyes. ‘Let me give you what you want,’ he said, his voice hushed and low.


His erection swelled at such lascivious words, and a corresponding heat spiraled downward within her, melted between her legs, the damning wetness answer to his query. She inhaled deeply, and on the merest wisp of breath because she couldn’t stop the words no matter what conscience or propriety demanded, she said, ‘Just this once before I go.’ She looked away, clearly discomposed. But when her gaze returned to his and she spoke again, her voice was stronger. ‘I feel as though I’ll die if I don’t touch you, if you don’t touch me.’


‘I’d be pleased to touch you anywhere you wish,’ he murmured, an inherent politeness in his offer of sexual satisfaction.


‘You can’t come in me.’ An exacting fiat no matter her breathlessness.


He raised his eyebrows, contemplating her. ‘Orders?’


Flushed, acutely agitated by his raw sensuality, she maintained enough control over her emotions to reply, ‘Yes, orders.’


His sudden grin was boyish and unabashedly impudent. ‘Sounds fine to me.’ He quickly surveyed the room. ‘Would you prefer a bed?’


Clearly tense, she shook her head.


‘Then let me suggest the window seat. The stars are out.’


‘How romantic.’ But a fine edge colored her trembling voice.


‘It is actually. You’ll be surprised.’ Aware of her discomfort, he gently noted, ‘I’m not in a hurry. Take your time.’


A sudden flicker of awareness showed in her eyes. ‘This may be a mistake.’ Hastily pushing back from the table, she jumped up and stepped away.


He didn’t move to check her withdrawal. She was skittish, high-strung, unable to completely acknowledge the extent of her sexual longing. He was patently aroused by such virtue.


‘I don’t make a practice of doing this,’ she said, standing stiffly upright a safe distance away.


‘I know.’


‘I’m not a harlot.’


‘I know. You’re Beatrix Grosvenor from Kent.’


‘I’m not sure what’s come over me. After – everything that happened tonight,’ she fastidiously said.


Less squeamish about the loss of Langelier’s kind, Pasha pointedly asked, ‘How long has it been since you’ve slept with a man?’


‘Too long, obviously.’ Sarcasm touched her voice.


‘That’s what I was thinking. How long has it been?’


‘Two years.’


A libidinous jolt brought him upright in his chair. ‘That’s a long time,’ he breathed, unable to fathom two years of unsated desire.


‘It suddenly seems like a long time.’


‘We’ll have to remedy that.’
 

‘So I shouldn’t be overly disturbed by—’
 

‘Anything,’ he said with discreet emphasis. ‘Particularly sweet lust.’


‘And if I am?’


‘Don’t be. It’s pleasure, pure and simple.’


‘How easy you make it sound.’


‘It is, darling. Forget about propriety. Indulge yourself.’


‘I should simply assuage my carnal desires?’ Disconcerted she could even contemplate such licentiousness with this stranger, she fully expected to be struck dead by a bolt of lightning.


‘Why not? I offer that assuagement worry-free,’ he gently said. ‘Guaranteed.’ Never a man of mystical propensities, he knew better than to contemplate retribution from other than worldly sources. And even those were generally within his power to curtail.


‘How can you offer guarantees?’


Did she realize she’d capitulated in asking that question? he wondered. But he knew better than to force the pace. ‘Considering your son you mean.’


‘Yes.’


‘This is only one night.’ His brows rose in query. ‘Or was the other one—’


‘No, no, of course not.’


‘In any case I’m very dependable.’


A small silence fell, the sound of the wind outside suddenly audible.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said at last, never having found herself in so compromising a position before where no impulse beyond desire impelled her. No excuse or rationale, no extenuating circumstances offered solace. ‘You must find this annoying.’


‘Not in the least.’ Pasha recognized that she needed a modicum of persuasion to appease the moral strictures assailing her conscience. ‘Let me show you the stars at least,’ he suggested, uncoiling from his chair. ‘That should be safe enough.’ He plucked a bottle of champagne from the ice bucket before moving away from the table.


‘This is all very confusing.’


‘That’s fine. It doesn’t matter,’ he soothed, his voice comforting, cordial. ‘Come,’ he went on, holding his hand out to her. ‘Sit with me and we’ll see if Orion is visible tonight.’


She should refuse, she knew; decorum and convention demanded it. Despite her son, she was a woman of conscience. But Pasha was so very close and tempting, and the strange, powerful pulsing within her seemed not to respond to any normal restraints. For a woman who’d known only two men in her life – the first a monster, the second, a friend – she questioned her sanity when she was so flooded with ravenous need, overpowered by the sheer physical presence of the man holding his hand out to her and offering her the stars.


Her hand seemed to come up of its own accord. Their fingers brushed, met, and his hand closed gently around hers, warming her, the delicious sensation shimmering through her body like liquid light.


‘How small your hand is.’ He pulled her to her feet, raising her hand to his mouth, bending his head to brush her knuckles lightly with his lips.


‘You’re very large,’ she whispered, a frisson of ambiguity in her words, her violet eyes flickering downward, plainspoken in their need.


‘I won’t hurt you,’ he softly said. ‘I’ll be very careful.’


Her knees went suddenly weak. She felt light-headed at such a dizzying prospect.


Catching her in midfall, Pasha righted her, the champagne bottle cool on her back.


‘This is impossible.’ She was shocked by her giddy, delirious response. But he was holding her tightly against his powerful body, his erection flagrant between them, and intemperate longing put the lie to her words.


‘Kiss me,’ he whispered.


‘No.’ A last breathless act of untainted innocence.


But she lifted her face to his.


And her eyes mirrored a passion he’d seen a thousand times before.


His mouth closed over hers, drawing in her breathless sigh. Impatient, Pasha began counting down from one hundred by threes because a lady of such uncertainties would require wooing. And that called for unprecedented restraint in his current rapacious mood. But he’d reached only eighty-eight when Trixi began kissing him back; and drawing her to the window seat, he eased them both down, she atop him.


‘The stars are out for you tonight.’ He glanced up, setting the bottle on the windowsill. ‘And Orion is on guard,’ he added, his breath warm on her mouth.


‘Will he guard me from my salacious urges?’


‘If you want,’ Pasha kindly replied, his hands warm at the base of her spine.


She raised her head and gazed out the windows at the brilliant starlit sky. When she looked at him again, she was smiling. ‘You must think me an adolescent with all my uncertainties.’


‘Virtuous perhaps,’ he gently remarked. ‘Never adolescent.’ Her plump breasts and curved hips were too voluptuous for youth, her heated responses those of an alluring woman.


‘I don’t know how to do very much,’ she apologized. ‘If you’re expecting an accomplished lover.’
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