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Wicked Fascination




1


February 1800


‘Stay a while longer. It’s not even morning. I’ll wake the ladies …’


‘Can’t. Have to leave.’ Beau St. Jules shrugged his broad shoulders into his coat and stood for a moment surveying the sleeping dancer from the corps de ballet who’d entertained him so pleasantly the last few days. Her slender, nubile body was only partially covered by the sheet, the crimson-hung bed short feet away. ‘Damned tempting to stay though, Albington,’ he murmured, his shadowed eyes half-lidded, memories of the previous night stirring his blood. Slipping a small enameled watch from his waistcoat pocket, he glanced at the painted face. ‘What day is it?’


‘Sunday, the first.’


His head came up, his dark brows mildly creased. ‘You sure?’


‘Positive. Tomorrow I get my monthly stipend. I never forget that, even with cunt like this warming my bed. It’s the first and soon I’ll be solvent again.’ Leaning forward in his chair, the young Marquis of Albington reached across the card table for a wine bottle. ‘And I’ll drink to that,’ he said with a grin, pouring a ruby stream of first-rate claret in his glass.


‘Jesus,’ the Earl of Rochefort muttered, beginning to swiftly button up his waistcoat. ‘I thought it was Saturday.’


‘Missed an engagement, did you?’


‘My sister’s birthday,’ Beau noted with a grimace, deftly slipping the fine linen of his neckcloth into a presentable knot. ‘The duke’s going to want my head on a platter. Maman puts such store in birthdays.’


The fair-haired man let out a low whistle. ‘I’d cut and run if I were you. You’re on your way to Naples anyway. Leave early.’


‘I promised Nell a trip to Madame La Clerque’s. Where the hell are my boots?’


‘Where the feverish Miss Gambetta tossed them after stripping your clothes from you. Near the door, I’d say.’


Recalling the young lady’s eagerness, Beau smiled as he surveyed the shadowed environs near Albington’s apartment door. ‘She is an insatiable little piece, isn’t she? Tell her I’ll see her when I return.’


‘If she’s still available. Monty’s after her for a more permanent arrangement. You could always set her up in Half Moon Street before you leave and guarantee her accessibility.’


‘Not likely,’ the Duke of Seth’s eldest son murmured, moving toward the door to retrieve the boots he’d spied under the puddled folds of Miss Gambetta’s hastily discarded azure silk gown. ‘I don’t set up light o’ loves.’ Nor had he any need, with the entirety of London’s available females in hot pursuit.


Short moments later he was booted and reasonably attired, considering his clothes weren’t crisply fresh from his valet, but then he’d had substantial practice making himself presentable after a night spent in some lady’s boudoir. He could use the services of a barber, though, he decided, glancing at his image in a candlelit mirror. Dark stubble shadowed his jaw.


Pulling several bills from his coat pocket, he set them on the table.1 ‘See that … ah—’


‘Mariana,’ his friend helpfully interposed.


‘Mariana gets this with my heartfelt thanks,’ Beau finished with a smile. ‘She’s damned good.’


‘Good enough to make you forget your sister’s birthday,’ Charles Albington sportively reminded him.


Beau grinned. ‘She actually can wrap her legs around her neck.’


‘Most definitely.’


Amusement lit Beau St. Jules’s eyes. ‘I guess that’s worth a tongue-lashing from the duke.’


‘You looked as though you were enjoying yourself,’ Albington drolly noted. ‘Think of that luscious cunt when the père is flaying you alive.’


‘I just have to appear suitably contrite while he’s chastising me for upsetting Maman. Nell don’t care when she gets her new wardrobe from Madame La Clerque’s.’


‘She old enough for all that frippery?’


‘Hell no, she’s only thirteen, but she wants real dress-up clothes.’ He shrugged. ‘So I said I’d buy her some.’


‘Before too many years you’ll have to guard your sister from all the rakes like us.’


‘Not Nell. She can take care of herself. Wants to be a jockey like Maman was.’


‘Maybe I’ll marry her myself,’ the Marquis of Albington cheerfully remarked. ‘Always wanted a prize-winning jockey.’


‘Then you’ll have to give up all your whoring.’


The marquis’s eyes opened wide. This was a time of great freedom for men, married or not. Faithfulness was never a requirement.


‘She’s my sister, Charlie,’ the Earl of Rochefort softly remonstrated, his hand on the door latch. ‘She’s different.’ And with that quiet warning, he left.


*

Later that morning, at the same time Beau was enduring a rare reprimand from his father, Serena Blythe was suffering yet another of the countless dressing-downs dispensed with righteous regularity by her employer, Mrs. Totham.


‘I distinctly told you to keep your eyes down when traversing the downstairs hallways and not to speak to anyone unless asked a direct question by one of the family. Did I not?’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ Serena quietly said, clenching her fists to keep from striking the face of the spiteful, pompous woman seated before her.


‘Yet dear Neville tells me you not only gazed at him with brazen temerity this morning but you had the nerve to compliment him on his appearance. And on the Lord’s day too! I won’t have it! I won’t have you practicing your female wiles on my innocent young son! Do you understand, Blythe!’ Her double chins jiggled in indignation.


‘Yes, ma’am.’ It would do no good to defend herself before Neville’s doting mother. Her only son could do no wrong and slimy, lying creature that he was, he’d deliberately fabricated an untruth to further assail her position in the household. She’d been fending off his unwelcome advances for a month now, ever since he’d been sent down from Cambridge in disgrace. ‘I can have you fired without a recommendation,’ he’d threatened that morning when he’d caught her coming downstairs to fetch new quills for the schoolroom and backed her up against the wall with his soft, pudgy body. ‘Or I can see that your life improves,’ he’d silkily added, his breath sour with the smell of last night’s wine. ‘You’re wasting your time teaching my two stupid sisters. I can set you up in style.’


She’d feigned innocent dismay and slipped under his arm, not allowing herself to deal with him as she wished. She would have preferred felling him with a solid knee to the groin, but then she’d be thrown out into the street with certainty and she desperately needed her governess post. But the pressure of his advances was daily increasing, and as she stood humbly before Mrs. Totham’s rebuke, she wondered how much longer she could resist Neville Totham’s salacious demands.


‘However the aristocracy might disport themselves,’ Neville’s mother said with a virtuous sniff, ‘the business class has sterner morals and I won’t have you corrupting Neville with your loose, scandalous ways.’ The particular denigration of her family was pointed and familiar. Mrs. Totham never failed to remind Serena that her father, Viscount Amberson, had gambled away his fortune and the family estate, Fallwood, before he died. ‘I don’t want to have to remind you of your position again, Blythe. Servants are to be seen, not heard.’


‘Yes, ma’am,’ she repeated, her submission mortifying but necessary. It had been four years now since her widowed father’s death, four dreadful years except for the brief ray of cheer when Julia Castelli and her father had come last fall to catalog Mr. Totham’s paintings and offered her their friendship.


‘In the future you are to remain in the schoolroom unless called for,’ Mrs. Totham curtly said. Her small eyes buried in corpulent folds of flesh narrowed to slits, raking Serena’s form from head to toe with a chill basilisk gaze. ‘That should keep your Jezebel lure away from my darling boy. Now get back upstairs.’ And nodding dismissively, the wealthy foundry owner’s wife reached for her cup of chocolate.


Serena shivered as she walked from the room, whether from tension or fatigue she wasn’t sure. She was desperately weary of her humbled circumstances, of the constant vicious discipline, of Neville’s harrowing pursuit. Unclenching her fingers at last, she felt as though she’d been wrung dry. Her eyes stung with tears as she stood in the shadowed corridor leading from the breakfast parlor to the servants’ stairs, and drawing in a deep breath, she tried to stem the overwhelming urge to cry. She wouldn’t allow herself to break down; tears wouldn’t bring her salvation, nor would self-pity, she reminded herself for the thousandth time since entering the Tothams’ employ. She’d survived four years and she’d last a short time longer. By July she’d have enough money saved to pay for her tuition at the Academy of Art in Florence. And with the money Julia had recently sent for passage, her dream of quitting the Totham household would soon be realized.


Only five months more, she reminded herself, her day of liberation etched on her liver. After these miserable years, she could tolerate mere months. The encouraging thought cheered her as she climbed the two long flights of stairs to the nursery floor.


‘What took you so long?’ Hannah Totham petulantly complained when Serena walked into the schoolroom. ‘And you haven’t any quills!’


‘Mama says she’s lazy and worthless,’ her older sister Caroline sharply said, her grating voice identical to her mother’s. ‘She never does anything right.’


Serena’s two charges were small replicas of their plain, stout mother, their mannerisms already frightening facsimiles despite their youth. At twelve and fourteen they were being groomed to enter society where their father’s riches would obtain them each a husband of distinction. Vain, self-important, fully aware of their wealth, they were difficult to teach and their lack of success with French and the arts of painting and music were blamed on Serena’s ineptitude.


‘Why don’t we take out the French pattern books and practice our list of fashion terms?’ Serena suggested, knowing the girls would much prefer that to lessons in the Scriptures. In her current low spirits, she wasn’t capable of suffering through a morning of sulky disinterest and apathy.


‘Can we have chocolate bonbons while we work?’ Caroline pressured, her antennae maliciously attuned to Serena’s disheartened mood.


Serena hesitated; bonbons were strictly rationed for Mrs. Totham was trying to mold her daughters into svelte beauties – a task of daunting proportions.


‘I’ll tell Mama you ate them all if you won’t let us have any,’ Caroline warned.


‘Have all you want,’ Serena said with a small sigh, unequal to another struggle with the ill-natured girls. And perhaps intimidated by Caroline’s threat as well. A fortnight ago when the Totham daughters had eaten all the candy and blamed it on her, their mother had withheld Serena’s meals for two days. Even with the bland, frugal nursery diet, Serena didn’t care to risk having her food withdrawn again. She hadn’t had breakfast yet this morning.


‘Caroline, you find the bonbons then,’ Serena said, her voice resigned. ‘Hannah, take out the newest pattern book with the yellow muslin gown on the cover. And I’ll tell the nursery maid we’d like chocolate and toast.’


‘I want heavy cream,’ Caroline said.


‘Whipped,’ Hannah added. ‘I want two cups.’


‘Very well.’ Serena left to find the maid, who generally could be found sleeping in the sewing room next door. The girls could have asked for fried elephant and ostrich eggs at the moment and she would have agreed to order it. After her recent ordeal with Neville and Mrs. Totham, her combatant strength was depleted.


*

The two men seated in the Seth House study bore such a striking resemblance, the ton referred to them as the Sainted Pair. Tall, muscular, their dark hair cut fashionably short à la Titus, the lure of their stark, sensual looks exceeded only by their charm, the two men had monopolized the attention of all the beautiful women for a very long time.


When they walked into a society entertainment or a club they turned heads. Handsome as sin, flagrantly sinful, they were the bellwether for profligate vice. Their male peers were wont to grumble at the unfairness with which fate had so liberally bestowed physical advantages on the pair but the ladies were only selfishly grateful for father and son’s splendid beauty and sexual largesse.


Although the Duke of Seth had given up his libertine ways after marriage to a young Scottish lass, his much-loved son, born of a youthful love affair, had succeeded not only to one of his father’s numerous titles but to his vacated position as London’s leading rake. And like his father before him, Beau St. Jules was more than willing to oblige all the eager ladies who wished to share his bed.


‘I don’t expect you to forgo a young man’s pleasures,’ the Duke of Seth was judiciously saying, gazing at his eldest child across his cluttered desktop, his tone more resigned than punitive. ‘Except on these family occasions when your maman wants you home. You’ll apologize and not tell her the truth.’


‘Of course.’ Beau shifted uncomfortably in his chair. He knew, despite the moderate tone, that his father’s authority was not to be disregarded. ‘It was an unfortunate oversight.’


Sinjin smiled faintly. ‘If I’d known Miss Gambetta held such allure, I’d have sent Davis to remind you of the time.’


‘You know Miss Gambetta?’


‘I’ve seen her on the stage’ – Sinjin’s dark lashes lowered fractionally – ‘and at Farley’s bachelor party last fall.’


Beau sat up straighter, his gaze suddenly sharp. ‘Were you with her?’ His father had been very young when Beau had been born and at forty-one was still the object of many a wishful female dream. Beau was well aware of ladies’ interest in him.


‘Do I detect jealousy?’ Sinjin’s blue eyes held a hint of amusement. ‘A word of advice. Go to Naples tomorrow; Miss Gambetta won’t pine for you.’


‘Were you?’ Pointed curiosity colored Beau’s tone. Farley’s bachelor party had kept the scandal mills grinding for weeks. Rumor had it there were three accommodating females for every man.


‘You should know better,’ his father mildly replied. ‘I’m unfashionably in love with your mother. But Miss Gambetta does have extraordinary acrobatic skills,’ Sinjin added with a grin. ‘I hope you enjoyed yourself.’


‘Vastly.’ Beau rested back in his chair, his smile languid.


‘In that case, the required abject apology to your mother should be an easy quid pro quo,’ Sinjin softly said. ‘Although I suggest you bathe and change first. The scent of Miss Gambetta is pungent; apparently none of your amorous play included a bathtub.’


Beau’s mouth lifted in a boyish grin. ‘Not last night. There wasn’t time.’


‘I see,’ the duke blandly said. ‘I’ll tell your mother you’ll be down for breakfast. You make up a suitable story explaining your absence from your sister’s birthday party.’ Sinjin rose and glanced at the clock, his responsibilities as a disciplinarian thankfully over. ‘Say an hour?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Beau stood swiftly, grateful the interview was over. ‘Thank you, sir.’


‘By the way … don’t take Miss Gambetta to Italy with you.’


‘No, sir. I hadn’t planned to.’


The duke’s dark brows arched faintly. ‘I stand relieved.’


‘I don’t like women on board my yacht for long voyages. One becomes bored.’


‘I see.’


‘You can’t get away from them out in the middle of the ocean.’


‘A dilemma to be avoided,’ the duke urbanely murmured. ‘Davis has my supplies packed for the villa in Naples,’ he noted, more pertinent business interests yet to be addressed. ‘He’ll have them transported to Dover tonight. When do you leave?’


‘Tomorrow afternoon.’


‘The Foreign Office found you?’


‘Lord Percy came around. They’re interested in the foreign ambassadors’ instructions at Naples. With the French marching back and forth across Italy, all is in flux at the Sicilian court. I might be able to glean some useful information.’


‘Don’t put yourself in danger. Naples is awash with spies and thugs and mercenaries.’


Beau shrugged. ‘I’m more interested in seeing if our estates have survived French expropriation and all the revolutionary destruction. But if I hear something relevant concerning Napoleon’s plans, I’ll relay it home. Lord, I can smell her,’ Beau abruptly remarked, lifting the ruffled cuff of his shirtsleeve to his nose. ‘It’s definitely time for a bath.’


After his son’s departure, Sinjin stood at the window for a moment, gazing out over the sere winter garden sloping down to the Thames. Miss Gambetta had ambitions to catch herself an aristocratic husband like her cousin the new Marquess of Weyhouse. And while the Coltrans might not mind welcoming an actress into their family, he was relieved to find that Beau’s extended rendezvous with the young ballerina had nothing to do with love.


*

Beau’s apology and explanation for missing his sister’s birthday was graciously accepted by his maman for she was fully cognizant of the latest gossip concerning her stepson. Albington’s valet had discussed the ballet dancers with his sister, who was dresser to Chelsea’s mother-in-law, the Dowager Duchess of Seth. And yesterday, over tea, the Dowager Duchess had told Chelsea not only of Miss Gambetta’s liaison with Beau but of her hopes for joining the St. Jules family.


While Chelsea’s entrance into the family had been unconventional in the extreme, she was under the impression after listening to the details related by her mother-in-law that Miss Gambetta seemed more intent on acquiring Beau’s title than his love. A romantic at heart, Chelsea preferred a love match for her stepson.


‘We saved you a big piece of cake,’ Nell said to Beau the instant his apology was concluded. ‘Do you want it now or after I show you the pattern books of gowns I want at Madame La Clerque’s?’


‘Let Beau eat his breakfast first,’ her mother suggested.


‘You missed out on the bestest ice cream,’ his youngest sister, Sally, said. ‘I bet you’re sorry.’ At five, her priorities were decidedly different from her brother’s.


‘Beau doesn’t care about ice cream, Sally. He just cares about horses.’ Just recently ten, Jack was thoroughly enamored of horses.


Little Sally’s bottom lip began to tremble. ‘He does too like ice cream.’


‘I really wish I had some ice cream right now,’ Beau kindly said, smiling at his young sister.


‘It’s all gone,’ Nell briskly interjected. ‘Aren’t you almost finished? Maman said I can have a purple dress.’


Sinjin’s startled gaze swiftly met his wife’s across the breakfast table.


‘She’s using the dresses for play, Sinjin. Don’t be alarmed.’


‘I’m not either,’ Nell protested. ‘You’ll take me out in my gowns from Madame La Clerque’s won’t you, Beau?’


Beau’s glance quickly slid from his father to stepmother, decorum at issue, purple more apt to be worn by courtesans than young misses. ‘We’ll find someplace to go,’ he diplomatically replied.


‘Someplace fashionable.’


‘Perhaps the boys at the track will like it,’ Beau suggested.


‘Perfect!’ To Nell who was a better jockey than many of the professionals, showing off her new gown to her jockey friends would be perfection.


‘Early in the morning,’ Sinjin murmured, his voice meant for Beau’s ears alone.


Beau nodded in acknowledgment. ‘Would you like to come along to the dressmaker with us, Sally?’ he offered.


‘Beau!’ Nell wailed. ‘It’s my birthday present. She’ll be fussy and troublesome and into everything – oh, all right,’ she mumbled, taking notice of her mother’s stern expression, ‘she can come along. But she can’t cry.’


‘I won’t cry,’ Sally brightly avowed, her blond curls bobbing as she waggled her head. ‘No matter what.’


‘You can sit on my lap,’ Beau said, ‘and we’ll both help Nell pick out some dresses.’




2


A decidedly outré pose for London’s most disreputable rake, Madame La Clerque decided the following morning when Beau St. Jules lounged on her pink moiré settee with his young sister straddling his knees. London’s most fashionable modiste had never seen the young Earl of Rochefort in her fitting rooms without a mistress; he was one of her best customers. Normally dégagé and audacious, exuding an overt sensuality as his mistresses preened before him, he was today a gentle, agreeable brother to his sisters, teasing still but without his normal cheekiness. But whether buying for a sister or lover, he was supremely indulgent.


He purchased a dozen gowns for the young Miss Giselle, never taking issue with her selection of fabrics no matter how inappropriate, never asking the price. And when the small child on his lap became fidgety, he let her unroll a priceless swathe of China silk for her amusement and after belatedly taking note of Madame La Clerque’s dismay, casually said, ‘Send Sally’s silk along with the gowns. Perhaps my mother will find some use for it.’


Heart-stopping moments aside, when Madame La Clerque thought she might lose a considerable sum to a small child’s amusement, it was, all in all, an extremely profitable morning for London’s premier dressmaker. And the visit offered her delicious tittle-tattle too. Most of the ladies patronizing her establishment were avidly interested in any on-dits concerning the notorious Beau St. Jules. What did he say? How did he look? Who was he with? Really, they would say, wide-eyed when she told them. London’s most libertine rogue with his young sisters would be a delicious tidbit.


*

With his brotherly duties completed, Beau spent a few hours more with his parents discussing the horses he was to bring back from Naples if the animals had survived the French occupation and the royalist battles. The stables at their country villa were a halfway point for bloodstock brought out of Tunis, a resting stage before shipment home to their racing stud in Yorkshire.


‘At least you shouldn’t have to worry much about the French fleet,’ his father said.


‘What French fleet,’ Beau said with a grin, Nelson’s victory at Aboukir last year having decimated the French navy. And what was left of it was timidly commanded by Bruix, now under British blockade at Brest.


‘But the privateers are always a danger,’ his mother reminded him.


‘I should be able to outrun them.’


‘Is Berry sailing the Siren?’ Seated next to his wife on a camelback sofa, Sinjin took Chelsea’s hand in his and gently stroked it, understanding her legitimate fears for their son.


Beau nodded.


‘Good,’ his father said, satisfied his son had the best captain in England. ‘He’ll be fine with Berry, darling,’ he told his wife, then turned back to Beau. ‘And you’re armed?’


‘Ten cannons. We added four more last week.’


‘That sound ominous.’ Chelsea’s brows drew into a mild frown. ‘How necessary is this trip?’


‘You could wait,’ Sinjin interjected. ‘Naples is still a hotbed of lawlessness. If the horses survived, they can rest indefinitely at Naples.’


‘Now that Napoleon’s slipped through the blockade and is back in France, rumor has it he may invade Italy again. I’d like to get the horses out if possible. Regardless,’ Beau continued, ‘I want to go. Thing is, I need some excitement.’


‘Beyond the corps de ballet,’ Sinjin blandly noted.


‘And Miss Gambetta,’ Chelsea added with a smile.


‘Is nothing inviolate from the society matrons?’ Beau inquired without hint of offense. ‘Tell me, Maman, what is the gossip over tea? You probably know whether Monty will win his suit with the pretty Miss Gambetta. I’m sure he’d like to know.’


‘My information,’ Chelsea said, ‘is that Miss Gambetta is holding out for an earldom.’


‘Not mine, I hope.’


‘I’m afraid so.’


Beau drew in a small startled breath; women bent on marriage were intrinsically terrorizing. ‘Now I’m really looking forward to setting sail. Not that I have anything but compliments for Miss Gambetta but, good God, I’m not in the market for a wife.’


‘Your papa said as much last night.’


‘And he’s right. Jesus, maybe in ten years.’ Beau stood abruptly as if there were immediate need to escape Miss Gambetta’s clutches. ‘I should check on William’s packing and on my mail.’


‘Send us your news with the consular dispatches,’ his father said, his gaze amused. ‘Your mother worries.’


‘Of course, Maman.’ Leaning down, he kissed Chelsea gently on the cheek.


‘You’ll be careful now,’ she urged.


He smiled and nodded, his relationship with his stepmother one of deepest affection. His own mother had died shortly after his birth, and while Sinjin had taken over his fatherly duties when Beau was a baby, he had not had a mother until years later when Sinjin had married.


‘And we’ll expect you back in a month or so?’ the duke said.


‘Six weeks at the most. Even if I have to go to Palermo and mingle at court for a time, I should be back by mid-March.’


*

When Beau arrived at his bachelor quarters in St. James a brief time later, he found Albington waiting for him, half drunk and in the company of two young actresses.


‘Told them we’d see you off at Dover.’


‘Really,’ Beau softly said, handing his hat and gloves to his valet, asking William for his mail in an undertone. Turning back to his company, he took in the smiling countenances of the pretty actresses, perceived that Albington, with his feet resting on a case of rare Cognac, was once again in funds, and debated briefly whether he wanted companions on his drive to Dover. ‘I’m afraid I’m leaving within the hour,’ he neutrally said.


‘We’re ready right now,’ the marquis cheerfully replied. ‘Lizzie’s never been fucked in a carriage before.’ He leered at the girl perched on the arm of his chair.


Reason enough, Beau sardonically considered. ‘Would you care for some Champagne?’ he asked the young lady seated to one side of the couple kissing each other now with passionate disregard for their companions.


She giggled. ‘I’ve had some already. Albie ordered up your best stock.’


‘Then I’ve some catching up to do.’ Beau took his mail from the salver William held out to him. ‘I’m Rochefort,’ he went on, sifting through the scented billets-doux that arrived daily. His dark eyes lifted from Miss Gambetta’s familiar script gracing one lilac-colored note and, pleased to be so imminently quitting London and her unwelcome designs, he said to the young lady with raven curls and a splendid bosom, ‘Do you like carriage rides?’


*

Serena locked her door against Neville’s unwelcome advances Sunday night and even he wasn’t brave enough to force it open, the risk of waking his sisters or parents outweighing carnal urges. He’d slunk away finally, but not before whispering ugly, graphic threats of what he’d do to Serena when he finally had her alone.


She hadn’t slept after that, fearful of his return, apprehensive about maintaining her virtue against such determined attacks, more happily contemplating various ways she could dispose of his corpulent, repulsive body. It cheered her in those sleepless hours to devise and scheme, even if all her vengeful plans were only pipe dreams. She briefly wondered whether such vicious thoughts put one beyond redemption. Or did God forgive malevolent intent if it was in self-defense? She even fleetingly asked for divine guidance in her plight but no one answered her plea, nor had they anytime these last four years. So she sensibly stayed awake in the event Neville returned.


Desperately fatigued by morning, she greeted the sound of the girls stirring awake next door with a soft groan. What discourtesies and rudeness would she be subjected to today? Glancing at the calendar she’d made and posted prominently over her bed, she rallied her weary body and mind with the glorious goal of July and liberation.


The cook was in a pet because Mrs. Totham had early guests coming in the forenoon so only tea and toast were sent up for the nursery breakfast, the serving girl breathlessly explained after navigating the two flights of stairs. And Serena was fortunate to pluck a single piece of buttered toast from the plate before the Totham girls fell on the frugal breakfast like wolves on the fold. She ate hurriedly, much as a convict would in a communal cell, not sure she could defend her small breakfast from her charges.


Instructions were sent up soon after that Hannah and Caroline were to be dressed in their newest gowns and brought down to meet their mother’s guests at precisely half past eleven. But on their way downstairs, Caroline’s heel caught in the muslin of her hem, ripping off a foot of ruffled flounce. By the time they’d repaired to the nursery to change her frock, Serena and the girls were ten minutes late arriving in the drawing room.


The butler announced the two young girls because Mrs. Totham liked to put on airs before her friends and before Serena could pass completely through the door, she heard Mrs. Totham say in an icy tone, ‘Where is your new gown, Caroline?’


‘Blythe is so clumsy she made me stumble on the stairs and my shoe tore the flounce.’


‘It’s impossible to find good hired help,’ Mrs. Totham acerbically said, smiling tightly at the two ladies seated across the tea table from her.


‘And they have no manners,’ a large, thin-faced matron commiserated. ‘I had to sack our governess last week when she failed to meet our high standards.’


Serena recognized the rector’s wife, the daughter of a prosperous merchant who had traded her considerable dowry for the younger son of a baron in need of funds to maintain his rectory. And she supposed the rector’s wife’s high standards had to do more with deference than manners for she had neither charity nor courtesy herself.


‘Take the price of the gown from her wages,’ the wife of the Tothams’ solicitor curtly said, as if Serena weren’t standing directly behind the Totham girls – as if she were invisible.


‘At Madame La Clerque’s prices, she wouldn’t be paid for two years,’ Mrs. Totham pointed out with both pride and anger.


‘It would serve her right,’ the rector’s wife declared. ‘Isn’t she the one with the viscount for a father? An ungodly, iniquitous man if I recall. A gambler and utter disgrace to the Christian community.’


‘You didn’t know my father,’ Serena abruptly declared, her weariness perhaps impulse to her unguarded response.


‘Apologize to Mrs. Stanton,’ Mrs. Totham snapped, her voice bristling with anger. ‘This instant.’


‘It was uncivil of her to revile my father without knowledge of him or his circumstances,’ Serena stubbornly retorted.


‘You ungrateful, impudent creature. After all we’ve done for you! Apologize!’ Maud Totham’s fat cheeks were bright red with rage, her eyes virulent.


Serena stood mutinous, not even sure herself why she’d finally taken a stand, aware in the less emotional portions of her brain that she was committing a kind of suicide in her refusing. Aware as well of the breath-held censure that seemed to smother the room in an ominous silence.


The muted scrape of Mrs. Totham’s chair on the plush carpet broke the stillness, and raising her bulk from her seat with remarkable swiftness, she rushed at Serena in a rustle of silk skirts, her face and quivering chins apoplectic scarlet. ‘How dare you oppose me,’ she lashed out, her voice tight with rage, and coming within striking distance, she slapped Serena with such fury, she stumbled momentarily before catching her balance.


Struck dumb by the sudden attack, Serena stood motionless, her cheek stinging from the blow.


The girls broke into giggles, Mrs. Totham shrieked at Serena like a madwoman, and the two guests sat back with smug smiles to view the tempestuous scene.


As the crescendo of epithets, threats, and abuse broke over her, an odd, inexplicable sense of finality overcame Serena – simultaneously dreadful and uplifting. Without a word, she turned and walked away from four years of unmitigated misery.


‘Don’t you turn away from me!’ Mrs. Totham screamed. ‘Come back here this minute! Do you hear?’ Her shrill voice echoed in the large drawing room, acrimonious and hostile, reverberating in piercing accents from wall to ceiling to floor. ‘I’ll have you thrown into the streets if you don’t come back this instant! I’ll have you thrown into gaol!’


Everyone had their breaking point, Papa always used to say about losing at cards, and she’d reached her breaking point today with the Tothams. She didn’t care anymore about anything except escape – like her father when he’d taken his life after the gambling had finally ruined him completely.


She moved up the stairs, her mind remarkably cool and collected, considering she was literally out in the streets. And she began planning a hastily arranged voyage to Italy. It would have been preferable to have all her funds in hand but surely she could find work in Florence to supplement the few months’ pay she was short. Governesses would be needed there too and since Mama had been Italian, she was fluent in the language. There. All settled. Neither uncertainty nor dilemma prevailed in her current resolve.


Now to pack, she purposefully decided … and suddenly she felt borne by a wave of stirring elation. She’d book passage here in London; the sailing schedules were as familiar to her as her name, since she’d pored over them for months. The nearest stage to Dover left from the King’s Arms Inn on Knightsbridge Road; if she hurried, she’d be on the afternoon coach.


After locking the door to her room, she quickly tossed her few possessions into her two satchels. She mustn’t tarry; if Mrs. Totham pressed charges against her, she’d be thrown into prison. Rushing to quit her room, within minutes she was packed, her worldly possessions minimal, only her paints and brushes of any value. She had nothing left of her life as Lady Serena Blythe after her father’s creditors had stripped everything of value from their house and property, all her assets contained now in two small satchels. But she had her freedom, she noted thankfully, and picking up her valises she walked from the room.


Standing in the hallway for a brief moment, she listened for any untoward sounds from below, fearful someone might be on their way to apprehend her. But the floor was silent and moving quietly through the corridor and then down the servants’ stairs, she exited the house through a little-used door to the kitchen garden.


It was a rare, sunny afternoon in February and walking briskly through the mews behind the fine houses on Russell Square, she found herself smiling as she made for the shipping line office to purchase her ticket. Even the weather was cooperating as if in propitious portent of good fortune.


By twilight she was in Dover; a deep purple sky bordered by ominous thunderclouds promised rain. Obtaining directions from the coachman, she hurried to the shipping office near the docks and caught the clerk just as he was locking up. But he assured her her luggage would be stowed away on the Betty Lee later that evening and at daybreak tomorrow, she’d be allowed on board.


‘Is there an inn nearby?’ she inquired, not sure she could afford the added expense, but equally aware she’d need refuge from the coming storm.


‘The Pelican over there.’ He waved in the direction of a small stuccoed building set under a craggy cliff wall. ‘Tell Fanny I sent you.’


Encouraged by his introduction and, moments later, pleased to find Fanny not only the proprietress but warmly welcoming, Serena found the courage to ask if she could sit in the parlor for the night.


‘A bit short of the bob are you?’ Fanny asked, her smile understanding.


‘I hadn’t planned on spending a night in an inn.’ Serena blushed in embarrassment at having to ask for charity.


‘Well now, dearie, don’t you worry none. There’s plenty of room in the parlor what with only four others there. But those London nabobs and their dollies could get a mite noisy.’ She nodded in the direction of a small group of welldressed patrons. ‘You might want to stay clear of them. They’ve drunk up half a case of my best French Champagne and it seems likely they’re only going to get louder.’


Gazing into the small parlor facing the sea, Serena took note of the convivial party seated near the windows. Two handsome young nobles, their expressions amused, were sprawled in elegant languor observing two ladies’ dramatic recitation.


‘They just ordered up supper, too, so I’d say they’re going to let them little dollies entertain them a trifle longer.’


‘I could just sit here in the hall,’ Serena suggested.


‘Heavens no, child. There’s not a speck of heat out here. Find yourself a spot in that corner near the fire.’ Fanny indicated the site with a quick lift of her chin. ‘If you sit nice and quiet, they won’t be apt to take no notice. Rich rogues can be a danger to a young lass like you if’n you’re not careful. And when Tad’s done running for them fine gentry, I’ll have him bring you a cup of soup and a bit of tea.’


Serena’s grateful thanks were casually brushed off by the landlady. And while the splendid young noblemen were engrossed in their ladies’ rendition of the newest ditty disparaging the Prince of Wales, Serena slipped into the secluded corner near the fire.


Within short hours she’d be on board the ship that would take her to Florence, to her friends the Castellis, to an art school she’d always dreamed of attending ever since her mother had told her of all the renowned ateliers and collections in the city of her birth. Despite a ringing fatigue and hunger, she was comfortable and warm, protected from the rain that had just begun falling, ensconced in a cozy refuge for the night. If she believed in luck – and she did with the same gambler’s spirit as her father – she’d be tempted to say her luck had finally turned.


*

Sometime later she ate her soup and tea while the young bloods and their ladies consumed Fanny’s best cut of beef and pudding and drank Champagne and laughed … and kissed. There was much kissing and more than that on occasion with the young ladies sitting on the gentlemen’s lap from time to time. Serena tried not to look but the noisy, amorous repartee was in too close proximity to fully ignore.


The rain had been driving in sheets against the windows for some time and between kisses and giggles and flirtatious petting, the conversation had occasionally centered on whether they would all stay the night or begin the journey back to London. The dark-haired buck didn’t seem to mind if they went or stayed. And while he kissed the lady clinging to him, he did it idly, like a man with other things on his mind.


As the heat from the fire seeped through Serena’s tired senses, her eyes began drifting shut and the amusements of the party from London seemed to enter her consciousness from a great distance. Until a giggling shriek jerked her awake and a swift glance was enough to know she shouldn’t look again no matter the instinctive impulse. The fair-haired blade, roaring drunk and laughing, was sliding the gown from his paramour’s shoulders and it appeared as though he were intent on making love to her, public venue or not.


‘You might want to shut the door, Charlie, unless you’re in an exhibitionist mood,’ Beau mildly said.


‘Sha’it yourself.’


‘Charlie-e-e,’ Lizzie fretted, her remonstrance ending in a giggle as the Marquis of Albington licked a path downward between her breasts. Then she softly moaned, her eyes drifted shut, and her hands came up to hold his head to her breast, the compelling sensations of his mouth on her nipple apparently overcoming any reservations she might have had.


‘It appears we’re about to be entertained,’ Beau lazily drawled, clearing the filled glasses from the tabletop in his immediate vicinity.


‘Wake up the judge!’ The cry from the street outside was dimly heard, and a second later, the front door of the Pelican crashed open. A rain-soaked man burst through the portal, shouting, ‘Wake up the judge!’ his voice like a crash of thunder in the candlelit room. ‘Fanny, where the hell are you?’ he yelled before glancing quickly into the parlor in search of the landlady. Not catching sight of her, he spun away, racing toward the back of the inn, his voice raised in summons. ‘Fanny, Cap’n Darby’s been killed!’


Within minutes, the Pelican was a scene of pandemonium, a score of men wet from the storm crowding into the parlor, the alarm having been raised from the docks to the inn’s front door. While everyone waited for the judge to come down from his quarters above, the dead man was carried in and placed on a long trestle table near the door. Even in the dim light, the brutality of the attack was evident. The man’s head and face were a bloody pulp, distorted out of all human semblance, crushed flesh and bone bleeding onto the floor in a widening crimson pool.


‘It was his first mate Horton, for sure. He and Darby been at odds for years,’ one man brusquely said, staring down at the corpse.


‘Horton were drinkin’ all day at the Bird’s Nest,’ another noted, his voice gruff.


‘Heard tell he were swearing to make the cap’n pay for them lashings he got back last year. It must ha’ been him.’ The man speaking nodded his head with certainty.


‘Seein’ how he sailed off tonight without the captain, it looks likely.’


‘Someone has to notify Crawford’s.’


‘And the widow Darby.’


A sudden silence filled the room.


‘Fanny can tell her,’ someone quietly said. ‘They’s friends.’


‘Can they find Horton and bring him back?’


‘Not the way he knows the seas,’ the man with the gruff voice bluntly observed. ‘Been sailing since he were ten.’


‘He could sell the Betty Lee in some foreign port and live the rest of his life in style.’


‘He were a violent man. …’


The men’s voices suddenly faded away in Serena’s consciousness as the disastrous import of the words Betty Lee registered in her brain. The Betty Lee was her ship, she fearfully realized, the ship that was to take her away to Florence in the morning. It was gone, they said, which meant her luggage and passage money were gone. For a moment she couldn’t breathe, so cataclysmic was the news. Everything she owned had been on that ship, including money she’d hidden in her paint box. Forcing herself to a calmness that threatened to erupt into a wail of despair, she desperately tried to deal with the devastating events.


Fighting back her tears, she reminded herself she was alive, at least, unlike Captain Darby, who was brutally murdered and still as the grave short feet away. However much ruin faced her, it was far from the stark reality of death before her eyes.


She needed options, she consciously deliberated, swallowing hard to stifle her tears. Think, she commanded her numbed mind. While she struggled to regain some modicum of reason, a cacophony of voices rose from the crowd, everyone speaking at once, when the local magistrate entered the room.


He raised his hands to quell the uproar.


As the clamor diminished, the elegant, young noble with dark hair came to his feet, his height and patrician presence immediately silencing the room. In a deep, temperate voice that gave no indication of the numerous bottles of Champagne he’d consumed, he said, ‘Perhaps I could be of help. Since I’m scheduled to sail soon, if you’d care to arrange an arrest warrant – should witnesses conclude Horton did the deed – I could see that the appropriate authorities in various ports of call are made aware of his crime.’


Everyone’s eyes were trained on the tall aristocrat, splendidly dressed by London’s best tailor.


He stood in placid repose as if he were familiar with legions of gazes centered on him.


‘Capital, young men,’ the judge exclaimed into the hush. ‘Bound to say Crawford Shipping would be beholden to you,’ he went on. ‘When do you sail and where?’


‘My yacht is at the ready. I’m bound for Naples, but I’m at your convenience, sir.’ Beau bowed slightly.


‘Well, then, come, my boy,’ the judge briskly said, ‘and you too, Camden. We need the particulars written down and the witnesses interviewed.’


His yacht at the ready, Serena silently mused, the black abyss facing her shrinking by the second. Naples wasn’t Leghorn, but it was a lifetime closer than Dover, she reflected. An option of sorts if she had the nerve. Trembling at such a blind bargain, she considered what other possibilities were available to her with her passage money gone, her ship set sail, and her purse so depleted she’d be destitute in a fortnight.


She could no longer apply for a governess post in London. Mrs. Totham would have put out the alarm with the greatest of pleasure too, she suspected. Possibly she could hope for employment in some outlying area of England where London gossip rarely intruded but such an undertaking required staying in rented quarters while she advertised for a position, depleting what little money she had left. What then, if no position materialized? And even should she find work, there was no guarantee her new employers would be an improvement over the Tothams.


Rising suddenly, she moved around the outskirts of the assemblage filling the parlor until she came to the windows facing the dock. Pressing her face against the cool pane, she made out the dim outline of a sleek yacht tied to its moorings, its pale raking form faintly visible even in the heavy rain.
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When he first heard the soft footfall in the passageway outside his stateroom, he glanced at the clock mounted on the ship’s overhead beam.


Two o’clock.


He came fully awake.


A woman was on board his yacht.


He immediately recognized the tiptoeing gait as that of a female but then Beau St. Jules had vast experience with tiptoeing rendezvous in the middle of the night – as he had with women of every nuance and description. His amours rivaled – some said surpassed – his father’s distinguished record. The Duke of Seth’s eldest son wasn’t called Glory by all the seductive ladies in London for the beauty of his smile alone.


That celebrated smile suddenly appeared on his starkly handsome face as he threw his legs over the side of his bed and reached for his breeches.


A female stowaway on his yacht. How serendipitous.


Entertainment, perhaps, for his voyage to Naples.


*

Creeping down the dimly lit passage, Serena hardly dared breathe. She’d waited until all sounds of activity had ceased on the yacht save for those of the night crew above decks. And if she hadn’t been famished she wouldn’t have risked leaving her hiding place in the small closet filled with female attire.


The scented fabrics reminded her poignantly of her mother’s fine gowns. Long ago … Before her mother’s death.


Before her father’s spiral into drink and gambling.


Before her own servitude as governess to the despicable Tothams.


A small sigh escaped her as she moved toward the galley she’d seen when she’d stolen aboard the yacht at Dover late last night. How far removed she was from that distant childhood – without funds, in flight from England aboard a stranger’s yacht, hoping to reach Florence by the grace of God and her own wits.


Her stomach growled, the delicious scent of food from the galley drifting into her nostrils as she eased open the door and the more urgent need to eat drove away any remnants of nostalgia or self-pity.


She was adding a crusty loaf of bread to the cheese and pears she held in the scooped fold of her skirt when a voice behind her gently said, ‘Would you like me to wake my cook and have him make you something more substantial?’


She whirled around to find the yacht’s owner lounging against the doorjamb. His smile, flashing white in the subdued light, mitigated the terror his voice had engendered although his state of undress, clothed as he was in only breeches, gave rise to another kind of fear. He was powerfully built, the light from a small oil lamp modeling his muscular body in shadow and plane, his virility intense at close range.


‘Have we met before?’ he softly asked, wondering if he should know the young lady, the blur of women in his life occasionally making it difficult to recall specific females.


‘Not precisely,’ Serena replied, hesitant, not certain of his mood despite his soft voice. ‘I saw you in the parlor of the Pelican.’


‘Really.’ Genuinely surprised, he shifted slightly in his stance. He rarely overlooked women of such striking good looks. She had glorious golden hair, huge dark eyes, a slender, voluptuous form, and a sensuous mouth he was definitely interested in tasting. ‘I must have been very drunk,’ he added, half to himself.


‘You probably were,’ she said, repressing an odd flutter induced by the graphic display of rippling muscle as he moved. ‘You didn’t come aboard till almost dawn.’


‘Really,’ he said again, his voice mild. ‘Are we sailing mates then?’


‘I’d be happy to pay for my passage.’


His gaze raked her swiftly, pausing for a fraction of a second on the food bundled in her skirt. ‘But you prefer not taking conventional routes.’


‘My ship left without me after I’d already paid for my passage.’ Her eyes suddenly filled with tears.


‘Please don’t cry,’ he quickly said. ‘You’re more than welcome aboard the Siren.’ He was uncomfortable with distraught women and she was obviously without funds if she was reduced to stealing aboard his vessel.


‘I can … reimburse you for my passage’ – she swallowed hard to stem her tears – ‘once we reach Italy.’ The tuition money she’d sent ahead to Florence should cover her fare.


‘Nonsense,’ he murmured. ‘I’m sailing there anyway.’ He smiled briefly. ‘How much can you eat, after all?’ Easing away from the jamb he stood upright, his height suddenly formidable to her upturned gaze. But his voice was bland when he said, ‘Why don’t I find you some better accommodations and a real meal. Do you eat beefsteak?’


‘Oh, yes.’ Serena salivated at the thought, her last food a frugal breakfast in London two days ago and a cup of soup at the Pelican. ‘Yes, definitely.’


‘Why don’t you make yourself comfortable?’ Beau suggested. ‘The second door on the right should do.’ He moved back into the passageway to allow her egress from the galley. ‘I’ll join you directly I get my cook awake.’


*

He didn’t reappear for some time, sending a young lad with hot water and towels to his stateroom, followed shortly after by another servant with a decanter of Tokay and cookies. This would allow his beautiful passenger time to wash and refresh herself while he gave directions for a sumptuous meal to his French chef, whom he’d cajoled out of bed with a sweet smile and a lavish bribe.


Some sautéed scallops first, he’d requested while the young Frenchman had sulkily rolled out of bed. ‘She’s very beautiful, Remy, and not quite sure she can trust me.’


‘Nor should she,’ the slender young man muttered, standing motionless beside his bed for a moment, still half asleep.


‘But your luscious food will set her mind at ease.’


‘So I’m supposed to help you seduce her,’ the Frenchman grumbled, his chestnut hair falling into his eyes as he bent to pick up his trousers from a nearby chair.


‘Now, Remy, since when do I need help there?’ Beau murmured, his grin roguish.


‘I thought you didn’t like women on your yacht?’


‘You haven’t seen her.’ Dark brows flickered sportively. ‘And now I have this overwhelming impulse to make her happy.’


‘Then maybe you should serve her oysters first,’ Remy said with an answering grin as he stepped into his trousers. ‘And save the scallops for lunch tomorrow when her passions are sated.’


‘She wants beefsteak too.’


Remy groaned. ‘You English have no subtlety. Served bloody, I suppose.’


‘With your mushrooms and wine sauce, s’il vous plait,’ Beau pleasantly added, ‘and I’ll add another fifty guineas to my offer.’


‘Make it sixty and I’ll give her floating islands for dessert as well. Women adore them.’


‘You’re a treasure, Remy. How would I survive without you?’


‘You’d be skin and bone with all your fucking, no mistake.’


‘And I’m deeply grateful.’ Beau’s voice was amused.


‘I suppose you need this all within the hour so you don’t have to wait too long to make love to this female you’ve found.’


The young Earl of Rochefort grinned. ‘After all these years you read my mind, Remy darling. An hour would be perfect.’


*

But he gave no indication of his designs when he entered his stateroom a few minutes later. ‘My cook is grumbling, but up,’ Beau said with a smile, walking over to a built-in bureau and pulling out a crisply starched shirt from the drawer. ‘So food should arrive shortly. Are you comfortable?’ he politely queried, slipping the shirt over his head.


‘Yes, thank you.’ Serena looked up at him from the depths of a soft upholstered chair she’d almost fallen asleep in. ‘The cookies were delicious … and the wine.’


‘Good.’ After glancing at the crumbs remaining on the plate, he gauged the amount of wine remaining in the decanter with an assessing eye.


‘I’d like to thank you very much for your hospitality.’ The lanterns had been lit by his servants and Serena’s fairness was even more delectable bathed in a golden light. And her eyes weren’t dark but aquamarine, like the Mediterranean.


‘My pleasure,’ he casually said, dropping into a chair opposite her. My distinct pleasure, he more covetously thought. Her lush beauty was tantalizing, more provocative perhaps after the conventional prettiness of the actresses Charlie had procured. How would she respond, he wondered, to his first kiss? ‘Where had you booked passage?’ he asked instead, gracious and well-behaved. ‘Perhaps I could see that your money is returned.’


‘Do you think you could?’ She sat forward, her eyes alight with hope.


And for the briefest moment Beau St. Jules questioned his callous pursuit of pleasure, her poverty was so obvious. But in the next flashing moment he soothed his momentary twinge of conscience by deciding that a generous monetary settlement once they reached Italy would more than compensate for his dishonorable intentions. And who knew, he considered in a more practical frame of mind, she might not be an innocent despite her enchanting delicacy. She’d stowed away, after all – not exactly the act of a proper young lady.


‘I’m sure I could. How much did you lose?’


‘Two hundred pounds,’ she said. ‘It was all my savings.’


Good God, he thought, briefly startled. He gambled thousands on the turn of a card. ‘Let me reimburse you in the interim,’ he suggested, reaching for a wallet lying on his desk.


‘Oh, no, I couldn’t possibly take money from you.’


He looked up from the purse he was opening, not because of her words but her tone. A small reserve had entered her voice, and her eyes, he noted, held a distinct apprehension. ‘Consider it a loan,’ he calmly replied, gazing more critically at her, trying to properly place her in the hierarchy of female stowaways – a novel category for him.


Her navy serge gown was worn but well cut, her shoes equally worn but impeccably polished; her exquisite face and radiant hair couldn’t be improved on in the highest ranks of society. Was she some runaway noble wife dressed in her servant’s clothes or someone’s beautiful mistress fallen on hard times?


‘I’m a governess,’ she deliberately said.


‘Forgive me. Was I staring?’ His smile was cordial as he counted out two hundred pounds. ‘Here,’ he said, leaning across the distance separating them, placing the bills in a neat stack on a small table beside her chair. ‘Pay me back when you can. I’ve plenty. Do you care to divulge your name?’ he went on, noting her necessitous gaze, willing her to pick up the money, wanting the distrust in her voice to disappear.


‘Why?’ Her blue-green gaze rising to his was cool, guarded.


‘No reason.’ He shrugged – a small lazy movement, deprecating, indulgent. ‘I was just making conversation. I have no intention of hurting you,’ he softly added.


Her expression visibly relaxed. ‘My name’s Serena Blythe.’


Definitely an actress, he thought. She couldn’t be a governess with a name and face and opulent body like that. ‘Have you been a governess long?’ he casually asked, waiting to decipher the fabrications in her reply.


‘Four years. When my father, Viscount Amberson, died I was forced to make a living.’


He felt his stomach tighten. A viscount’s daughter? Did she have relatives? he instantly wondered, the kind who would exert all the conventional pressures? And then as instantly he decided any young lady so destitute must be on her own. ‘I’m very sorry.’


She sat still for a moment, thoughts of her father always painful, and then taking a small breath, she said in a controlled tone, ‘Papa gambled his money away. He wasn’t very good at cards after his first bottle.’


‘Most men aren’t.’


She glanced at the bills and then at him and he could almost feel that small spark of elation he suddenly saw in her eyes.


‘Are you?’ she mildly inquired.


‘Best hand wins the money?’ he suggested, one dark brow raised in query. ‘Although I warn you, I’m sober.’


‘It would legitimize my taking it.’ She smiled for the first time, a lush yet curiously girlish smile, enigmatic like her.


*

Twenty minutes later, when the first course of oysters arrived, she was five hundred pounds richer, the Tokay decanter was empty, an easy bantering rapport had been established, and Beau had deliberately let her win only two hands. The rest she’d won on her own. She was either very good or very lucky. But she was definitely beautiful, he cheerfully noted, comfortably sprawled across from her, his cards balanced on his chest, his gaze, over the colorful fanned rims, gratified.


As was his mood.


The chill in her voice had disappeared, the guarded expression in her eyes replaced with animation. And when she smiled at him after a winning hand, he found it increasingly difficult to refrain from touching her.


She ate the oysters with relish.


She drank more wine when another decanter arrived and she said ‘thank you’ so sweetly and gratefully when only the empty oyster shells remained on her plate, he almost considered giving up his plans to bed her.


But then she smiled at him and leisurely stretched and all he could think of was the soft fullness of her breasts raised high with her arms flexed above her head. Not even the plain navy serge could disguise their delectable bounty.


‘Did you make your gown?’ he inquired to mask his overlong gaze with politesse. ‘I like the lace-trimmed collar.’


Leaning back against her chair, she delicately touched the white lace. ‘It was my mother’s. I outgrew all of mine.’


He swallowed before he answered, the thought of her outgrowing her girlish gowns having a profound effect on him after just having observed the voluptuous swell of her breasts.


‘We could probably find you some additional dresses on board.’


‘Like the ones in the closet under the stairwell?’


‘You were hiding there?’


She nodded. ‘The scent was luscious. Very French.’


‘I’ll have my steward put together a wardrobe tomorrow,’ he blandly said, not about to discuss French scents or the reason they were there.


‘Whose gowns are they?’


He gazed at her for a brief moment, gauging the degree of inquisition in her query, but her expression was open, innocent of challenge.


‘I’m not sure,’ he evasively answered. ‘Probably my mother’s or sister’s.’ Which meant the more garish gowns would have to be culled out before offering the lady her choice. The light of loves he brought aboard for brief excursions on the Thames had a penchant for seductive finery.


‘I often wished I had siblings. Do you see your family often?’


He spoke of his family then in edited phrases, of their passion for racing and their winning horses, of their stud in the north, how his younger brother and sisters were all first-class riders, offering charming anecdotal information that brought a smile to her face.
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