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“Like most breathing men, I cannot take my
eyes from you. But as much as I admire your
beauty, I think I admire your spirit far more,”
Grayson said.

“Don’t,” Kate whispered. “Don’t say those things! It makes me want you and I am safer if I do not want.”

Grayson frowned. “How tedious. If you do not allow yourself to want … and to want with every fiber of your being … how will you know pleasure?”

“That’s easy for you to say—you’re a duke. But I would be risking everything I have for pleasure.”

“I risk more than you know. Fear of risk will often outweigh a man’s desire.”

Kate looked up. “I suppose this is one of those times.”

Grayson shook his head and pulled her into his arms. “No, Kate, this is not one of those times. This is a moment unlike any other.”
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Chapter One

[image: image]

LONDON, ENGLAND
CHRISTMAS, 1806

On a snowy Christmas Eve, as the most elite ranks of the haut ton gathered at Darlington House in London’s Mayfair district to usher in the twelve days of Christmas, an annoyed Duke of Darlington was across town, striding purposefully down King Street through a light dusting of snow, studying the light fans above town-house doors in search of the intertwined letters G and K.

He passed a group of revelers who called out “Happy Christmas!” That annoyed the duke, as they blocked the walkway and forced him to tip his hat and step around them before he continued his examination of every fan above every door in the line of tidy, respectable town homes.

He found the G and K on the last town house, a large red brick building. Quite nice, actually; the duke could not help but wonder what salacious little act the resident had performed to earn a house of this quality.

He stepped up to the door, lifted the brass knocker, rapped three times, and waited impatiently. He was in a very cross mood to be sure. He’d never been so exploited, so ill-used—

The door swung open and a gentleman of average height with a flat nose, a shock of ginger hair, and wearing a rumpled suit of clothing stood before him. He looked the duke directly in the eye and offered no greeting.

“The Duke of Darlington,” the duke announced gruffly as he reached into his coat pocket and withdrew a calling card. “I have come to call on Miss Bergeron. She is expecting me.”

The man held out a silver tray. Darlington tossed his card onto it. “I’ll tell her,” the man said, and moved to shut the door.

But Darlington had been vexed beyond all civility; he quickly threw up a hand and blocked the door. “I’ll wait inside, if you please.”

The man’s impassive expression didn’t change. He shoved the door shut, leaving Darlington standing on the stoop.

“Bloody outrageous,” Darlington muttered, and glanced up the street. In spite of the snow, people had set out to various holiday gatherings. He himself was expected a half hour ago on the other side of Green Park to preside over the annual soiree held for one hundred and fifty of his family’s closest friends.

The door abruptly opened, startling Darlington. The man said, “Come.”

Darlington swept inside and removed his beaver hat, which he thrust at the man. “What is your name?” he demanded.

“Butler.”

“I do not mean your occupation,” he said shortly, “but your name.”

“Butler,” the man responded just as shortly. “This way,” he added, and carelessly tossed the duke’s hat onto a console. The hat slid off the edge of the table and landed on its crown on the floor, but Butler walked on, lifting a candelabrum high to light the way.

He led Darlington up a flight of stairs, then down a corridor that was lined with paintings and expensive china vases stuffed full of hothouse flowers. The floor covering, Darlington noted, was a fine Belgian carpet.

Miss Bergeron had done very well for herself.

Butler paused before a pair of red pocket doors and knocked. A muffled woman’s voice bid him enter. He looked at Darlington. “Wait,” he said before entering the room, and left the doors slightly ajar.

Darlington sighed impatiently and glanced at his pocket watch again.

“Here now, darling,” he heard a feminine voice say. “Tell me, how do you like this?”

“Mmm,” a male voice answered.

Darlington jerked his gaze to the pair of doors and stared in disbelief.

“And this?” she asked with a bit of a chuckle. “Do you like it?”

The response, from what the duke could gather, was a sigh of pleasure.

“Ah, but wait, for you’ve not lived until you’ve—”

“Caller,” Butler said.

“Not now, Kate,” the male voice objected. “Please! You leave me with such a hunger for more!”

“Digby! Keep your hands away!” There was a slight pause, and then the woman said, “Oh. It’s him. Please show him in, Aldous.”

Darlington started when Butler pulled the doors wide open. He quickly glanced down, his sense of propriety making him avert his gaze from whatever lewd act he was sure he was interrupting.

“Your Grace?”

Darlington looked up. Whatever he might have expected, it was not the sight that greeted him. Yes, the room looked a bit like a French boudoir, with peach-colored walls, silken draperies, and overstuffed furnishings upholstered in floral chintz. There were gazettes, hats, and a cloak carelessly draped over a chair. But the woman inside was not lying on a daybed with a man on top of her as he’d suspected.

He was surprised to see her standing at a table piled high with pastries and sweetmeats. Moreover, there were Christmas boughs and hollies adorning the walls and the mantel, a dozen candles lit the room, and a fire was blazing in the hearth.

Her male companion, a portly fellow with thinning hair who easily weighed thirteen or fourteen stone, held nothing more lurid than a teacup. The sugary remnants of a pastry dusted his upper lip.

Darlington was stunned, first and foremost because he had supposed something entirely different was occurring in this room. But perhaps even more so because the woman, Miss Katharine Bergeron, was breathtaking.

Darlington had known this woman was unusually beautiful. He’d heard it from more than one quarter and he’d seen it with his own eyes not two nights past at the King’s Opera House, when he’d attended the first London performance of Mozart’s La Clemenza di Tito at the behest of his friend George, the Prince of Wales. He’d sat with George in the royal box, and it was George who had pointed out Katharine Bergeron. Seated two boxes away, she was in the company of Mr. Cousineau, a Frenchman who had made a respectable fortune selling luxurious fabrics to wealthy London society. Miss Bergeron was infamously his model and his mistress.

As Darlington observed her that evening, she’d leaned slightly forward in her seat, enraptured by the music. She’d worn a white silk gown trimmed in pink velvet that seemed to shimmer in the low light of the opera house. Pearls had dripped from her ears, her wrists, and more notably, her throat. Her hair, pale blond, was bound up with yet another string of pearls. She did not wear a plume, as so many ladies seemed to prefer, but instead allowed wisps of curls to drape the nape of her long, slender neck.

She’d turned her head slightly and discovered him observing her. She did not glance away shyly, but calmly returned his gaze a long moment before turning her attention to the stage once more.

Darlington had found her boldness mildly interesting. Nevertheless, he had not anticipated seeing her again … until George had summoned him. Now, he was standing in her private salon.

But she looked nothing like she had the night at the opera. She was beautiful, astonishingly so, but now, free of cosmetic, her beauty was simpler and natural. She wore a rather plain blue gown, an apron, and a shawl wrapped demurely around her shoulders. Her hair was not dressed, but hung long and full down her back.

“Your Grace,” she said again, smiling warmly. She picked up a plate of muffins. “May I entice you with a Christmas treat? I just made them,” she added proudly.

“They are divine, Your Grace,” the portly man said, coming to his feet and bowing his head.

“No,” Darlington said incredulously. Did they think he’d come for tea? “A word, madam?”

“Of course,” she said, and handed the plate of muffins to her companion. “Please do go with Aldous, Digby, and mind you don’t eat them all.”

“I shall endeavor to be good,” he said jovially, “but you know how wretched I can be.” He patted his large belly, gave the duke another curt bow, and followed Butler out.

When they had left the room, Darlington frowned. “I regret that we’ve not had the courtesy of a proper introduction, but it would seem the situation does not lend itself to that.”

“Yes,” she said, eyeing the rest of the food on the table, “I had not expected you so soon.”

“Your patron was rather insistent.”

She gave him a wry look and gestured to a chair near the table. “Please do be seated. Are you certain I cannot tempt you to taste a muffin? I confess, I am learning the art of baking and I am not certain of the quality.”

“No. You cannot.”

“Please,” she said again, gesturing to the chair. “I hope you will be at ease here.”

“Miss Bergeron, I do not find the circumstances the least bit easy.”

“Oh, I see,” she said, lifting a fine brow.

He rather doubted she did. She was a courtesan, hardly accustomed to the pressures of propriety that he faced every day. “I have come as the prince has demanded to make your acquaintance and to mutually agree on a public appearance or two that will serve his … purpose,” he said with distaste.

“Very well.” She smiled then, and Darlington knew in that moment how she had captivated the prince.

But if she thought that he could be so easily seduced, she was very much mistaken. And pray tell, what was that just above the dimple on her cheek? A bit of flour? “There is the Carlton House Twelfth Night Ball,” he said, a bit distracted by the flour.

“That would do. Shall I meet you there?”

“I will come for you.”

Her smile seemed to grow even more enticing.

“There is an opera scheduled shortly thereafter. Will that suit?”

“I adore opera,” she said smoothly.

“Very well,” Darlington said. “That should suffice for the time being. Furthermore, may I remind you that in the course of this ruse,” he said with an angry flick of his wrist, “I expect you to defer to me as one would defer to a peer. We are merely to be seen in public together and rely on the usual wagging tongues to do the rest. There-fore, I see no reason to touch or otherwise engage in any behavior that might be remarked upon by my esteemed family or close acquaintances. When these public events have concluded, I will ensure that you are escorted safely home, but I see no point in prolonging our contact any more than is required. Are we are agreed?”

She smiled curiously. “Are you always so officis?”

“Officis? Officious?”

“Yes! Officious,” she said, apparently pleased with the word.

Officious! If only she knew what sacrifice he was making at the prince’s behest. “Do not mistake me, Miss Bergeron. I have been coerced into this … charade,” he bit out. “I take no pleasure in it. I would not give you the slightest cause for false hope of any sort. Now then—if we are agreed, I shall take my leave,” he said again, and turned toward the door.

“If by false hope you mean that you will not taste my muffin and pronounce it delicious, you must not fret, Your Grace,” she said, drawing his attention back to her. “I had no hope of it, I was merely being civil.” She picked up a delicacy and walked toward him, her gaze unabashedly taking him in. “There is just one small matter,” she said, pausing to bite into the delicacy. Her brows rose, and she smiled. “Mmm. Very good, if I do say so myself,” she said, tilting her head back to look up at him, her pale green eyes softened by the length of her dark lashes.

Darlington had an insane urge to wipe the flour from her cheek. She was delicate, her height slightly below average. She had a softly regal bearing, an elegance that set her apart from most women. And her hair … her hair looked like spun silk.

“I should not like to give you cause for false hope, either. Therefore, I must make it perfectly clear that this arrangement is not my preference any more than, apparently, it is yours. I am not yours to use—you may not touch me or otherwise take liberty with my person.”

Darlington cocked one dark brow above the other and focused on her mouth, her lush lips. He knew what pleasure a man would find in kissing that mouth. “You may rest assured, Miss Bergeron, that is neither my desire nor my intent. I find the suggestion quite distasteful.”

Something flickered in her eyes, and she smiled. “Really? No man has ever said that to me.” She popped the last little bit of the delicacy into her mouth.

Did this chit not know who he was? What power he wielded in the House of Lords? In London? He shifted slightly so that he was towering over her. She did not seem the least bit cowed.

“I am saying it, Miss Bergeron. I am not the prince. I am not bowled over by your beauty or your apparent bedroom charms.”

“Splendid! We should get on quite nicely, then, for I am not a debutante yearning for your attention or a match.”

For once, Darlington was speechless. “Is there anything else?” he asked curtly as she calmly … and provocatively … used the tip of her finger to wipe the corner of her mouth.

“Yes. You may call me Kate,” she said. “What may I call you?”

“Your Grace,” he snapped, and strode out of the room.



Chapter Two
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I nvitations to the annual Darlington celebration mark- ing the start of the twelve days of Christmas were highly coveted. The event was eagerly anticipated for weeks. One could always depend on something terribly scandalous happening when the wassail and whiskey began to flow. One year, the Prince of Wales was caught in compromising circumstances with Lady Hertford, which caused her husband to whisk her away to Ireland shortly thereafter to keep her from the prince’s ardent clutches.

Darlington House was a Charles Street mansion on extensive grounds in the heart of London. It was festooned for the occasion: Wassail flowed in abundance from three separate fountains built precisely for the party. Lush boughs of holly draped the family portraits and window sashes, and mistletoe hung over every doorway. Yule logs blazed in two dozen hearths, and those logs that had been presented to the Duke of Darlington as a customary gift were stacked on the marble floor of the grand entry for easy access when it was time to replenish the hearths.

The wassail, which had been liberally spiced with Scotch whiskey, made the festive mood that much happier, and more than one young lady dressed in expensive velvet and satin was so thoroughly scandalized under the mistletoe that her plumage was all askew. The gentlemen, who had donned their finest white waistcoats and black tails, were eager to scandalize. Most of them were bachelors, and the event was regarded as the best preview of the upcoming crop of debutantes.

But the most eligible of all bachelors, Grayson Christopher, the young and handsome Duke of Darlington, was not beneath the mistletoe. He was famously close-guarded, as protective of his reputation and conduct as any man in London. Furthermore, he was not near any mistletoe, but striding purposefully down a servant’s corridor one floor above the festivities.

When Darlington, still clad in his greatcoat, reached the end of the corridor, he turned sharply right and heard something that sounded like a small gasp. He paused, held his candle up high, and saw Lady Eustis standing in the dim light, propped up against the stone wall.

Ah, Lady Eustis … a handsome woman by any man’s measure. Tonight she was wearing a deep green velvet gown against which her inky black hair shone. She seemed startled by his sudden appearance and quickly pushed away from the wall, clasping her hands nervously at her waist.

“What are you doing here?” Grayson demanded softly.

“I … I needed a moment away from the gathering,” she said, and put a hand to her nape. The small gesture caused her to sway a bit. “It’s close in the ballroom and the gentlemen have drunk too much.”

“I beg your pardon?” Grayson asked, walking closer, peering at her. “Has someone offended you? Tell me, and I shall see that he is removed from the premises at once.”

She dropped her hand and slowly leaned back against the wall. “Yes, Your Grace, someone has offended me.”

He took another step forward and held up the candle. She smiled a little lopsidedly at him. “You do not look yourself, Lady Eustis,” he said as his gaze boldly wandered the length of her.

“Indeed? Perhaps that is because I have drunk a bit too much of your wassail.”

“Ah.” A wolfish smile curved his lips. He shifted closer. “Tell me, which scoundrel has offended you?”

She put her hand up, pushing against his chest. “You, Your Grace. My husband has warned me about men like you.”

“Has he, indeed?” Grayson murmured as his gaze lingered on her lovely décolletage. “And what, precisely, has Lord Eustis told you?”

“That certain gentlemen will attempt to take advantage of my innocence.”

“He is a smart man, your husband,” Grayson said, and brazenly tucked a wisp of a curl behind her ear. Lady Eustis turned her head slightly, away from his hand. “Did Lord Eustis advise what you were to do when such a wretched thing is attempted?” Grayson’s finger grazed her ear and lingered beneath her earring, toying with it.

“That I should absent myself from the scoundrel’s company at once and notify my husband straightaway.”

“I have heard that your husband is in Shropshire.”

“He is, indeed, Your Grace.”

“Then it shall be quite difficult for you to notify him straightaway, particularly if the scoundrel is loath to allow you to escape.”

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye, a soft smile on her lips. “Are you loath to allow me to escape?”

“Always,” he murmured, and kissed her neck as he grabbed her up with one arm around her waist. Lady Eustis quickly put her hands between them, but Grayson ignored her and held her tight as he put the candle aside on a small console. “I wonder what Lord Eustis would advise if the scoundrel does not ask, but insists,” he said, nipping at her lips, “that you lift your skirts so that he might ravish you properly?”

“He would certainly disapprove,” she said, bending her neck to give him access to it.

Grayson reached blindly for the door nearby, opening it. “Smart man,” he said again and pulled her into the room, pausing only briefly to grab up the candle. Once inside the room, Grayson kicked the door shut, put the candle down, and put his hands on Lady Eustis’s breasts as he pushed her up against the wall.

“What took you so long?” she asked breathlessly.

“The prince,” he muttered. He didn’t want to think of the prince now. He’d have to tell her in a moment what had transpired, but just this moment, he wanted … he needed—

“The prince! What would he want?” she asked breathlessly as Grayson groped at her skirts.

If there was one thing Diana could not resist, it was gossip. Grayson stilled. In the dim light of that single candle, he looked at the rosy skin of Diana’s cheeks, the smooth column of her neck, the rise of her bosom. How did he tell her what he must? “You are lovely, Diana,” he said huskily, and pulled her tightly to him at the same time he put his lips to hers.

She did not resist him; her hands slid up his chest, her arms went around his neck, and she pulled his head down to her. She wore the scent of roses, and it filled him with a familiar lust. His hand tightened at her waist; he kissed her madly, his tongue in her mouth, his teeth on her lips, his hand drifting to the swell of her bottom, grasping it and holding her against him. His cock grew hard, and he pressed it against her, growling softly when she slid her body against it.

But when he moved to her neck, she grasped his head between her hands and asked again, “What did the prince want?”

“Later, darling—”

“Later! Later I shall be forced to pretend I’ve scarcely made your acquaintance,” she said as he grabbed a fistful of her gown, pulling it up, pushing it up past her waist.

“Do you think of the prince now?” he asked as his hand slipped between her legs, stroking her.

Diana sucked in a breath and closed her eyes for a moment. “No … Grayson!” She gasped as he slid two fingers inside her and moved seductively.

The prince momentarily forgotten, Grayson watched Diana’s lips part and the tip of her tongue slide across her bottom lip as he moved his fingers inside her. Her hands slid down his chest, to his erection.

Grayson fumbled with his trousers, freeing himself, then hiking up the velvet of her gown.

“Make haste,” Diana whispered, and wrapped her leg around his waist. Grayson obliged her, guiding himself into her body with a sigh of longing. He held her up with an arm around her waist, a hand under her leg. Diana bit his ear lobe as Grayson began to move in her, holding her up against the wall. The more Diana moaned with pleasure, the faster he moved. When she clutched his shoulders and began to move against him, meeting his thrusts, he knew she was close to finding fulfillment, and allowed himself a few moments of pure ecstasy after Diana’s body shuddered and her head fell to his shoulder.

He withdrew at the moment of climax.

The two of them clung to each other, panting for breath until she pushed lightly against him. Grayson fished a handkerchief from his pocket and handed it to her. Diana cleaned herself and shook out her skirts. “Oh dear,” she said, looking down. The skirt was crumpled. She worked her hand over it, smoothing it out as Grayson rearranged his clothing.

“I can’t stay long, darling, for I will be missed,” she said, returning the handkerchief to him. “Do tell me why the prince summoned you,” she added, pausing to adjust his waistcoat.

“It was not the best of news,” Grayson admitted.

“What do you mean?”

Grayson ran his fingers through his hair, apparently mussing it, because Diana reached out to smooth it down.

“What has happened?” she asked.

Her lovely face was softened by candlelight. Grayson did love her, he believed, and he would never do anything to hurt her. Unfortunately, George, the Prince of Wales, was embroiled in a very public scandal with his estranged wife, Princess Caroline. His desire to divorce her consumed him. He’d made his allegations of treason and adultery against Caroline, and the allegations had been thoroughly investigated by a commission of lords. In the course of the so-called Delicate Investigation, they did indeed find the princess’s behavior to be egregious, but they did not find it to be treasonable.

In retaliation, Princess Caroline fought to keep the king’s favor by threatening to make public all the prince’s transgressions—and there were many. In fact, it was George’s proclivity for adultery that had prompted him to send for Grayson. He’d been smitten by the courtesan Katharine Bergeron, and had recently arranged to make her his mistress. Rumor had it that George had essentially bought her from Mr. Cousineau by threatening to shut down the Frenchman’s business in London if he did not reach some accord with the prince. Mr. Cousineau, being a tradesman first and foremost, had agreed to the prince’s terms and had given her up.

George had set up Miss Bergeron in the house on King Street, but, given his very public troubles, he did not want Miss Bergeron exposed or otherwise pulled into the scandal. Nor did he want her to be used against him in a public trial should the king see his way to granting permission for George to seek a parliamentary divorce.

Therefore, George had made Grayson a proposition: that Grayson publicly put it out into society that Katharine Bergeron was his mistress, and make it seem real. That would give Katharine sufficient protection from gossip linking her to the prince, as well as keep other men of the ton from seeking her favors, while George dealt with the scandal.

“Christie, what is it?” Diana asked lightly, using the sobriquet that only Grayson’s closest friends used.

“The divorce scandal is coming to a head,” he said.

Like everyone in London, Diana was well aware of the details. “I should hope it does,” she said primly. “It has cast a pall over society for far too long.”

“In the meantime, the prince has taken a new mistress—or will, as soon as he is able.”

Diana rolled her eyes.

“She is a courtesan, Diana. And George fears that if he openly takes her as a mistress now, it might damage his case against the princess. Therefore, he has determined he shall keep her hidden until he is able to bring her into society.”

“Well,“ she said, smoothing her gown once more. She did not like to talk of adultery, particularly as she’d been engaged in the torrid, adulterous affair with Grayson for a year now. But Diana reasoned that her behavior was justified because her husband was older and interested only in producing an heir. What was a poor countess to do?

Grayson had never imagined he would be an adulterer. He’d always been conscious of his place in society, of his reputation … not to mention he’d long found the idea of cuckolding another man repugnant. But Diana had pursued him, and he was a man, and somehow, he had reasoned himself into giving in to his physical desires. Now, after a year of stolen hours, he’d developed a plethora of excuses to assist him in justifying his behavior, but mostly, Grayson didn’t allow himself to think of it.

But tonight, he couldn’t avoid thinking of it. “Diana,” he said solemnly, “George has asked me to publicly present the courtesan as my mistress, and in a manner so convincing that no aspersions may be cast on Miss Bergeron, or the prince.”

“What? Pardon?” Diana sputtered.

“He has made this request in a most … unyielding manner.”

“And you refused!” she said adamantly.

“I did not,” he said quietly.

Diana gasped. Grayson caught her hands. “Diana, hear me. I did not refuse because he threatened to expose our affair if I did not agree to it.”

Diana’s jaw went slack. “He knows?” she whispered.

“Quite obviously, he does.”

“But how?”

“I do not know, darling, but he has men who are very loyal to him. And people are lured by gossip.”

“Oh dear God,” she whispered, her eyes going wide with fright.

Oh dear God, indeed. Grayson didn’t want any part of the prince’s deceptions. After all, Grayson was the head of a powerful family. He had his rank, his position to think of. He had younger siblings and cousins, and aunts and uncles who depended upon him and his good name for their livelihood. And he had his reputation, of which he was proud. He’d said all of that and more to George, but George was often driven by his desires, and he made it quite clear to Grayson that if he did not carry out this subterfuge, he would damage Grayson’s reputation by exposing his scandalous affair with Lady Eustis.

“It’s really not so bad,” George had said cavalierly. “Katharine Bergeron is a very comely woman. You will enjoy her company and certainly no man who lays eyes on her will fault you in the least.”

There were plenty of good men who would find fault, Grayson thought, but at least it would be Grayson’s name being bandied about, and not Diana’s.

“You cannot do it. Tell me you won’t,” Diana said plaintively.

“I don’t see that I have a choice. I won’t allow any harm to come to you.”

“But I cannot bear to see you with another woman!”

“I will not be with her—”

“I have seen her, Grayson. She is quite beautiful. She is an Eve and will entice you to fall in love with her.”

Grayson chuckled and extended his hand to her. “I will not fall in love with a merchant’s whore, you may trust me,” he said. “I am the Duke of Darlington—I would never be brought so low. Come, then, my love— you must go down and rejoin the party.”

But Diana looked at him with imploring blue eyes. “I am begging you, Grayson. Please don’t do it.”

This conversation was growing tiresome. “I’ve told you, madam, that I have no choice in the matter. Don’t fret overmuch. It will be over and done in a month’s time.” He opened the door. One quick look in the darkened corridor, and he sent her out, ignoring the way she looked at him as she passed.

He gave her a few minutes to rejoin the celebration downstairs before making his appearance. When he believed enough time had passed that no one would notice, he picked up his candle and went out, taking a different path to the party below, his mind on his duties as host, the merchant’s whore already forgotten.



Chapter Three
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The Christmas Eve snow was no more than a dusting, so the streets of London were navigable the next morning. That was welcome news at Charles Street, where the last of the revelers at Darlington House stumbled out into the gray day with the help of their liveried footmen, and were foisted into coaches with emblazoned crests and withered plumes.

Across town at King Street, Reginald Digby called for Kate promptly at ten o’clock in his very plain carriage driven by a hired driver, for Digby was too large to maneuver himself into the driver’s seat. Kate Bergeron, in the company of Aldous Butler—which was not his true surname, but one he now embraced—emerged from the fine little town house in a very plain cloak and gown, her hair covered by the cloak’s hood.

Digby was the first friend Kate had ever had whom she could trust entirely and depend on. She’d known him longer than anyone in her acquaintance, and she could say without equivocation that he was the one man in her life who’d never expected anything from her other than friendship. Digby had introduced himself to her about eight years ago, when she was working in the cloth halls, winding cloth around bolts. He was Benoit Cousineau’s man, and Kate had an instant feeling that Digby was a good soul. She’d not been wrong—their friendship had only deepened through the years.

Digby still worked for Benoit, but as a London agent, for Benoit had returned to France. Digby was always looking for new trade opportunities. He wanted to be a rich merchant one day, a true gentleman of quality, and was slowly but surely working his way toward that dream.

Which was why he disapproved of today’s destination. At every opportunity, he voiced his dislike of St. Katharine’s, a mean, poverty-ridden quarter along the Thames named for a medieval hospital and church. But he was far too fond of Kate to allow her to travel there on her own.

The door swung open and Digby leaned forward to peer out. “Happy Christmas, one and all!”

“Happy Christmas, Digby!” Kate returned.

Aldous carried the basket of pastries, but he was not wearing a greatcoat. Wordlessly, he put the pastry basket on the seat next to Digby.

“What? You’re not coming, Aldous?”

“No,” he said, and held out his hand to help Kate into the carriage.

“He’s being very mysterious,” Kate said to Digby, pausing to give him a peck on the cheek before settling onto her bench. “Claims to have an engagement today.”

“Family, do you think?” Digby asked.

“I can’t imagine it! He must be five and thirty if he’s a day, and one would think a family would have presented itself ere now, wouldn’t one?” Kate asked, smiling. Aldous, a man of very little humor, frowned at her as he shut the carriage door. Kate laughed. “He won’t tell me a bloody thing!” she exclaimed. “But I think it must be a bird.”

“A Bird of Paradise, you mean.” Digby snorted.

“Digby,” Kate said. “Poor Aldous is entitled to a bit of happiness. He’s had a wretched life.”

“Haven’t we all?” Digby mused, and glanced at the basket. “Speaking of which, it would be my fondest dream if you would leave your wretched life quite behind. There’s naught for you in St. Katharine’s, and in going there you only put yourself in danger.”

“Danger!” Kate scoffed.

“Kate,” Digby said patiently. “You are an extraordinarily beautiful woman. Any number of ne’er-do-wells might do you harm.”

“No one will do me harm, Digby. I am not one of the ladies from the Benefit Society—”

“Beneficent—”

“Beneficent Society. I was born and reared there—for heaven’s sake, I was named for St. Katharine’s church!” That was a bit of family lore that Kate had never told anyone but Digby. Kate’s father, who had never warmed to an honest day’s work, was without employment when her mother carried Kate. He was fortunate enough—or hounded into—finding employment at the St. Katharine quay just before Kate was born, and her mother had named her Katharine in gratitude.

Mamma might have lacked imagination, but she’d meant well. She’d named Kate’s brother Jude, for a Catholic priest who had given her alms when Father had lost yet another position.

“That may very well be, but you are not of them, Katharine. Not any longer,” Digby said sternly. “Your kindness toward those who have sought to use you ill since you were a girl is nothing short of insanity.”

Kate smiled at Digby. He believed every single person in and around the St. Katharine quays had tried to exploit her when she’d been cast out of her home at the tender age of fourteen. Or was it thirteen? Kate could no longer remember precisely. “Digby—I met you down at the docks.”

He sniffed at that, and cast his gaze out the window.

The area of St. Katharine’s might be a bit unsavory, but it was nonetheless home for Kate. Growing up, she and Jude had lived among people who worked quayside or in the cramped warehouses. They’d never had enough to eat, but in Kate’s memory, her mother had been charmingly unruffled by it. She could make a single potato feed four.

Unfortunately, Kate’s mother contracted consumption when Kate was ten or so—she was gone by the time Kate was twelve. Nevertheless, Kate remembered her with much love. She’d had blonde hair like Kate, and vivid green eyes. She would lie on a pallet before the hearth with Kate and Jude and they would dream of a better world. “We won’t always be like this,” her mother would promise them. “Not when the faeries come, we won’t.”

“Tell us about the faeries, Mummy,” Kate had asked, never tiring of hearing about them.

“One night, they will come for us, and they will wrap us in their wings and whisk us off to a cottage in the forest.”

“What’s a forest?” Jude had asked.

“Oh, you’ve never seen anything quite so beautiful,” her mother said. “There are trees and birds—not the sort of dirty birds you see on the quays, but pretty birds, blue and green and red. And there are flowers that grow wild there, and tiny little rivers and sunshine, always sunshine …”

The dream of being whisked away had ended when Kate’s mother died. Kate’s troubles started when her father remarried. His new wife, Nellie Hopkins, had two children of her own and didn’t care for the responsibility of feeding two children she hadn’t birthed.

“I’d not mind the place so much if your efforts were properly appreciated,” Digby said, drawing Kate’s attention once more as he eyed the basket she carried.

“They are appreciated,” Kate said. “Would you like a muffin?”

“No,” he said, folding his hands over his large belly. “I have in mind a pie and mash from Mrs. Anderson’s shop.”

Kate couldn’t help but laugh—for all of Digby’s indignation on her behalf, he’d found something he liked in the shops and market stalls along Butcher’s Row and Mary Street.

When they arrived at St. Katharine’s, Kate was not the least surprised to see that the daily activity had not slowed because of a little dusting of snow or a religious holiday. The street was teeming; the denizens of the docklands did not consider Christmas a holiday. When survival was a day-to-day proposition, luxuries such as Christmas feasts and merrymaking were frivolous extravagances.

Kate and Digby departed the carriage on Butcher’s Row, a long, narrow strip of cobbled lane crowded by low buildings and shop fronts. With the basket in one hand, and a firm grip of Kate’s elbow in the other, Digby propelled her into a diverse throng.

If there was one thing Kate had appreciated growing up quayside, it was the different people here. There was always something new to see—people with skin as black as coal wearing brightly striped pants and black coats; Indians with turbans on their heads; Spanish sailors, whose tankards of ale sloshed over their worn peacoats. There were ladybirds sitting in their windows wrapped in wool, calling down to the men who carried cargo on their shoulders and sailors who had fallen into their cups. There were travelers newly arrived to London, wandering down the street with their portmanteaus, looking around in awe. There were shopkeepers and match girls and lads who’d been trained to pick pockets darting through the crowds.

In the storefronts, meats hung from underside of the eaves. One could only guess how fresh it might be. At least today there was no sound of braying cattle in the alleys behind the storefronts, where the butchers did their work—Kate supposed the poor beasts had been given a Christmas reprieve. As it was winter and quite cold, the smell of rotting meat and cattle dung did not permeate the air quite as heavily as it did in summer. The most notable smells this morning were those of smoke and fish.

“Eh, love, come ’ere, then,” a man called out to her.

“Have a care, sir!” Digby rumbled, moving protectively in front of Kate. “Jug-bitten free-traders, the lot of them,” he muttered irritably.

Kate adjusted the hood she wore over her head, pulling it lower. She’d always drawn attention, and not always the sort she wanted—one of her earliest memories was of a leering shoemaker fondling her feet under the pretense of measuring them.

Kate understood she was considered a beauty by most—after all, it was her looks that had lifted her out of this wretched place. Yet while Kate could see that she was comely enough, she did not think herself more comely than many other women. When she looked in the mirror, she saw a nose that was not quite straight and green eyes set too far apart. Her hair was an unusually pale blonde, but she did not understand why that should appeal so greatly to men … with the glaring exception of the Duke of Darlington, obviously, who had looked at her with such judgmental disdain that she had scarcely managed to keep a civil tongue.

Darlington reminded Kate of the difference between men of the ton and the men of St. Katharine’s. Lords and gentlemen who fancied themselves a cut above the rest because of their education and breeding were so very quick to judge her, yet many of them still desired to use her. The men on Butcher Street made no judgments about the choices Kate had made in her life—they just wanted to use her.

Digby guided her onto Mary Street, where cloth and wool houses rose up on either side of the street, blocking the day’s light. Kate and Digby hurried past the warehouse where Kate had found work after Nellie Hopkins had determined that there wasn’t enough money to feed all four children, and that either Kate or Jude must go. Jude was only ten or eleven years old—so Kate had gone, and her father had not stopped her. Then again, he’d been too foxed to stop her; he’d spent most days drunk as a wheelbarrow.

“One cannot breathe even a bit of air that is not foul,” Digby groused. “I will never understand how you lived in these streets. Thank the good Lord you’ve escaped them.”

Perhaps she’d escaped, but Kate never felt very far removed from these streets. Her situation was precarious—one false move, one slight to the wrong man, and she could lose her position and end up on these streets again. She was preparing herself the best she knew how in the event that should happen. She’d put away as much of her pin money as she could through the years, and was teaching herself how to bake under the tutelage of her daily cook, Cecelia. If the prince tired of her, or the next man after that, or the one after that, Kate planned to establish a bakery. Perhaps not in this particular part of London, but someplace where she might live quite at ease and without worry and certainly without … without being kept. She had to watch her figure now, but when she had her bakery, she would eat as many treats as she liked. She would be fat and happy and blissfully unencumbered of men. Kate despised being kept … but it was a far sight better than the alternative.

They reached a passage between the streets that was not worthy of a name; there Digby paused and looked sternly at Kate. “One half hour, madam. You are not to quit the building until I have come to fetch you. Am I perfectly clear?”

“Perfectly,” she said cheerily. She took the basket from Digby, gave him a little wave of her gloved fingers, and set off down the passageway to a door with peeling paint. She knocked; a moment later, the door swung open and a woman dressed in a chemise and a corset, her red hair down around her shoulders, stood behind it.

“Miss Bergeron!” the woman cried, and threw her arms around Kate at the same moment she drew her inside a pair of rooms.

“Happy Christmas, Holly!” Kate said.

Four of the five women who resided in this dreadful pair of rooms were lounging on dingy mattresses. Kate rented the rooms for them. They worked in the warehouses, earning a paltry wage for backbreaking work. These rooms kept them from living on the streets, or worse. Kate had a fantasy that one day, when she had unlimited funds, she would find a lovely house for them all. They deserved lovely houses—none of them had ever lived in much better than this.

The pair of rooms had once been a windowless office or storerooms of some sort. They were perhaps ten feet by ten feet each. In addition to the mattresses, the women had a pair of buckets, one for washing and one for waste, and a small brazier for cooking and heat. On one wall, they had attached several hooks, on which they hung their work dresses. Digby had supplied the work dresses—he maintained his contacts in the cloth warehouses and had bought the fabrics for pennies on the pound.

The rooms were quite warm in spite of the cold. “Look here,” Holly Bivens said, pointing to the brazier. “The factory give us coal for Christmas.”

“Lovely!” Kate exclaimed. She removed her cloak and draped it across the back of one of two chairs. Her gown was a plain, dull blue, her hair wrapped tightly at her nape. She wore no cosmetics.

“Wha’ ye got there?” Lucy Raney asked, propping herself up on her elbow as she eyed Kate’s basket.

“Glad Christmas tidings,” Kate said, and opened the top of the basket, tipping it down a bit so they could see the muffins and sweetmeats she had packed inside. The women all cried out with delight, and Kate handed the basket to Holly, who began to pass the sweetmeats around.

“Very kind of ye to come with it,” Esmeralda proclaimed. She was perhaps the oldest of the five women. “I’ll never understand what makes a fancy lady like ye come round here and treat the likes of us so kindly.”

“I’m not a fancy lady,” Kate said.

“Ye are indeed!” Lucy said. “Ye talk like the queen, ye do.”

Kate spoke like the queen only because Digby had taught her to speak and read the Queen’s English eight years ago, when he’d taken her under his wing. He’d been instructed to do so by Benoit Cousineau, a wealthy French cloth merchant. Benoit had happened to see Kate working in the warehouse, and as Digby related it, the Frenchman had instantly fallen in love with her. He wanted Kate, but he would not lower himself to bed a warehouse girl. Therefore, he had charged Digby with the task of making her presentable to a man such as himself.

Kate had wanted only a fair wage for her labor— not Benoit’s attention. She hadn’t wanted any man’s attention. She hadn’t liked men, not since another gentleman—a ship’s captain, to be precise—had likewise wanted Kate as his own. When she’d refused, he had taken his pleasure from her by force, and left her bleeding and bruised in an alley.

Kate wasn’t sure how old she’d been, but she didn’t think she’d been more than sixteen.

A year or so later, when Digby approached her on behalf of Benoit, Kate flatly refused him. But, as Digby kindly explained to her, if she did not do as Benoit asked, Benoit would have the warehouse foreman remove her from his sight. “Frenchmen are unusually proud, love,” he’d said to her. “He’ll not bring his cloth to this warehouse and risk seeing the lowly guttersnipe who refused him.”

Young and already weary of such matters, Kate understood that Mr. Digby was telling her she would lose her employment—a position she had fought hard to obtain— if she did not become Benoit’s mistress.

Still, Kate resisted.

Fannie Breen had convinced her to do it.

Kate let a room from Fannie, a palm reader who lived in a four-room house. She hired out girls to sailors, and might have done the same with Kate, but she had pitied her because of her experience with the sea captain. She allowed Kate to let a room that was no bigger than a closet, but told Kate on several occasions, “you could make me a rich woman, lass, you could indeed.”

Nevertheless, Fannie had a soft spot in her heart, and Kate often confided in her. Fannie liked to read Kate’s palms, too. “You’ll be rich one day,” she’d said. “A handsome stranger will fall in love with you.” Whether or not palms truly could be read, Kate didn’t know, but she liked the things Fannie told her. They fit her mother’s dreams of faeries spiriting her away to a warm cottage with a full larder and a milk cow and two pigs. Kate used to delight in imagining a handsome gentleman and two pigs!

But Fannie’s vision of her future crumbled at once when Kate told her of Benoit’s demand.

Fannie had snorted at Kate’s hesitance. “Are ye daft, then? If ye remain here, ye’ll die in the streets at the hand of a man or bearing his brat. And such a pretty thing ye are! If I were a ruthless woman, I’d have ye working for me, aye? Go on then, go to the Frenchman and take whatever he might give ye! Ye’ve no choice, stupid girl! If not the Frenchman, it will be another gent—at least let him be rich!”

So on a cold winter morning, Kate left with Digby to prepare for her role as mistress. Benoit Cousineau was three and forty. She was seventeen or eighteen.

A few months ago, Kate had tried to find Fannie Breen, but the woman had disappeared into the streets of St. Katharine’s.

Just as these women would disappear if Kate didn’t help them.

“Me mum is coming round today,” said Adele North, the youngest of the five women. “She’s to bring what’s left of the Christmas goose from the lord’s kitchens.”

“What’s left!” Holly complained. “What’s that then, the bones?”

“Oh no, indeed,” Adele said proudly. “The fancy ladies, they eat like sparrows.”

Holly and Lucy laughed at that.

“Where’s Meg?” Kate asked, looking around.

Esmeralda snorted. “As foxed as a fish in brine when I last seen her, hanging onto a rake.”

Kate worried about Meg. She was pretty and young and liked her ale a wee bit too much. She was always dangling after one gent or another.

“Not to fret,” Esmeralda said. “She’ll crawl back here when she finds herself on the rocks and finds her pockets empty, eh? What’s that I smell, apple?”

“Apple and peach,” Kate said proudly.

“Peach!” Lucy cried. “I adore peaches! How’d ye find peaches this time of year? Lucky is the day ye found Holly, aye?”

“For all of us,” Holly said, and handed Lucy a muffin.

Kate had met Holly a little over a year ago. She and Digby had been searching for Kate’s brother Jude—a search that was now at least seven years old. Kate had stumbled upon Holly crouched, crying, and shivering in a doorway. It had taken some doing, but Holly had finally confessed that she’d lost her job as a daily that afternoon for stealing, and she had no money for lodging or food. She was frantic.

Kate was frantic for her—she’d been Holly once.

Kate had taken Holly to Fannie Breen, and had paid Fannie an exorbitant fee to keep Holly in the room Kate had once occupied until she could find her better lodging. Kate didn’t have a lot of money of her own, just the money she’d managed to save over the years. It had taken some hunting and bargaining with the very disagreeable landlord Mr. Fleming to obtain this pair of rooms for Holly.

In the year that followed, when Kate came round to see Holly, she’d find other women sleeping within. They were Holly’s friends, and they had no one but each other to rely on.

They believed Kate was one of the charity ladies from St. Katharine’s church, and Kate allowed them to believe it. Digby had warned her against revealing that she was the mistress of a wealthy merchant. “They’ll use you ill if they discover it and you’ll end up losing everything you’ve worked for.”

Digby was right—it would take only one ruthless person to bring her house of cards tumbling down.

A knock at the door sent Lucy skipping to it; Digby stood outside and was holding a large wooden box. “Happy Christmas,” he said, and handed the box to Lucy.

Lucy opened the box. “It’s pasties! It is Christmas!”

Kate smiled at Digby—for all his complaining, he had a generous heart. Kate stood to go as the women descended on the box of meat pies.

“Merry Christmas to you all,” Kate said.

“Happy Christmas!” the women responded in turn.

“Lud, Esme, won’t ye tell her about her brother, then?” Adele asked, nudging Esmeralda with her foot.

Kate’s heart skipped a beat and her eyes flew to Esmeralda.

“Ach, I all but forgot it,” the young woman said, and paused to lick her fingers. “Meg says she saw a chap that was the spittin’ image of ye. She said he might have been yer twin, what with the blond hair and green eyes, were he not so poor.”

Jude. “Where? Here? Here in St. Katharine’s? Did she say where she saw him?” Dear God, she hadn’t seen Jude in ten years. She’d been searching so long she’d despaired he was even alive.

“Go’ blind me, he is yer twin, eh? She was at the Rooster and the Crown, she was.” She paused, frowning. “I think.”

Meg! Why must she be absent on Christmas Day! “Do you know where Meg might be?” Kate asked.

“Kate,” Digby said in protest.

But Kate ignored him. She would follow any clue to her brother’s whereabouts, no matter how far-fetched.



Chapter Four
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A bitterly cold wind blew across London later that week, and Kate received the gift of a mink-lined cloak from His Royal Highness, along with a handwritten note that she should wrap herself warmly in it that evening, as she was to attend a recital at Whitehall in the company of Lord and Lady Wellesley.

She had no idea who they were.

Digby maintained that if there was anything favorable to be said for the Prince of Wales, it was that he was a true and generous patron of the arts. “At least there is that,” he said.

Digby also insisted Kate wear a jade gown with pale cream trim. Her daily ladies’ maid, Amy, helped Kate dress in the silk and put up her hair.

“Oh, it goes very well with your eyes,” Digby said proudly once Kate was dressed. “You will stun all the nobility.”

“Doubt it,” Aldous said from his place near the door, where he stood with his arms crossed over his chest, his weight on one hip. “They fancy only themselves.”

“They’ll fancy Kate,” Digby said. “She is too beautiful to be ignored. They will be drawn to her the way plants are drawn to light. Trust me, for I am a student of the aristocracy. When one cannot be an aristocrat, one watches everything they do with a keen and envious eye.”

Kate laughed; Aldous frowned. But Digby was right, that much Kate knew from having been Benoit’s mistress. Benoit had seen to it that she was properly trained for her role by sending her to France to learn from Madame Albert, who, by the lady’s own admission, was a renowned courtesan. Madame Albert had subscribed to the same theory as Digby: Do as the aristocracy does. Talk like them, drink like them, eat like them, play like them—but above all, entice them in a way they’ve never been enticed. And Madame Albert had spent quite a lot of time teaching Kate how to entice men, a skill she had practiced frequently in Benoit’s drawing room, where he hosted evenings of gambling, to which some of the wealthiest men in London came.

A footman in an unmarked carriage called for Kate an hour later, and Aldous saw her out. He told the fellow driving that he’d better have a care with her, and she was ferried, like a princess, to Whitehall. Lord Wellesley met her on the steps. He introduced himself and hurried her inside, where Lady Wellesley joined them. She said, “Good evening,” looked enviously at Kate’s cloak, and never looked at her again. Kate was hardly offended— society ladies had long shunned her.

The seating was arranged in two crescent-shaped rows. Lord Wellesley escorted Kate and his wife to the front row, a little left of center, and sat between the two women. They were early; there was scarcely anyone else in the room.

In an effort to fill the uncomfortable silence, Kate said, “I very much enjoy a musical evening. Do you?”

Wellesley seemed mortified by the question. “Yes,” he said.

Small talk, it seemed, was pointless. Fortunately, Kate had no tender feelings left after her years of being a courtesan. She remembered the first time Benoit had taken her to a fine Mayfair London mansion to have her model some of the silk fabrics he was importing from the Orient. Kate had felt quite elegant in the gown Benoit had commissioned for her to wear. The lady of that great mansion, whose business Benoit sought, was equally enamored of the gown. But she was not enamored of Kate. She had viewed the gown with a keen eye, asked Benoit into her private sitting room, and then instructed a footman to stand by while Kate waited in the foyer. “Keep an eye open, Jones. I’ll not have anything go missing,” she’d said.

“You are entirely too sensitive.” Benoit had sighed when Kate complained of the slight. “What can you expect? You are ordures to them.”

When Kate had asked Digby what that meant, her jolly good friend had paled a bit. “It means … rubbish,” he’d said tightly.

At the time, Kate’s feelings had been hurt. But through the years, she’d been dismissed, ignored, and cut directly so many times that it rarely bothered her any longer. That was the way of the ton. The men admired her figure and face and clamored to meet her, while the women disdained her for the attention men paid her.

Kate had learned to take pleasure however she could, and one way was in hearing music played well. That was something her life afforded her now, and she relished each performance, this one notwithstanding.

The musicians filed in and began to ready their instruments. Kate eagerly watched them until she was startled by a loud bang at the back of the room. She jumped and turned to see a herald, banging his staff to the floor to announce the Prince of Wales. The prince entered the room with a few companions. Everyone rose to their feet; the prince and his companions walked to seats on Kate’s left. When they were seated, the audience resumed their seats.

Kate looked at Lord Wellesley, but his gaze was averted from hers. Kate wasn’t entirely certain what to do; this was her first public encounter with the prince. She’d been instructed that no one was to perceive any connection between her and the prince, but she was seated one person away from him. Should she not greet him? It seemed rather odd not to at least say good evening. So with her hands folded in her lap, Kate turned a smile to the gentleman beside her. “Good evening.”

He glanced at her. “Good evening, madam,” he said. Across him, Kate could see the prince looking at her from the corner of his eye, the hint of a smile on his lips. Aha, so this was a childish game, was it?

“It’s awfully cold out, is it not?” she asked the gentleman, and noticed the prince was trying to keep from smiling.

“Quite.”

“A bit of brandy would be in order, I should think. Nothing warms the blood quite like it.”

“Indeed,” the gentleman said.

Kate smiled pertly at the prince, turned her attention to the musicians now that the little game was over, and waited impatiently for the performance to begin.

At last, a young man walked out and put some sheet music on a pianoforte. He moved forward, bowed before the prince, and appeared about to speak, but paused at the sound of a determined stride echoing down the central aisle. Kate naturally turned to see who was arriving so late and saw the Duke of Darlington sweeping up the aisle like a bloody peacock in full plume.

He was taller than she recalled, two or three inches over six feet she guessed. His hair was a rich brown, and his eyes a deep shade of blue. He was not a very handsome man, but there was nevertheless something about him that made him quite attractive. He was robust and confident and exuded power and authority. He was the sort, Kate guessed, to be dazzled by his own brilliance.

Darlington settled into a seat almost directly across from Kate in the crescent row of seating. He did not notice her right away; he said something to the two women and the man who had saved him the seat.

But then the gentleman at the pianoforte announced the recital was about to begin, and the duke looked forward, and his gaze inadvertently landed on Kate.

He froze. He blinked. He frowned.

Kate smiled and nodded her head, well aware that everyone in the room saw the exchange. She did not bother to note the duke’s reaction, but turned her attention to the pianist.

He thanked the Prince of Wales for his fervent patronage and gave a brief history of the Beethoven cello concerto the small chamber orchestra would perform this evening. From the corner of her eye, Kate noticed the duke glancing at his pocket watch. He had a pressing engagement, did he? Perhaps his mistress needed him. Kate hoped he’d leave soon—she had no desire to speak to him.
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