
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: image]


 

The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you for your personal use only. You may not make this e-book publicly available in any way. Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.


 

For my dear friend, Barbara Ann


 

What keeps us from abandoning ourselves entirely to one vice, often, is the fact that we have several.

—Francois de La Rochefoucauld
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Chapter One

May 30, 1812, Diphill Green

Robert Royles’s broad shoulders filled the doorway of one of the unused outer buildings as he stared down at the sinuous length of rope that lay on the rough planked floor. He nudged the frayed end with his left boot, squinting into the shadowed interior.

“Did you charm the rats into chewing through the rope, Catherine?” he asked, amused by the thought.

The question was met with silence.

His fifteen-year-old cousin was resourceful for a female. The burning scratches on his neck and chest were proof that it was unwise to underestimate her.

“Forgive me for not returning sooner,” he continued as if she were standing before him. “Father and Mother have departed for the Owtrams. I assured them that I would look after you in their absence.”

No response.

His mouth tightened at her stubbornness. “Naturally, Mr. Owtram will insist that they remain under his roof. I do not expect we’ll see them for the better part of the week. Do you not agree?”

More silence.

“Come now, Catherine. Don’t be pigheaded about this,” he cajoled, softening his voice as his fingers curled into fists. “Did you really believe Mother would take your side when she learned about us? The worst is over, and now we are alone. I’ve even dismissed the servants for the evening. If you give me your word that you’ll behave, I’ll free you and we can return to the house. A soft mattress might improve your disposition toward me.”

Robert shifted his stance and sighed. “Fine,” he said tersely. “We’ll do this the hard way.”

The ungrateful wench deserved no consideration from him anyway. Truth be told, he liked it best when she fought him. He crouched down and seized the length of rope. She would be more cooperative when he trussed her up. Perhaps he should remind her of her lowly position in their family before he carried her back to the house. He had days to play with his lovely cousin, and he did not intend to waste an hour.

Robert tugged on the rope, and, just as he thought, the girl was no longer tethered to it. He could not fathom how she had managed it. The iron shackled to her wrists, however, was another matter entirely. Unless his ears deceived him, he heard a soft clink of metal from the left corner of the musty interior. The poor girl was probably cowering in the filth. Perhaps he should shove her into one of the horse troughs before he touched her again. He was not one to fuss about cleanliness, but his mother had four days ago locked her rebellious adoptive daughter in one of the old buildings the family had once used for storage. Her scent would not sweeten during her incarceration.

Twisting the rope in his hands, he fought to keep his composure. This was not the moment to lose his temper and rush into the dim interior. Unfortunately, he was not a patient man.

“Why are we at cross-purposes, cousin? If you surrender gracefully, I will unlock your shackles,” Robert said pleasantly. Of course, he was lying. There had to be some kind of punishment for her defiance. While her unflagging spirit was admirable, Catherine had never learned her place in their household. Where his parents had failed, he intended to triumph. Taking her innocence had been the first step in bending the wench to his will. “You must be hungry. Knowing my mother, she has been feeding you bread and water. Come out from the shadows and I shall feed you a meal worthy of a vicar.”

The stark silence was infuriating. His face hot with anger, Robert stepped across the threshold, wondering if his parents would be upset if he strangled his little cousin after he was finished with her body. Perhaps this was the reason why they had not encouraged him to join them on their outing. They wanted the girl to disappear. As far as he could deduce, no one would miss her.

“I can hear you breathing, Catherine. Are you frightened?” he mocked, his muscles tightening as he anticipated their impending battle. “Hoping to sharpen your claws on me, little cat?”

His smile froze as the flat surface of a wooden shovel struck him in the face. The stunning force of the blow sent him sprawling on his backside. Too dazed to speak, Robert’s arms flopped uselessly against the wooden floor.

A grimly determined Catherine stepped out of the shadows. “Why should I use my claws, cousin, when I have a sturdy grain shovel to break your nose?”

She raised the shovel over her head, and this time it connected with the side of Robert’s head. His eyes rolled back as he lost consciousness. Catherine swayed on her feet as the enormity of her actions coursed through her veins. With her wrists in shackles, she used the grain shovel to steady herself.

There was blood on Robert’s face, she thought dully. The first blow had indeed broken his nose. Blood was darkening his blond hair from her second clout to his head. Catherine felt queasy, but she attributed her weakness to lack of food rather than the violence she had just committed against her distant cousin. Robert, the man who was supposed to love her as a devoted brother, deserved much worse than a sore head, but she did not intend to linger long enough to be his executioner.

Worried that he might be feigning sleep, she jabbed his soft belly with the shovel. Robert did not flinch. Dropping to her knees, Catherine set the shovel aside, but kept it within reach. The iron chain linking her wrists clinked as she methodically searched the man’s frock coat and then waistcoat for the key. She suspected her cousin had no intention of freeing her, but he was a resourceful man. He would have convinced that pious harridan who gave birth to him to give him the key.

Catherine grinned for the first time when her fingers retrieved the small iron key from the pocket of his waistcoat. With her head bowed, she bit her lower lip in concentration as she positioned her wrists so she could insert the key into the left cuff. It popped open, and she switched the key to her left hand to release the right cuff. The iron clattered to the floor, and she let herself feel a small measure of hope. She was finally going to be free of this household and the cruel, selfish people who dwelled beneath its roof.

“Let’s see how you like being shackled, cousin,” she taunted before she rolled him over onto his stomach. She dragged his limp arms behind his back and secured his wrists with the shackles Mr. Royles had used on her after his wife had whipped her for seducing their son.

In truth, she doubted the Royles were any blood relation to her at all. Catherine knew the story of her ignoble birth. Although her mother had been married, her husband was not Catherine’s father. It was a humiliating predicament. Catherine was physical proof of their adultery, and as soon as her mother had given birth to her unwanted bastard daughter, her sire had paid Mr. Royles to take the infant away. She supposed she should be grateful that her mother had not ordered her neck broken. The lady had other children and a reputation to protect. Other people had murdered for less.

To their neighbors, the Royleses had claimed her as a daughter, but Mrs. Royles had revealed the truth of her origins years ago. Catherine Royles was born with the mark of sin, and she had spent most of her young life paying penance for her parents’ wickedness.

She gradually came to despise them for it.

Catherine climbed onto her feet and roughly grabbed her cousin by his arm. “Come along, Robert. ’Tis the shadows and rats for you.” She grunted and strained her arms as she slowly dragged him across the dirty floorboards. “The servants will find you before your parents. Then again, they hate you as much as I do. Maybe they’ll ignore your muffled cries for a day or two.”

The servants kept to their own business. None of them had risked their necks when Robert had cornered her near the dairy, shoved her to the ground, and ravished her with practiced brutality. During the past year, she was not the only one to notice him watching her in a not-so-brotherly manner as her slender figure had gradually ripened into a woman’s curves. They had each in turn warned her that it was only a matter of time before the master’s son gave into his lust. However, not one of them had spared her the humiliation of her cousin’s touch; nor had they come to her defense when she told Mrs. Royles of her son’s attack.

“I wouldn’t shed a tear if those blows to your head curdled your brains,” she muttered, breathing heavily from her exertions. Catherine sat down on the floor beside the unconscious man. She grabbed the hem of her dirty dress to reveal her stockings. Threadbare and dirty, she swiftly stripped them from each leg. “If given the chance, I’d dance a jig on your grave, but your mother would see me hang from the nearest tree for the crime. Even if I was innocent.”

Grimacing, she put her hands on the young man again and pushed him onto his side. Catherine grabbed one of her stockings and gathered it into a ball of fabric. “Open up, cousin,” she said, and enthusiastically stuffed the filthy stocking into his slack mouth. She picked up the remaining stocking and placed it over his mouth, tying it at the back of his head so he could not spit out his gag.

Catherine straightened and admired her handiwork. Robert would be furious when he awoke, but she had no intention of remaining to savor her victory. She stood and crossed the room to retrieve the rope he had dropped. It took her a few minutes to bind his legs. To ensure he was unable to wiggle his way to the door and summon help, she used the remaining rope to tie his legs to the nearest wooden post.

Robert moaned and his eyelids fluttered as he struggled to awaken.

Clearly, she had not hit him hard enough.

Still dazed, his forehead furrowed in confusion until he recognized her face. His eyes widened, and his body strained and bucked against his bindings.

“Good. I didn’t think we’d have a chance to say our farewells.” Catherine patted him on the cheek. “Oh, don’t look so glum. Someone will eventually find you and cut you free.”

Robert mumbled something.

She could tell by his expression that it wasn’t complimentary.

Catherine stood and pretended to brush some of the dirt from her skirt. “Your mother dragged me in here to contemplate my countless sins. I would suggest you do the same. Perhaps the rats will take pity on you and chew on the ropes. Farewell, cousin. We shall not meet again.”

Catherine ignored the man’s muffled shouts as she headed for the door. She picked up the grain shovel on her way out, and shut the door. From there, she made her way to the house to gather what she needed for her journey.

By the time Mr. and Mrs. Royles returned from their outing, Catherine would be long gone from Diphill Green.


 

Chapter Two

June 22, 1817, London

“This is a brothel?” said Christopher Courtland, Earl of Vanewright, awed by the opulent interior of the Golden Pearl.

“Well, it isn’t the theater. You, Frost, and Dare saw to it that we are not welcome until the damages have been settled,” Simon Wyndham Jefferes, Marquess of Sainthill—known as Saint—replied drily. In truth, he was silently impressed with the brothel as well. One did not readily apply the words tasteful and resplendent to a nanny-house. The establishment had been open for three days, and details about the exclusive palace of sin and its mysterious proprietress were being discussed in clubs, gaming hells, and card rooms. Every male in London was demanding admittance. Rumor had it, His Royal Highness, the Prince of Wales, had been granted a private tour before the Golden Pearl’s massive oak doors had been officially opened, and had pronounced the experience worthy of his royal patronage. It mattered little if the tale was true. Once a few well-known gentlemen had been turned away, everyone wanted to walk through those front doors.

“Reminds me of a miniature palace,” said Gabriel Housely, Earl of Rainecourt, his gaze shifting from the marble statues lining the front hall to the flesh-and-blood goddesses who were flirting with the guests while liveried footmen circulated through the rooms with silver trays laden with glasses of champagne and porter.

“Did Sin and Frost buy our admittance?” Lord Hugh, who preferred to be called Dare, wondered aloud.

All of them had acquired nicknames in their youth, both individually and collectively. Most were shortened versions of their surnames. Other names, such as Frost’s, Reign’s, and Sin’s, were more a reflection of their true natures. The seven of them—Sin, Reign, Dare, Vane, Hunter, Frost, and himself—had been friends since they were boys, and they had honed their somewhat notorious reputations together. At some point, someone had dubbed them the Lords of Vice, and the sobriquet had stuck. In truth, they took pride in what had been delivered as an insult, and felt it was their duty to disrupt the tranquility of the wealthy and privileged world they’d had the good fortune to be born into.

“Does it matter?” Saint countered. “Knowing Sin, all that was required was for him to charm his way through the front doors.”

Hunter laughed, drawing everyone’s attention. At the imposing height of six feet, two inches, the handsome amber-eyed duke had already been approached by several women. “It took more than charm. I’d wager, our reputation has reached the proprietress’s ears. Entertaining the Lords of Vice will only enhance the Golden Pearl’s notoriety.”

“As long as we don’t have to thank Frost for this evening’s diversion, I don’t care about the details of our good fortune,” Saint said, waving away the footman with a tray of champagne. His throat was dry, but he craved something stronger than sparkling wine.

Vane placed a companionable arm around him. The youngest of their group—though if one felt like quibbling, he was seventeen days older than Hunter—the twenty-two-year-old had not outgrown his youthful exuberance and annoying propensity to whine. “Agreed. We’ll never hear the end of it, and I’d prefer to spend my evening with that pretty blonde near the staircase rather than listen to Frost gloating about his cleverness.”

“Present him with the blonde you’ve been eyeing,” Saint suggested, earning a few concurring murmurs from Hunter and Reign. “He’ll put his clever tongue to other uses.” With the intention of finding some brandy, he walked away from his friends.

Behind him, the conversation continued.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Frost and Sin have picked the best of the stable,” grumbled Vane.

“Neither one of them is selfish,” Reign said soothingly, leaving Saint to casually wonder if there was anything that could shake the earl’s calm demeanor.

“Christ, that’s the truth! I recall one evening when…”

Dare’s voice faded away as Saint ascended the grand staircase. It was as magnificent as the plasterwork, marble statues, and tapestries that surrounded him. Overhead, the central relief of Adam and Eve’s fall from paradise was a reminder that innocence had no place at the Golden Pearl. He nodded to several gentlemen while he slowed to admire the statues and paintings. No expense had been spared, and he silently congratulated the proprietress’s astuteness to create a place that would appeal to the haughtiest aristocrat. The brothel could have passed for a nobleman’s town house, and even he had to admit that he felt quite comfortable as he explored the establishment.

Once he reached the second landing, he noticed to the left that two extraordinarily large footmen stood on either side of what he assumed was a large gallery or ballroom. One of the footmen glanced in his direction, and then immediately dismissed him. These men were too large for their position. From their looks, Saint surmised they were pugilists hired to ensure that all troublesome guests were handled in a discreet and ruthlessly efficient manner. Over the years, he and the other members of the Lords of Vice had honed their fighting skills, but Saint had not joined his friends this evening to dally with a couple of ugly brutes. First, he wanted his brandy. Once he sampled the Golden Pearl’s fine spirits, he would decide which of the numerous lovely females strolling about would give him a private tour upstairs.

It was then that he saw her.

The proprietress of the Golden Pearl. There were half a dozen rumors circulating about the mysterious woman, but everyone agreed that she was something of an original, who wore dresses and jewels that would gain the envy of most duchesses. However, it was the dark blue half-mask that confirmed her identity. It was said that the woman favored concealing the upper portion of her face with some sort of mask, and gentlemen were already placing wagers in the betting books on who would coax her to remove it.

Suddenly Saint wanted to be that lucky gent.

The woman was fashioned for sin. At five feet, six inches, she wore a white muslin dress with tiny bouquets embroidered into the fabric. The skirt was so sheer that, at certain angles, he could see enticing glimpses of the dark blue bows that secured her stockings. Her breasts were high and firm, and a diamond-and-gold brooch was pinned between them to draw a gentleman’s eye. She had a dark blue cashmere shawl draped over one of her shoulders to add color to her costume rather than modesty. Long white kid gloves sheathed her arms. As for her hair, golden blond tresses formed enchanting ringlets around her face. The back was braided and entwined with gold ribbons and pearls.

Noting his steady regard, the proprietress excused herself from her group of admirers and headed toward him. With her head held high, and a hint of a smile teasing her lips, the woman who had ensnared his attention was no shy wallflower who would wait patiently for him to approach her.

She came to him and inclined her head as she curtsied.

Her manners were as refined as the silk she wore. “Good evening, monsieur,” she said in a distinctly accented voice that settled in his belly like warmed brandy.

The woman was not French; nor did she speak with an accent he had come to expect from an English noblewoman. From her lips, her voice was exotic and seductive. He held himself still, waiting for her to speak again.

She did not disappoint him. “I am Madame Venna. I saw you admiring my Golden Pearl. You are pleased with my humble efforts, oui?”

Saint could not recall a time when a female had tangled his tongue and thoughts so thoroughly. Even with the half-mask concealing the upper portion of her face, her beauty was evident. Pale flawless skin was smoothed over delicate bones that might have marked her as a noblewoman if not for her profession. Her lips were full and the hint of scarlet was designed to draw a man’s eye to her mouth, which was quirked in amusement since he had not replied to her question.

He bowed. “Forgive me. I was being rude. I am Simon Jefferes, Marquess of Sainthill. And yes, I am very pleased with what the Golden Pearl has to offer.”

Madame Venna smiled, her eyes sparkling with delight. “Merci. You are too kind.”

She glanced over his shoulder and raised her gloved hand. Before Saint could turn, one of the footmen was at his side with a glass of brandy.

This was a woman who could anticipate his desires before he uttered them. A man could fall in love with such a beautiful and insightful creature.

“How did you know?”

“It is my business to anticipate my patrons’ needs,” she said simply. “Whatever you require, the Golden Pearl will attempt to grant it.”

Saint stepped closer. “And if my fondest desire is you?” he asked, feeling emboldened by her frank perusal.

A gent sensed when he had captured a woman’s interest, and he suspected that the woman before him rarely denied her own carnal appetites.

Madame Venna’s smile dimmed. “I must regretfully decline. The Golden Pearl places many demands on me. It would be foolish of me to place my needs above those of my patrons, no?”

“What if I was willing to generously compensate you?”

She sighed and shook her head. “You tempt me, monsieur le marquis. Still, I must decline. Now if you will excuse me, there are other tasks that need my attention.” She curtsied. “With your permission, I will send several of my best girls to amuse you.”

Without thinking, Saint caught Madame Venna by the elbow to prevent her from dismissing him. Immediately he felt the narrowed gazes of the two burly footmen who were probably striding toward them with the intention of breaking his fingers for touching their mistress. He abruptly released her and stepped back. Over the years, the Lords of Vice had been tossed out of several respectable establishments for brawling. It would be a pity if they had to add a brothel, albeit a fancy one, to the list.

He bowed his head. “The brandy will suffice, Madame Venna. I can find my own amusements.”

“Of this, I have little doubt.” She hesitated and offered him an endearingly coy smile. “Enjoy your evening, Marquis de Sainthill.”

Saint watched as Madame Venna approached her guards and assured them that all was well. One of the fake footmen glared at him, but he returned to his post with his companion.

The heavy clap of a palm against his upper back managed to startle him out of his stupor. His mouth flattened into a grim line as he turned to confront his unwelcome companion.

It was Sin.

The gent’s cravat appeared to be hastily tied, and his black hair was slightly disheveled. “Where the devil have you been? Frost procured several of the private rooms and managed to invite half of the brothel’s occupants. It’s quite a crush. Are you joining us or did you happen to settle on a wench?”

Saint glanced about the ballroom and saw no sign of the mysterious proprietress of the Golden Pearl. Oh, he had found the woman he wanted, and whether or not she was willing to admit it, the attraction was mutual. He was confident that in time he would coax her into his bed, but this evening he accepted his defeat.

Not one to sulk, he said, “Half the brothel, you say?”

Sin tipped back his head and laughed. The young marquess’s eyes were full of mirth and mischief. “And most of them female. It will be an evening you shall not forget.”

“Of this, I have no doubt,” Saint replied, deliberately echoing Madame Venna’s words. Whatever was between him and the proprietress, it was only the beginning.

*   *   *

From one of the balconies, Madame Venna observed Lord Sainthill and his friend’s departure. Her interest in the marquess did not go unnoticed by her companion.

Anna Walters leaned forward, giving anyone who was glancing heavenward a revealing glimpse of her breasts. “Very handsome. Perhaps I should join their private celebration and introduce myself. Either one would suit me. Or both, if they prefer.”

Madame Venna’s stomach clenched at the thought of her friend offering herself to the marquess. It took her a second to ascribe a proper word to her feelings.

Jealousy.

Had she gone mad? Anna was one of her closest friends. No man had ever come between them, and she refused to start with the marquess. After all, she had barely spoken to the man. Appalled at her reaction, she acknowledged her friend’s comment with a monosyllable, “Hmm.”

“Abram tells me they are connected to a club called Nox. The fancy even have a name for these men. They are the Lords of Vice.”

Madame Venna shrugged, pretending the information meant little to her, even though she longed to hear more details about Sainthill and his friends. Since it was possible that someone might overhear their conversation, it would be reckless to drop her guard. “With such a sobriquet, they will be regular patrons of the Golden Pearl, no?” she said, her mind already considering the possibilities of forming some kind of business arrangement with the gentlemen. Perhaps Nox had use of her girls, just as she had use of the Lords of Vice’s abundant wealth.

“What are you planning to do about Lord Sainthill?”

So Anna knew the marquess’s name. The half-mask she was wearing managed to conceal her surprise. “Why, nothing at all,” she said coolly.

Anna shook her head in disappointment. Madame Venna should have known her friend would see through such an obvious lie. “I saw how Sainthill was staring at you. If he could have gotten you alone, he would have done more than touched you on the arm. The man looked as if he wanted to devour you.” She grinned. “And for once, you wouldn’t have had to pretend to enjoy it.”

“You exaggerate,” Madame Venna said, her accent thickening as her throat tightened at the thought of the marquess pushing her into the nearest alcove and thoroughly ravishing her.

The brief moment his hand had gripped her arm, she’d felt the heat and strength emanating from him. It shamed her to admit that if they had been alone, she would have encouraged him to caress other parts of her body.

“And I saw how you were looking at him, Catherine,” Anna said quietly.

Madame Venna bowed her head and closed her eyes. “It makes little difference. To indulge in an affair with Lord Sainthill or any patron invites scrutiny, and I have invested too much into the Golden Pearl to toss it away to satisfy my—curiosity.” Her lips softened at her friend’s concerned expression. “Do not fret, Anna. Men like the marquess are only thinking of their next conquest. Make certain our girls keep him and his friends distracted. Sainthill will seek his amusements elsewhere.”

Even as she uttered the assurance, Madame Venna knew that she was lying to her friend.

Her instincts were warning her that Lord Sainthill was definitely going to be a problem.


 

Chapter Three

August 6, 1818, London

She was finally his. The merry chase was over, and he wanted to explore every delectable inch of her.

“The mask. Remove it,” Saint commanded as he not-so-gently pushed the infamous proprietress of the Golden Pearl against the door of her bedchamber. Too ensure their privacy, he leaned closer and twisted the key in the lock. Very few were permitted entrance into Madame Venna’s sanctuary, and if Saint had his way, he would be the only male from now on who had the pleasure of viewing the room.

Not that his attention was focused on the interior of her bedchamber or its furnishings, he mused as his fingers brushed the edges of the gold mask she had donned for the evening. He had been patronizing the Golden Pearl for more than a year, and Saint had never seen Madame Venna without a half-mask. The ornate and often jewel-encrusted masks were a clever accessory that stirred speculation about the beautiful face she concealed. Every gentleman in London yearned for the privilege of removing the half-mask, but the young woman was frustratingly elusive and resistant to all overtures of a carnal nature.

A chaste whore. If Saint had not been so aroused by the contrary combination, he might have been applauded the woman’s ability to understand a man’s needs, perverse as they may be. Like a consummate stage player, Madame Venna portrayed her role to perfection, leaving her countless admirers willing to settle for scraps. A smile. A few words of praise. Perhaps, a brief conversation about the gossip for that day.

Until this evening.

No one had been more surprised than Saint when Madame Venna had discreetly invited him to walk with her. He still could not believe his good fortune when their casual tour of the Golden Pearl ended at her bedchamber.

He was one lucky bastard, he mused, and would be the envy of his friends when they learned that he had unmasked and most thoroughly shagged one of London’s most notorious brothel madams.

Impatient, he hastily peeled off his kid gloves and allowed them to fall to the floor. Saint cared little about the gloves. He needed to touch her, flesh against flesh. With his fingertips, he gently lifted the bottom edge of her mask.

“No,” she said. Her husky, accented voice stilled his actions.

It was the proprietress’s favorite word, and he was getting tired of hearing it.

His brows lifted at her soft, adamant refusal, but it did not prevent him from lowering his face to the curve of Madame Venna’s bare right shoulder. He pressed his lips against the scented flesh and inhaled. For the past hour, he had been whispering in the lady’s ear all the tempting and naughty plans he had in store for her. The removal of her distinctive ornamentation seemed minor when he had every intention of stripping her naked and committing all sorts of wanton sensual acts until they were too exhausted to move.

His tongue licked the small indentation behind her ear, causing her to shiver. “Are you worried that I will not find you beautiful if you remove it?”

Madame Venna might be scarred beneath her half-mask, but it was unimportant to him. A few inches of marred flesh could not diminish the woman in his arms.

“Not at all, mon chéri,” she said with a trace of arrogance in her tone. Her full lips curved into a mischievous smile. “Besides, I thought you liked my masks.”

“I do,” Saint replied, amused that this woman could ignite his baser instincts with so little effort.

If Madame Venna glanced down, the proof of his desire was on prominent display. He had been lusting after this woman from their first meeting. While he respected the sentiment that this was her house, her rules, Saint was growing weary of the restraints that she had placed on him and every male who patronized the Golden Pearl.

“I thought we had moved beyond games, Madame V.”

He lightly stroked her bare throat with his fingers.

Through the almond-shaped holes in her half-mask, her shadowed gaze took on a melancholy cast. “This is the Golden Pearl. I have nothing to offer you but games, Marquis de Sainthill.” She sighed, turning her face away and offering him her profile. “Perhaps this … was a mistake.” Before he could anticipate her next move, she ducked under the arm he had braced against the door and strode to her dressing table. “Give me a moment, and I shall return you to your friends.”

Saint was being dismissed. May a plague strike the beguiling wench, he silently cursed as indignation blossomed in his chest. He was a twenty-five-year-old man in his prime, not some callow lad.

He was the Marquess of Sainthill. No one turned him away!

Ever.

He moved away from the door, watching her as she leaned down and critically studied her reflection in the small mirror on the table. With slow deliberation, she repositioned several ringlets framing her face.

“We are not finished,” he said silkily.

“Another game, monsieur le marquis?” She did not bother glancing at him while she rubbed her lower lip with her fingertip as if to check the tender flesh for any evidence of his kiss. “If so, I am in no mood to play.”

He silently wondered if she was planning to kiss anyone else this evening. The mere thought of another gent putting his hands on her was enough to spur him into action. Saint closed the distance between them and seized her by the upper arms.

“How dare you!” she said, her voice losing some of the sultry, exotic inflection that always seemed to go to his head quicker than Hunter’s first-rate brandy.

Saint whirled her around until her breasts were pressed against the front of his black evening coat. “Never challenge a member of the Lords of Vice, Madame V,” he said, desire and anger competing for dominance. “My friends and I have been shocking the ton since long before you decided to open your naughty establishment.”

Before she could curse his name or throw him out of her bedchamber, Saint covered his mouth over hers. Madame Venna squirmed against him in a feeble attempt to free herself, but his grip was as unyielding as his kiss.

Hard and punishing, his mouth ground against hers. He wanted to tame her, and the knowledge that she intended to fight him every step of the way only inflamed him. For the past year, he had joined the ranks of her numerous admirers, and he had carefully planned his strategy to gain her attention. Saint wanted her to see him as a man, and not just another of the fawning fobs she had to charm to ensure they returned to her decadent house of pleasure.

Her invitation this evening proved that victory was within his grasp.

Until she thought she could dismiss him.

Slightly breathless, Saint tore his mouth away from hers. The half-mask concealed the woman’s expression, but she was trembling in his rigid embrace, her lips reddened from his kiss.

“No more games,” he said roughly. “I want you. Will you deny me?”

His control was hanging by a thread. Although he had never forced himself on a woman, Madame Venna had the unique ability of challenging his immeasurable restraint. A part of him wondered if he could truly walk away if she ordered him from her bedchamber.

It was an unpleasant admission, but he could be a ruthless bastard when necessary.

“Marquis de Sainthill—” she began before grimacing at the faint tremor in her voice.

He had frightened her, and he could not say he was sorry for it. If she was aware of how often she had occupied his thoughts, she might use the knowledge against him. “Saint,” he whispered, kissing her swollen lips, gently this time as a silent apology.

The gilt from her half-mask gleamed in the candlelight as she tilted back her head to stare into his eyes. “You are too wicked a man to be called Saint,” she teased, seeming to regain a small measure of control with her lighthearted banter.

He shifted his stance, but did not release her. With Madame Venna’s body pressed against his, his cock had swelled into an uncomfortable position that he longed to relieve. “I did not choose my name,” he said, tracing the edge of her half-mask. “Only the manner in which I live my life.”

At five-and-twenty, he and his friends had already acquired the reputation bestowed on debauched rakes and scoundrels.

“I am well aware of the adventurous life you lead, monsieur le marquis.”

Saint chuckled and lightly pinched her dainty chin. “Then you are also aware that you cannot distract me from what I desire. You have not given me an answer.”

Madame Venna slid her hand down the front of his evening coat, slipping it inside to caress his waistcoat. “How curious, when I am certain I already have.”

“And you trifle with my affections recklessly,” Saint replied coldly, bracing himself for her rejection. “What do you want from me? Money? Jewelry? Marriage?”

“Marriage?”

Madame Venna tossed her head back and laughed. Her genuine amusement cut him to the quick. While he had no intention of offering marriage to such a disreputable, ungrateful wench, he was insulted that she was not even mildly intrigued by his disingenuous offer.

“Oh, no!” She placed her hand on her bodice while she struggled to draw a breath. “Gentlemen like you, Saint, do not patronize the Golden Pearl because you hope to find your bride among my fallen doves.”

Saint’s lips thinned in anger. He released her abruptly, and she staggered back a step to regain her balance. “You are correct, Madame. I seek only one thing from you, and you have yet to give me your consent.”

She opened her arms and gestured toward the bed. “Is it truly necessary?”

“It is for me.”

He joined her as she stood at the foot of the bed. Much like its owner, the custom-made bed was flamboyant and extraordinary. It was large enough to hold four or five people, which had Saint speculating once again about Madame Venna’s private life. Generous swags of crimson damask edged with gold fringe were draped over the ornately carved four-poster. Saint reached out to caress one of the posts. Upon closer inspection he realized that what he thought were thick vines were the entwined limbs of two lovers. The interior was too dark for him to inspect the finials overhead, but he suspected that he would not find the usual arrangement of wooden fruit and flora.

“A fascinating bed, Madame V,” he murmured.

“Just one of the many amusements my establishment provides, monsieur le marquis,” she said, casually stroking the bedpost within reach. Her fingers lingered on the male’s bare buttocks. “You approve, oui?”

“Very much,” he said, inching closer until his hand brushed against her hip. “What say you? Do you find me worthy to share your bed?”

Her slender shoulders straightened as if she was startled by his question. She moistened her lower lip, allowing her hand to slide down the carved bedpost. She reached for the front of his trousers and the prominent rigid flesh it concealed. His straining cock was as hard as the wooden carving she had been fondling.

“If you must ask, then I am not being a proper hostess.” With a delicate touch, she deftly unbuttoned his trousers and slipped her hand between the fabric and his hot flesh. “Magnifique! I see you do not require any encouragement from me. You are a fine male. Very fine. I shall enjoy this ride, no?” With her fingers, she lightly traced the defining sensitive edges of the head of his cock.

He inhaled sharply. “Yes.”

Saint tightly shut his eyes as Madame Venna peeled down his trousers, and he felt very much on display. Wordlessly, she explored him from the tip of his hard length to the firm stones hidden in the sac at its base. Her delicate, confident touch made him feel like he was fourteen again, and at the mercy of an experienced older woman. If she persisted, he was going to embarrass himself by releasing his hot seed into her eager hand.

He suddenly covered his hand over hers to still her actions. “That’s not what I want from you,” he said, his words sounding harsh even to his ears. Saint was not about to explain that he was too close to the edge, too out of control now that he was on the verge of bedding the woman who had haunted him for too long.

Madame Venna softly gasped when Saint spun her around and pushed her onto the bed. He was already reaching for the hem of her skirt when she glanced over her shoulder and offered him a knowing smile.

“Such impatience, mon ange!” she rebuked with a smile on her lips. “What do you plan to do with me now that you have me at your mercy?”

“I have no intention of showing you any mercy when I fuck you,” Saint replied, sounding rather menacing.

“Indeed.”

He doubted Madame Venna allowed anyone to get the upper hand unless it suited her purposes. He pushed her skirt and petticoat upward, revealing her stocking-clad legs. The layers of muslin were so fine, he could have ripped them with his hands.

“Why, Madame V, you astound me … you forgot to put on your drawers this morning.” His hand moved higher until he was caressing her bare inner thighs.

Her lips curled into a very catlike smile that made him want to forget about their little game and pounce. “Whoever told you that I wear drawers is mistaken. There is something very liberating about strutting around au naturel.”

Saint reached around until his splayed hand found her belly. He slowly slid his hand down until his fingers became entangled in the soft nest of hair between her legs. Madame Venna arched and rubbed her bare buttocks against his groin. His cock throbbed as she silently dared him to take her. He groaned as his fingers moved lower and deeper, finding the damp slit that the soft dewy curls concealed. Making an agreeable sound, she shifted and parted her legs, encouraging him to explore the most intimate part of her.

“Christ, you are ready for me!” he said, and the realization that she shared his desire was almost his undoing. Stiff and heavy as a sword, Saint moved his hips and his cock brushed against her inner thigh. “And by God, I will not deny us. You will not regret this surrender, Madame. I swear it!”

Positioning himself, he parted the folds between her legs with one hand as he used the other to guide the head of his cock to her waiting heat.

Madame Venna moaned and arched her back, attempting to aid him to hasten their joining. “Within the drawer”—she moaned—“there are skin sheaths for your pleasure.”

“All in good time, my lovely wench.” Saint dipped the broad head of his cock into her liquid heat, coating his arousal with quick, short thrusts. She shuddered, straining to take more of him. “Greedy, eh? I like a woman who isn’t afraid of her body, or the pleasure I can give her.”

For reasons he could not fathom, his declaration caused her to stiffen in his embrace. Madame Venna tried to push herself up off the mattress with the palms of her hands. The movement only drove his cock deeper into her wet sheath. Craving more, Saint pulled her buttocks against him, using fingers buried into the downy tuft of hair between her legs to guide him until he filled her completely.

They moaned in unison.

The single stroke was perfection. Deliberately, Saint held himself still. Deep within her clinging, drenched sheath, his cock expanded and pulsed, while his instincts urged him to thrust powerfully until his seed was called forth to complete the claiming.

He bowed over her, covering her with his body as his fingers blindly sought out the small nubbin of flesh hidden within her feminine folds.

Madame Venna gasped at his intimate caress. Perhaps she was startled that a man could think beyond his own selfish needs.

With his lips against her right ear, he said, “First your pleasure, then mine. Over and over. You will discover that my stamina is quite extraordinary. Let’s see if I can impress the proprietress of the Golden Pearl.”

*   *   *

She should have known that she could not trust a man named Saint.

Lord Sainthill was wrong, Madame Venna thought tiredly as she adjusted her gold half-mask. She was already berating herself for giving in to temptation. She should have never allowed the handsome rake to touch her.

While the marquess snored softly under the rumpled sheets, she slipped from the bed. Unconcerned about her nudity, she gathered up her dress, petticoat, chemise, stockings, and shoes. She also picked up the two discarded skin sheaths Saint had pulled off his unflagging member, determined to get rid of all evidence of their carnal mischief.

Madame Venna tiptoed across the room to the wall that displayed several panels of a tapestry depicting a medieval unicorn hunt. The mythical beast had fallen on its knees, its head bowed in defeat, before a scantily clad maiden. The tip of the unicorn’s horn was poised between her virginal thighs while a dozen lords and ladies watched with interest.

She lifted the edge of one of the tapestry panels to reveal the hidden door it concealed. Very few people knew of its existence, and she intended to keep it that way. With a final parting glance at the marquess, Madame Venna quietly opened the door and entered her private sitting room. The bedchamber where Saint slept belonged to the proprietress of the Golden Pearl. It had been opulently decorated to satisfy the expectations of the gentlemen who were granted entry. This room, however, belonged only to her.

Suddenly she heard a voice say, “You are playing with fire, Catherine.”


 

Chapter Four

Madame Venna grimaced and raised a silencing hand to her uninvited guest. She finished shutting the door and with equal stealth turned the key in the lock.

“Anna, could you refrain from using my given name when there are sleeping patrons in the adjoining room?” she said crossly, the exotic accent attributed to Madame Venna absent from her voice. The twenty-eight-year-old blonde had been part of her life in London almost from the beginning. She dumped her bundle of clothing onto a nearby chair. “Besides, I do not understand why you are scolding me for taking a lover. You have often told me that I am too particular when it comes to matters of the flesh. I thought you, Anna, of all people, would approve.”

Belatedly, she realized how ridiculous she must have appeared to her friend, rigid with indignation and without a stitch of clothing on her body. On a muttered oath, Madame Venna began to unravel the jumble of clothing to retrieve her chemise.

“I do applaud you taking a lover,” the young woman said as Madame Venna pulled the linen chemise over her head and smoothed the fabric over her hips. “You spend too many nights alone, and are too stingy with your pleasures.”

Anna brought her finger up to her cheek and tapped twice, reminding Madame Venna of the gold half-mask she wore.

Making a wordless sound of disgust, Madame Venna peeled the mask from her face. This was the only room in the Golden Pearl where she could truly be herself.

Catherine Deverall.

A woman with secrets and numerous enemies. Being the proprietress of an infamous brothel was not for the fainthearted. While the establishment rewarded her with power and more wealth than she could have ever conjured in her mind as a young girl, there were risks in any lucrative venture.

It was one of the reasons why she’d decided Madame Venna would always be masked when she greeted her patrons. The eccentric accessory increased the reputation of the Golden Pearl literally overnight. Every rich nobleman wanted to be introduced to the mysterious Madame Venna and experience the carnal wonders of her pleasure palace. Her choice to wear a half-mask had been born of necessity, but it had been good for business as well.

In London, people knew of Madame Venna. Catherine Deverall was invisible, and she intended to keep it that way.

“But why Sainthill?” Anna pressed when Catherine seemed unwilling to offer explanations for her reckless actions. “At this very moment, there are a dozen gentlemen in the main ballroom who would have happily bedded you if you had given them any encouragement. Choosing a man like Sainthill is unwise.”

Catherine stared at the gold mask in her hands. She did not bother concealing her sadness from her friend. “I know.” Perhaps that had been part of the appeal. From their first meeting, she had desired him, had often thought of what it would feel like to be claimed by such a man. Although she had resisted him for months, both she and Saint had known that she would eventually relent.

Surrender.

It did not adequately describe what had transpired during the past three hours, but it would suffice.

Anna gracefully stretched as she rose from her chair and strode to her friend’s side. She was older than many of Madame Venna’s girls, but her beauty and skills in the bedchamber were in high demand. That was the business side of their relationship. Anna was also Catherine’s friend, one of only a handful of people whom she could wholly trust with her secrets.

“Then why?” Anna came up from behind and embraced her. “Though I’ll admit Sainthill is rather pretty to look at.”

Catherine softly snorted at the understatement. “His body is quite admirable, too. You never know until a man disrobes if one should thank God or the man’s expensive tailor.”

Anna laughed as she rested her cheek against Catherine’s shoulder. There was nothing sexual in the nature of the friends’ embrace. In their world of carnal excess, genuine intimacy and friendship was something to be treasured.

“So Sainthill pleased you?” Anna moved away and picked up Madame Venna’s discarded dress, her brow furrowing when she discovered that the bodice had been torn.

A coy smile brightened Catherine’s contemplative expression. “Yes, though I have no intention of sharing the details with you.”

Anna gave her friend a speculative look. “So this marquess means that much to you?” she teased.

“Not at all,” Catherine fiercely protested. She absently plucked at the lace on her chemise. “Rose is the one who enjoys the retelling of her exploits, not I. In fact, I have no inclination to see Lord Sainthill again.”

“Oh, really?”

The doubt she heard in Anna’s voice annoyed her. “Yes, really. This evening”—she made a vague gesture with her hand—“it will not be revisited.”

“And what if the marquess views things differently?”

“Sainthill has gotten what he wants,” Catherine said with less certainty than the subject warranted. “He will brag of his feat to his friends and move on to his next conquest.”

Lord Sainthill was not moonstruck over the proprietress of the Golden Pearl. The notion was laughable.

And yet, just before the marquess had drifted off to sleep, he had held her with a tenderness that almost had brought her to tears. Then he had brushed his lips against her ear and whispered words she had never expected from a man such as him to a woman like her. Words she did not believe existed beyond the pages of a book.

All men tell their lovers lies came the hoarse voice of Mrs. Sweete, the seventy-year-old brothel madam who had plucked Catherine off the streets when she’d arrived in London at fifteen, already intimately acquainted with the darker side of humanity.

Catherine lifted her gaze and finally noticed the concern shadowing her friend’s beautiful face. “It is nothing to worry about, Anna. I amused myself with Sainthill, and now that our mutual curiosity has been sated, we can go about our lives.”

“But—”

Anna swallowed her argument at her friend’s hardened gaze. This room might belong to Catherine; nevertheless, Madame Venna was just beneath the surface.

“Summon Abram,” she said, speaking of the former pugilist she had hired to oversee the footmen who used their positions to watch over her girls and the patrons. Abram and his handpicked men ensured that the opulent fantasy of the Golden Pearl was not shattered by the stark violence of the London streets or the foolishness of a belligerent nobleman in his cups. “Let him know of Lord Sainthill’s whereabouts. Tell him when His Lordship awakens, I want him escorted downstairs.”

“What if Lord Sainthill requests to see you?”

Catherine’s heart pounded at the thought. No, she would not invite him upstairs again. “Offer him my apologies, but have Abram explain that another patron requires my personal attention.”

Anna winced in sympathy for the marquess, but did not debate her decision to use such a ruthless tactic. Catherine expected Sainthill would be furious at her casual dismissal, but if he had any pride, he would let the matter quietly drop. After all, he would not want to call the attention of his friends and acquaintances to the fact that Madame Venna had found him somewhat lacking.

“Very well.” Anna hesitated, clasping Madame Venna’s torn dress to the front of her bodice. “Shall I send for your maid? Perhaps a warm bath will relax you.”

“Mayhap in a few hours,” Catherine said, a wave of weariness washing over her. In its wake was sorrow. She glanced at the chaise longue. “I want to close my eyes for a while and rest.”

“Catherine?”

“I’m fine. Just tired, I suppose,” she assured her concerned friend. “Anna, I was aware of the risks and the price that might be paid. Still, I do not regret what I did.”

Even if Saint will. He might even come to despise her.

There was one way to guarantee it. “One more thing. Tell Abram to send Mina to awaken Lord Sainthill. She—” Catherine blinked rapidly and swallowed as her throat suddenly constricted. “She is to see to all his needs, compliments of the Golden Pearl. Whatever he desires.”

Anything or anyone but me.

“Yes, Madame Venna,” Anna said, reminding Catherine not to be beguiled by the illusions created within the walls of the Golden Pearl.

After Anna’s departure, Catherine sat down on the chaise longue and stared at the locked door that stood between her and Saint. It might as well have been an entire continent that separated them, because she had no intention of unlocking that door again.

*   *   *

“Where is she?”

Catherine awoke, momentarily uncertain if the angry voice was real or part of her unsettling dreams. The walls and doors of the Golden Pearl were reinforced to protect her patrons’ privacy. Someone would have to be very loud indeed to wake her.

“On whose orders?” Saint demanded from the bedchamber.

Catherine sat up from the chaise longue and shook her head to clear it. Clearly Abram had tried to evict the marquess from her bedchamber. She quietly moved from the chaise longue to the door when she could not hear the servant’s calm reply.

“And I am to take your word for it? Summon your mistress. I want to hear the orders from her lips.”

“Oh, Saint,” she whispered sadly. He was supposed to be relieved to be rid of her. “Take your small victory and leave me in peace.”

Though it was doubtful the peace she craved would be easily won.

Catherine pressed her ear against the narrow crack of the door, but she still could not hear what Abram was saying to Lord Sainthill. She had hired him for his intimidating stature and bulk. However, Abram’s imposing figure was probably lost on the marquess, since the two men were similar in height. Abram’s advantage was his added muscle and his useful pugilist skills.

A woman’s voice interrupted Abram, startling Catherine. She had forgotten that she’d told Anna to send Mina along to soothe Lord Sainthill’s bruised pride. Why was he being so stubborn? She pressed her fingers to her brow and sighed.

This was all her fault.

She knew better than to become personally involved with a patron. How many times had her former madam and partner warned her about not tangling her feelings with business? She was the twenty-one-year-old proprietress of one of the most popular brothels in Town. A man like Sainthill could ruin her.

“The devil take you and your whore!”

Catherine flinched as the door to the bedchamber slammed shut.

“Madame Venna!”

She moved to the opposite door, which opened to the passageway. It was locked and was designed to blend into the wall. Even if Saint noticed the seams that outlined the hidden door, he was unlikely to deduce that she was on the other side.

There was a muffled thump on the wall, and an exasperated Abram said, “Lord Sainthill, if you refuse to respect the rules of this establishment, I will be obliged to escort you to the front door!”

Mina murmured something in a feeble attempt to calm both men.

“Unhand me,” Saint ordered, so close that Catherine started at his proximity. “I am finished here. Tell your mistress that I never thought her a coward until now.”

He slammed his fist against the wall. Catherine brought her hand to her mouth to silence any noise that might have escaped her lips.

Sainthill was right. She was a coward.


 

Chapter Five

June 15, 1824, London

The back of Vane’s head connected against the wooden surface with a cringe-worthy whap as Rainecourt’s grip on the man’s evening coat slipped.

“Damn you, Reign, are you trying to addle me?” Vane growled at his friend while Sin, Frost, and Dare watched with amusement.

Because they had been friends since long before they could grow hair on their chins, they were too close to bother with formality, especially when Reign, Sin, Frost, and Dare were attempting to crack open his skull on a lark. Truth be told, no one would be surprised. He and his friends, seven in all when he included Hunter and Saint, had been dubbed by the ton as the Lords of Vice.

Sin, the first of their merry group of bachelors to marry, shook his head with disappointment. “Reign, you didn’t manage the last two times. Let one of us take a turn.”

“Not yet,” Reign said, readjusting his grip on Vane’s coat. “I’ll get it right this time.”

Dare, their host this evening, leaned over and had to brace his hand on the dining table to steady his stance. “Fifty guineas Reign’s toss has Vane clearing only half the length.”

“Seventy-five Vane’s head reaches the end,” Sin said, getting into the spirit of things.

Frost chuckled. “Hell, Reign, I’ll pay you two hundred to drop Vane on his head again. I thought I broke a rib laughing after that last pass.”

“Black-hearted devil,” Vane said, but his laughter spoiled his angry outburst. “I’m nominating you to take my place.”

“I’ll second it,” Dare said, flashing his teeth in Frost’s direction. “I will enjoy tossing you on your arse.”

Frost’s turquoise-blue gaze gleamed with a challenging light. “You can try, my friend.”

The two men were related by marriage since Dare had married Frost’s younger sister, Regan. While the marriage appeared to be a good match, Dare and Frost had not quite adjusted to the changes in their relationship.

“Enough,” Reign said, his fists pressing into Vane’s chest. “Let us finish this before the ladies—”

“Return?” Regan finished the sentence for him as she entered the dining room. As her skirt swayed, the men could see telltale signs of the babe she carried in her womb. “Now, why would you gentlemen be concerned about us stumbling across your latest bout of lunacy?”

Unfortunately Dare’s wife was not alone. Vane noticed that Sin’s wife, Juliana, and Reign’s wife, Sophia, had followed in her wake. He cursed under his breath when his own wife, Isabel, stepped in front of Juliana and gasped.

“Good heavens! What have you done to my husband?” Isabel asked as she rushed to his side.

“Not a thing,” Sin protested. “He volunteered.”

Vane scowled in disbelief. Bloody traitor! “Yes, this would be a good time to toss me at the lions and save your damn hides.”

Reign had the good sense to release his grip on Vane’s evening coat and step away. Vane’s expression softened at his wife’s touch. His beautiful Isabel was fiercely protective of those she loved, he thought rather smugly, his heart filling with so much love for this woman he forgot about his sore head.

Isabel slipped her arm around him and encouraged Vane to sit. “Were you fighting?” she asked, casting wary glances at Reign and Frost.

“If we were fighting, we would have taken it out of the house,” Frost said, rolling his eyes in disgust as Vane leaned against his wife and savored her tender inspection of his feigned injuries. “Past incidents have proven that you ladies are awfully protective of your furniture.”

“And our husbands,” Sophia said, using her walking stick and the scattered chairs to navigate the room. “Reign, exactly what were you planning to do with Vane?”

Vane pressed a kiss against the smooth flesh above the line of Isabel’s bodice to conceal his smile as his friend gave his wife a sheepish look and struggled to explain himself. As a young child, Sophia had been attacked, and her injuries had left her partially blind. At first glance, most people viewed the Countess of Rainecourt as a helpless, fragile lady who needed protection from the cruelties of the world.

It was an erroneous impression that the lady was more than happy to correct.

“Yes, Reign, what were you planning to do with me?” Vane echoed Sophia’s question, earning scowls from all his friends.

“Quit your tomfoolery,” Dare ordered. “Else the ladies will believe you were not a willing participant in our little contest.”

Sin tapped his finger against his left temple, calling attention to one of the several bruises he had collected this evening. “Or that we were beating you.”

“An excellent suggestion,” Frost chimed in, the evil glint in his gaze hinting that he was not jesting. “Though we might want to wait until we return to Nox. Less fuss about the blood.”

Noting Frost’s devilish expression, Reign could not resist adding, “And we will spare you the humiliation of allowing the ladies to hear your womanly shrieks from all the pummeling.”

How had it become his fault that the women had caught them? “Aw, now you’re being cruel,” Vane said, letting his arm fall away from Isabel’s waist as he slid so his legs dangled over the edge of the table. “There will be enough of such talk or next it will be your arse gliding across the damn table.”

Juliana made an odd sniffing noise, and he suspected she was attempting not to laugh. A quick side-glance at Isabel and Sophia confirmed that the ladies were highly amused by the exchange.

Striving to hold on to a shred of decorum, Juliana turned to address her husband. “When you did not return to the drawing room, I thought Hunter and Saint might have joined you.”

According to Dare, Hunter, known formally as His Grace, the Duke of Huntsley, had volunteered to collect Saint for the evening. The Marquess of Sainthill had been increasingly absent from Nox and the gatherings that had originated with Sin and Juliana’s marriage.

While Vane had been blessed with an abundance of relatives, many of his friends were alone, or chose to be alone. The Lords of Vice had become much like a family, complete with rivalries and petty arguments. Juliana, Sophia, Regan, and, more recently, his lovely Isabel had increased their numbers. And then there were the children. Sin and Juliana’s eighteen-month-old son, Henry Alexius, the new Earl of Crossington, already had the makings of a future rake with his mother’s green eyes and his father’s easy smile. Reign and Sophia’s Lily Grace was a beautiful, albeit occasionally temperamental, two-year-old, and, in the months to come, Regan would be giving them a new niece or nephew to spoil. Even so, some of the unmarried members of their club were not quick to embrace the changes that marriage and pressing responsibilities had wrought in their lives.

In hindsight, sending Hunter after Saint had not been a wise decision. Hunter had been fleeing from his destiny since his twelfth birthday. Saint, on the other hand, did not seem to be running at all. In fact, he seemed to be waiting for something. For what, no one knew. The enigmatic bastard had become rather closemouthed about his private life.

“A servant arrived with a note from Hunter. He sends his apologies for being unable to join us. Something required his immediate attention,” Sin explained as he toyed with the pearl necklace his wife wore. It had been a gift, and though none of the Lords of Vice mentioned it, their friend had a fondness for pearls. No doubt, Juliana was quite aware of that fact as well.

“If Hunter has any sense, that something is blond and naked in his bed,” Frost quipped.

Regan rolled her eyes at her brother. “Must you always be so vulgar?”

Without any hesitation, Frost replied, “Why shouldn’t I when I excel at it?”

“If Hunter was detained,” Sophia said, before Regan could offer a tart reply to her brother, “then what happened to Saint?”

It was a question all of them silently mulled over during the rest of their evening together.


 

Chapter Six

“So this is where you have been spending your evenings,” Hunter said, entering one of the many small galleries that overlooked the main ballroom at the Golden Pearl. A footman suddenly appeared as if summoned and presented His Grace with a glass of his favorite brandy on a silver salver.

No one could fault the hospitality at the Golden Pearl. Madame Venna had clearly instructed her staff on the personal preferences of her favorite clients. Saint wondered if she kept a ledger on each gentleman’s likes and dislikes.

More important, what had she written under his name?

Instead of sitting at the small table, Hunter joined him at the balustrade. He took a sip of his brandy. “Do the others know?”

Saint’s gaze did not waver from the masked woman wearing a dark blue evening dress. “What?”

“Of your latest fancy?” Hunter swallowed his brandy, then gestured with his glass. “Madame Venna.”

Saint chuckled softly. “Madame Venna is not a new fancy, Hunter,” he replied, amused that he was telling the truth for once. The proprietress of the Golden Pearl still lingered in his private thoughts even though six years had passed since that single night of shared passion.

He doubted Madame Venna would be pleased with his admission. Neither would Hunter, or any of his friends.

“Good,” Hunter said, pleased with Saint’s answer. “For a whore, Madame V has managed to place herself above her betters. Most of the gentlemen in this ballroom would sacrifice their firstborn to gain her favor—and she knows it. She has turned lust into a very profitable business. It’s quite admirable, really.”

“Madame Venna is many things, but she is not a whore,” Saint said with a not-so-subtle menace in his voice that had Hunter’s brows lifting in surprise. He could not recall the last time he had threatened his friend over a woman.

Considering her profession, it was a weak defense, especially when everything about the woman proved him wrong—or worse, a lovesick fool. From the balcony, he observed the woman who had been twisting his gut into knots for six agonizing years. She touched Lord Mulcaster on the forearm and laughed at something he had said to the group of sycophants surrounding them.

“The Golden Pearl has been a thriving establishment since it opened its doors seven years ago. It’s patronized by only the highest officials, foreign royalty, and a respectable showing from the ton, even though most of them would vehemently deny it,” Saint said, his eyes narrowing on Lord Kearns. He wondered if Lady Kearns was aware of her husband’s whereabouts this evening.

Hunter gave him a questioning glance. “Your point?”

“If Madame Venna were a man, you would be praising her keen business sense. Instead, you diminish her achievements by calling her a whore. A man would have called you out for less.”

Perhaps he should have kept his mouth shut. Saint grimaced and silently lashed himself with recriminations. Madame Venna did not need him to defend her, nor would she be grateful for it.

His friend stared at him. Perhaps he was attempting to deduce if Saint was serious or simply jesting. “I meant no insult and simply thought I was pointing out the obvious. Do not allow our expensive surroundings to deceive you. The woman owns a brothel,” Hunter said in a matter-of-fact tone. “Something tells me that she sold her honor along with her virginity long before she opened the Golden Pearl. If she is untroubled by her choices in life, why are you?”

Saint glanced away, allowing his gaze to settle on the lady they were discussing. He could not work up much outrage over Hunter’s observations. The night Madame Venna had her servants escort him from her bedchamber with orders that he was not permitted to return to the private wing, he had described the woman in less flattering terms. For a full year, he had despised her. When she began sending some of her girls to Nox—perhaps atonement for her cruelty—he had bedded each one of them to prove that she had meant nothing to him.

And yet, six years later, he was watching her from afar as he once again pondered what sin he had committed to earn banishment from her bed and her polite indifference. Hunter was correct. Why did he care? There had been other women in his life. Some of his mistresses had managed to keep his interest for months before he moved on to another bewitching beauty. Why did he still yearn for a woman so elusive, she refused to reveal even her face to the world? Was it merely because she was the one woman he could not have?

“Not everyone has the freedom to choose their fate,” Saint said in a contemplative tone. “Sometimes our course is set for us.”

Hunter stiffened, and belatedly, Saint recalled that the flirtatious women below were not the only ones trapped by their circumstances. When his friend was still a lad, his grandmother had bound the young duke to a girl barely out of swaddling clothes to strengthen the family’s wealth and noble bloodlines. The arranged marriage was to take place before the girl’s twenty-first birthday. If Hunter failed to honor his promise, he would not only lose his little heiress’s lands, but also lose the property that was bequeathed to him by his grandmother. While neither loss would beggar Hunter, his friend refused to lose his inheritance to his greedy cousin. Time was running out for Hunter. Soon he would have to collect his heiress and marry the chit.

“See here, I—” Saint began, feeling he owed his friend an apology.

Hunter waved his empty glass in a dismissive gesture. “No. You’re right. Not all of us have the luxury of charting our own course. I have no business looking down on a lady who took her grim circumstances and used them to build her fortune. In some ways, I envy her.” He saluted Madame Venna with his glass.

“Now you are comparing your arranged marriage to a brothel?” Saint braced his forearm on the balustrade and pivoted his body so he faced Hunter.

The duke shrugged as he moved to the small table and refilled his glass. “If I follow through with this marriage, I will be no better than Madame V and her girls. I will be bedding the chit for her lands and the investments I have overseen on her behalf. I will likely be the highest-paid whore in London. Mayhap all of England!”

Aghast by his friend’s bitter tone, Saint asked, “Have you even met this chit?”

“Only once.” Hunter took a hearty swallow of his brandy before adding, “Since I have spent a good portion of my life loathing her existence, it seemed best that I stayed away from her.”

Putting aside his own troubled thoughts, Saint took a moment to ponder Hunter’s problem. “Have you ever considered that your future bride feels the same as you? Perhaps she would be willing to dismiss—”

“And break my oath? Lose so much because my grandmother was a meddling old—” Hunter grimaced and shook his head. “No. If the lady is unhappy with her fate, then that is her choice. She will have my name and protection. She can choose one of the estates to live out her life in peace as long as she leaves me alone.”

“You are condemning yourself to an empty marriage before you even know the woman. What if you are wrong?” Saint asked, thinking of their friends. Reign, Sin, Vane, and Dare seemed to be happy with their wives. “What if you and—” He paused as he tried to recall the chit’s name. Had Hunter even told him?

“Grace. Lady Grace,” Hunter said, his expression warning Saint that he was finished with the unpleasant subject.

“What if you called on Lady Grace before her twenty-first birthday?” He was the last person who should be giving advice on affairs of the heart, but it was apparent his friend needed guidance. “Treat her as a friend, instead of a duty or, worse, your enemy? It might make the notion of marriage slightly more palatable.”

Hunter’s left hand tightened on the balustrade as he tossed his head back and laughed. “And I should listen to the sage advice of a man who has never kept a mistress longer than four months?”

“Three months.”

“Three, then.” Anger glittered in Hunter’s eyes as he struggled to mask it with humor. “And your father … tell me again: What sport was he engaging in when he collapsed and died?”

Saint’s lips thinned at his friend’s cruel reminder. “Women. He was bedding his current mistress when his heart failed him.” Saint had been six years old when it happened. His mother had weathered the scandal with her head held high, though privately she was thoroughly humiliated. “Why do you ask? If you are planning to be unfaithful to your wife, you might want to let your physician examine you first to see if your heart is sound.”

“My heart is fine, Saint.” Hunter emptied his glass and set it on the table. He turned to leave.

“Where are you going?”

The duke absently shrugged. “Since we have missed the little gathering at Dare’s, it would be a pity not to sample the delights of the Golden Pearl. I’ll let you know if my heart gives me any trouble.”

The duke patted his heart and smirked.

“Arse,” Saint muttered under his breath.

“Or you can see for yourself. If I recall, the blonde—Christ, what was her name, Hattie?—and that redheaded wench like their Lords of Vice in pairs. I’ll let you have first choice, though I believe the blonde prefers you.”

Hunter had decided duty and Lady Grace could wait another day. Saint shook his head, his smile tinged with apology. “Perhaps another time. I’ll leave the women in your capable hands.”

“What do you intend to do?” his friend asked. His unspoken question was, Why did you come to the Golden Pearl if not to bed the wenches? The gent was genuinely surprised that Saint was refusing his generous invitation.

“I thought it was obvious.” He clapped Hunter on the shoulder. “I decided to take my own advice. I intend to change my course.”


 

Chapter Seven

Madame Venna knew he was close.

Saint.

The one man put upon this earth to bedevil her. Abram had signaled her the moment the marquess had entered the Golden Pearl, though his well-intentioned warning was hardly necessary.

Saint would come to her when he was ready. This was a new twist to their odd relationship. When Abram had escorted him out of the Golden Pearl six years ago, Madame Venna had wondered if his bruised pride would keep him away.

He could have ruined her business with a calculated lie or used his connections to have her dragged in front of the magistrate on some charge. She was the owner of a brothel. Whatever the charge, there was a good chance it was true. There were always risks when one became a peddler of flesh and sin.

Saint had not used his position in polite society to claim his revenge. After a week had passed, he had returned to the brothel as if nothing had transpired between them. That first year, he barely spoke to her. Instead, he availed himself of the services she provided. According to her girls, Saint did not discriminate when it came to women. He favored them all.

The occasions his indifference bothered her, Madame Venna reminded herself that she had barely spent one night with the man. What was done or said no longer mattered. Saint had done her a great favor by respecting her wishes. Everyone had gotten what they had wanted. No one had been hurt. It did not signify that when he asked for a blonde, he requested that she come to him masked.

He was not imagining that the woman was her.

“Have you made a decision, Madame V?”

She cast what she hoped was a sultry glance at the gentleman to her right. Lord Mulcaster could be counted on when she needed a charming companion as the evening played out around them. He was in his early thirties, had never married, and usually wandered into the Golden Pearl once he had grown weary of the ton’s amusements for the evening. He also loved to gamble. Fortunately for her, he liked to spend his money in her establishment.

“And what decision might that be, Lord Mulcaster?” she asked, her eyes twinkling through the red-sequined mask she had donned for the evening.

His face revealed his chagrin that she had not been hanging on every word he uttered. Like the majority of the males she had encountered in her seven-and-twenty years, the earl believed that all of his opinions were noteworthy.

Unfortunately for Lord Mulcaster, she had a business to run. She usually was better at feigning interest, but Saint’s presence was distracting her from her duties.

“I was hoping I could tempt you to honor me with a walk this evening, Madame V?” the earl genially said as he extended his arm.

Madame Venna glanced at three other gentlemen who had been heatedly discussing politics. Now everyone’s attention had returned to her. This was not the first time Lord Mulcaster had tried to lure her upstairs. She had to admit that she had considered it once or twice. The earl was handsome enough, and it was to his credit that he did not bore her with polite conversation. His arrogance grated on her nerves, however. He was also prone to lecture, but these concerns should not be an issue in the bedchamber.

She abruptly cast her gaze up to one particular balcony, only to discover that Saint was no longer watching her. He was engaged in a serious discussion with the Duke of Huntsley. Madame Venna offered her companions a brilliant smile.

“What say you, Lord Kearns? Am I safe in Lord Mulcaster’s care?” she asked, appealing to the married viscount for his opinion. The earl frowned at this sudden wrinkle to his plans, but she ignored him. As she had intended, the gentleman straightened and stuck out his chest, inordinately pleased that she had consulted him.

“Well, now … everyone knows Mulcaster is a filthy scoundrel!” Lord Kearns said gruffly. His bravado wilted when Lord Mulcaster took an intimidating step toward him.

Fifty years old, the Earl of Golland clapped his hand on the insulted man’s shoulder. “There’s no need for fisticuffs.”

He shook his head at Madame Venna, his eyes silently scolding her for her mischief. She simply shrugged. She was allowed her little pleasures, was she not?

Looking from one face to the other, he asked the fuming man, “Do you want to get tossed out on your arse for breaking the house rules?”

“Who can trust the opinion of a man who betrays his own wife each night he walks into the Golden Pearl?” Mulcaster said savagely.

From the corner of her eye, she noticed two footmen heading toward them. Before the situation came to blows, Madame Venna crossed in front of Lord Kearns and placed her hand on Lord Mulcaster’s arm. “My good sir, this is the last place in London that would judge a man for his indiscretions. High morals would pauper me,” she said cheerfully, winking at her companions.

The gentlemen in her small circle chuckled, except for Mulcaster and Kearns. To placate the earl, she moved closer and was not surprised when his attention abruptly switched from Kearns to her.

“You have swayed me, monsieur le comte. A brief stroll would improve everyone’s dispositions.” Her smile did not dim, even when the earl’s hands pulled her away from her admirers with a possessive look that made her want to grit her teeth in frustration.

“Gentlemen, au revoir. Enjoy the many pleasures the Golden Pearl has to offer.”

With a stone-faced expression, Lord Kearns muttered to his companions, “It appears Mulcaster will be savoring one or two that are not on the list.”

Madame Venna did not bother to stop and correct the viscount’s mistaken impression of her accepting the earl’s invitation. Neither would Mulcaster. It did not signify that she intended to disentangle herself from the earl as soon as an opportunity arose. The man could spin any tale he chose as long as it benefited her business.

“Do not mind Kearns. Jealousy can put an edge to a man’s tongue,” the earl murmured in her ear.

“Let them talk. You and I are both aware that all I have consented to is a stroll,” Madame Venna said glibly.

Lord Mulcaster patted her gloved fingers on his arm. “True. However, I do hope to persuade you to consider a more intimate setting.”

Genuine laughter bubbled in her throat at his arrogance. “You are welcome to try, monsieur le comte!”

As she and Mulcaster walked by Anna, she smoothed her hair with the first three fingers of her right hand. It was a signal to let the other woman know that her assistance was needed. Unbeknownst to their guests, Madame Venna and her staff often communicated with subtle hand signals and oblique words and phrases as a means to direct and to warn others of potential problems within the establishment. This private communication was also put in place to protect her girls and staff. She did not condone violence in her house unless it was consensual, but rules were not always a hindrance. Some men thrived on cruelty and hurting creatures weaker than them. Unfortunately, brothels, even first-rate ones like the Golden Pearl, had their fair share of loathsome blackguards who thought of nothing but themselves. Since the police were more likely to toss her girls in prison than prosecute an abusive gentleman, it was up to her and her staff to watch over the girls.

Lord Mulcaster slowed as they left the main ballroom. The grand staircase they were approaching would take them upstairs to the small balconied alcoves that overlooked the ballroom. Saint and his friend had taken possession of one of those alcoves. While the open balcony ensured that the earl would behave himself, Madame Venna questioned the wisdom of Saint witnessing the exchange. The alternative was to direct the earl to one of the private parlors, but she was not in the mood to be fondled by the amorous gentleman.

“Do you wish to take the lead, Madame V?”

Perhaps one of the alcoves on the opposite end, not easily seen from Saint’s position, she decided. Gracefully she extended her arm in the direction of the staircase. “Oui. After all, it is my house.”

*   *   *

What game was Madame Venna playing with Mulcaster?

Unseen by the couple, Saint sipped his brandy as he observed the polite exchange between them. He expected more of a flirtatious manner from her, especially if she was planning to invite the man into her bed. Mulcaster’s looks impressed most ladies, and his fortune had caught the attention of more than one ambitious mother who had daughters to marry off.

Saint grimaced and rubbed the sudden pain in his left eyebrow. Why was he standing in the shadows, lusting after a woman who had made her disinterest as clear as keen blade slicing into his gullet? He and Hunter had parted ways more than thirty-five minutes ago. His Grace had gone downstairs to inquire after a pretty strawberry-blond-haired wench named Temperance. Hunter had confided that the naughty minx would never live up to her puritanical name, and many gents were grateful for this flaw in her character. Saint, on the other hand, suspected that the prostitute’s ridiculous name was proof that Madame Venna had a sense of humor.

Suddenly feeling foolish, Saint was about to leave when a pretty blonde approached the couple. Whatever news the woman brought was bad for Mulcaster. Madame Venna confirmed it when she sent Mulcaster an apologetic look as she rose from the sofa. The earl swiftly came to his feet as well, but his rigid posture revealed that he was not pleased by the interruption.

Madame Venna moved with confidence and purpose as she headed for the staircase. The blonde who had ruined everything remained a few minutes longer in an attempt to appease the disgruntled patron, but Mulcaster dismissed her with a wave of his hand. With a slight frown marring her face, she departed in the opposite direction from her employer.

Mulcaster did not seem to notice. He was staring after Madame Venna as she disappeared into the corridor. Reluctantly accepting that he had been denied his prize, he headed for the staircase. In the end, one immoral lady would do as well as the next. Saint was confident the earl would find someone else to warm his bed this evening.

“If this is subtlety, Lord Sainthill, I find your execution somewhat lacking.”

Saint started, caught unawares by the blonde’s approach. He recovered quickly by saying, “Spying, Anna? I thought you preferred to participate?”

He had some history with Anna. Although he was not proud of it, he had bedded Anna simply for the fact that the woman had a close friendship with Madame Venna. Revenge was a pathetic reason to get a woman naked, and it did not take long for him to sicken of the petty game. Worse still, Anna knew exactly why he had chosen her.

“How would you know?” She gave him a sad, knowing half smile. “It has been years since you have asked for me.”

In truth, several years had passed since he had bedded any of Madame Venna’s girls. Oh, there were other women. Like naughty Temperance, he rarely lived up to his nickname. Once the hurt and fury he had felt from Madame Venna’s rejection waned, expensive courtesans and widows had lured him away from the Golden Pearl for months at a time. Even so, he always returned. No one ever questioned his reasons for spending his evenings there. Then again, not everyone came to Madame Venna’s establishment for its carnal pleasures.

“Did you have something to say, or are you looking for reasons to shirk your duties?” he asked, uninterested in discussing why he’d stopped visiting her bed.

Anna’s eyes narrowed at his flippant question. Her scowl added lines, aging her. Until that moment he had not realized that she was likely older than him. Mid-thirties, if he were to guess. Older than Madame Venna, too.

“I only came to tell you that you have nothing to worry about,” the woman said, not looking very pleased with him. “Though why I should bother, I do not know.”

She started to walk away.

Saint reached out and grabbed Anna by the arm. “Worry about what?”

“Lord Mulcaster,” she replied, giving him an impatient look. “She isn’t interested in the man.”

He did not bother to profess that he didn’t know which she the woman was talking about. “Why are you telling me this?”

Anna rolled her eyes heavenward. “Probably for the same reason that you used to insist I wear a half-mask to bed. Or that I found you skulking in the shadows—”

“I was not skulking,” he protested. Is that what she thought? Thank goodness Hunter wasn’t about or he’d never hear the end of it.

“Perhaps I was mistaken.”

She might as well have called him a liar. “You are,” he said, his voice hardening. “I trust you will not be spreading unfounded speculations with the staff.” Or specifically, Madame Venna.

The older woman met his unflinching gaze. “The Golden Pearl has a reputation beyond reproach for its discretion. Madame V would sack anyone whose actions tarnished it.”

Saint did not doubt that Madame Venna would do what was necessary to preserve the Golden Pearl’s sterling reputation. “Good. Then we understand each other.”

“More than you know,” she said, not appearing to be cowed by his subtle threat. “However, I can see that you are just as stubborn as she is, so I won’t detain you a moment longer. Enjoy your evening, Lord Sainthill.”

Saint’s fingers tightened on her arm. “Explain.”

Anna glanced down at his hand, and he released her. “I think not. If you want answers, you’ll have to get them from Madame V,” she said over her shoulder, the sensuous swish of her hips briefly distracting him before he noticed that she was leaving.

“Where is she?”

He did not expect a reply, but she managed to surprise him again. “Upstairs. Right passageway. At the end, there is a small parlor with a balcony. She goes there when she wants some air and a moment to herself.”

“Anna…,” he began, wondering if he should thank her or curse her for offering him this temptation.

“No need to thank me,” she said, flashing him a saucy grin. “I’m wagering Madame V will feel the same.”


 

Chapter Eight

As usual, Anna’s timing had been impeccable. Not that she needed any assistance ridding herself of an unwanted lover, but the woman’s arrival with a believable pretense allowed Madame Venna to escape and Lord Mulcaster to keep his male pride intact.

Madame Venna opened the doors to the balcony and stepped outside. A faint cooling breeze teased her face, making her long to remove her half-mask, but she did not dare. Catherine did not belong here. There were too many people around to take the risk, even when the risk was minimal. The narrow balcony was too small for entertaining, so the parlor was rarely used except by her and her staff.

She closed her eyes, taking in the sounds of the night. There was music from the Golden Pearl’s ballroom, and softer strains of a violin from down the street. She could hear laughter, low sensual murmurs from a gentleman who lied to everyone, including himself. A woman’s high-pitched shriek pierced the night, and the unintelligible grumblings from two males below most likely would lead to a fight. Horses’ hooves clattered; equipage rattled as lords and ladies hurried to their destinations. London never rested. For a moment she allowed herself to feel connected to it, and it washed away some of the loneliness that had been plaguing her.

Behind her, she heard the soft scraping noise of the parlor door opening and closing. Anna had probably come to check up on her. Madame Venna wondered if her friend was aware of her tendency to mother everyone around her.

Madame Venna smiled as she leaned forward, her forearms braced against the railing as a thought occurred to her. Without turning around, she said, “Have you ever wondered if it was time for you to quit this business? Perhaps you should leave town and find yourself a plain, yet dependable, farmer who will plant a dozen babes in your belly.”

“I’ve always been adventurous,” Mulcaster drawled. His amusement was apparent as Madame Venna straightened so quickly her spine cracked as she spun around to confront him. “Even so, your virile farmer and I would never suit. I prefer a delicate, sweetly scented blonde who fires my blood with the chase.”

The earl pulled her into his arms and kissed her.

*   *   *

Between Anna’s directions and the tour Madame Venna had given him of the Golden Pearl’s public rooms, Saint found his way to the small parlor with relative ease. Occasionally, he heard muffled conversations and moans on the other side of the doors he passed, but he knew from his own experiences that the rooms had been built for privacy. Madame Venna provided services for all depraved cravings and vices. Saint’s indulgences were tamer by comparison, but Frost had often spoken highly of the establishment’s creativity and diversity. No doubt, the earl had sampled much of what he had praised. There were few things that thwarted Frost.

As he reached the door to the informal parlor, Saint raised his fist to knock, but hesitated. Seconds later he let his arm drop to his side. There was no guarantee the woman would invite him to enter if she heard his voice. In fact, he assumed the brothel had hidden passageways built into the thick walls in case the Golden Pearl fell out of favor with the police. Madame Venna could easily slip away unnoticed while he pounded at the door like a lovesick fool.

The thought of being outmaneuvered by the woman again angered him and spurred him to open the door. Several oil lamps were lit, but a sweeping glance of the interior revealed an empty room. Damn it! Had Anna merely been playing games? With his hand still on the brass door latch, he stood there, his posture simmering fury.

“Mmm … no. Let me—”

Saint’s head shot up at the soft feminine voice. To the right, dark green draperies moved, buffeted by an unfelt breeze. He hadn’t noticed the partially shut curtains that concealed a small balcony.

And Madame Venna was not alone.

Without hesitation, Saint crossed the room, his vision narrowed on the gap in the curtains. He had no intention of charging through the opening like a reckless hothead. That was something Vane, or even Sin, might have done. Anna had told him that Madame Venna was alone in the parlor. That was enough to warrant checking on her. The Golden Pearl was decorated to look like any fashionable town house of the ton. Her girls wore dresses most women would envy. All the wealth and polish hid the seedier side of the business, however. He suspected Madame Venna had made a few enemies as she strove to build the brothel into a successful business venture.

“And why shouldn’t we?” the man on the other side of the curtain entreated. “You deny yourself what is so eagerly offered.”

Madame Venna sighed. “You are too generous. Nevertheless, running a business requires discipline and practicality, Lord Mulcaster. I happen to adhere to both.”

“Mayhap I can convince you otherwise.”

Saint had heard enough. He pushed the drapery aside and discovered that Mulcaster had pinned his quarry against the stone balustrade. Covering her from behind, his hands were fondling her breasts while his devious mouth was kissing her neck. Madame Venna had brought her left hand to the man’s shoulder and was inching her fingers to his cravat.

If she got a good hold of that meticulously pressed linen, there was a chance she could strangle him and toss the bastard off the balcony.

Saint’s money was on her, but he had no intention of watching Mulcaster’s embarrassing attempt at seduction a second longer. “Forgive me. I did not realize you had company, Madame V,” he lied, feigning a calmness he could not possess with his heart pounding in his chest.

Lord Mulcaster’s dark-haired head lifted at Saint’s intrusion. When he glanced over his shoulder, his eyes blazed with undisguised malice. “Now that you do, Sainthill, you can spare yourself further humiliation by leaving.”

“Mulcaster, there is no call for rudeness,” Madame Venna said briskly. Taking advantage of the distraction of Saint’s timely arrival, she delicately pried the earl’s fingers from her bodice. “After all—”

“We had a prior arrangement,” Saint smoothly interjected, causing Madame V and Mulcaster to gape at him in surprise. He stifled the urge to laugh. It would be a pity to ruin what fate had kindly provided. “Am I early, Madame?”

“No, no … not at all,” she said, her accent thickening as she recovered her composure. She moved away from the earl as she pulled at the edge of her bodice near her collarbone. “Lord Mulcaster was just leaving.”

This was clearly news to Mulcaster.

He was unhappy that another man was usurping his position. “Don’t be absurd,” the earl blurted out. “Sainthill can meet you another night.”

Mulcaster’s comment piqued Saint’s curiosity. Six years had passed since he and Madame Venna had started and ended their ill-fated affair on the same night. Saint never spoke of the incident. He was certain she was cautious not to mention it as well.

“Unfortunately, that is not possible since our meeting was business in nature,” Madame Venna said, her gaze locking with his. “My apologies, Lord Mulcaster. I warned you that I would be unavailable for the rest of the evening.”

Something dark and ugly rippled across the earl’s face before he could conceal it. “Yes. Then you went on to lecture me on discipline and practicality.”

Her lips thinned with her displeasure, but she remained silent.

While Madame Venna could not afford to turn her patrons into enemies, Saint had nothing to lose. “A pity you were found lacking, Mulcaster. Perhaps you should call on her another day when you have worked on your manners.”

Mulcaster shifted his stance as if he was prepared to take personal offense against Saint’s observations.

“Christ, do you really think you have a chance of planting that facer?” he said mockingly. Punching the earl would definitely improve Saint’s evening.

“Lord Mulcaster … Lord Sainthill, must I remind you of our house rules?” She watched both of them warily.

The small balcony was no place to fight. With Madame Venna’s back pressed against the balustrade, one uncalculated tumble into the woman could send her over the barrier.

For a tense moment, Saint was convinced the earl was indeed foolish enough to challenge him. His gaze was filled with impotent hatred as he weighed the odds. He must have decided they were not in his favor. Suddenly the rigid anger tightening Lord Mulcaster’s stance eased.

He turned to address Madame Venna. “Forgive me, Madame.” The earl glanced at Saint. “It was wrong of me to intrude when I was not invited to do so. I hope I will remain welcome at the Golden Pearl?”

Lord Mulcaster bowed.

“Of course,” she said. Her smile was strained as she curtsied.

“Then I shall bid you both a good evening.”

Saint would have preferred tossing the bastard over the stone balustrade, but Mulcaster was leaving so he could be generous. “Permit me to escort you to the door.”

Neither man spoke as they walked to the door. Saint opened it and gave the other man an expectant look.

Lord Mulcaster moved in until his nose was inches from Saint’s. “This isn’t finished.”

“I look forward to it,” he replied, keeping his voice low so Madame Venna could not overhear their discussion. “Do you want to make this formal? Name your seconds.”

The earl wrinkled his nose in distaste. “And risk shedding blood over a whore? You are either drunk or mad, Sainthill!”

Saint leashed his temper. “Or maybe I do not need a reason to put a bullet in you,” he said silkily. “Did I mention that Lord Chillingsworth and His Grace, the Duke of Huntsley, will be my seconds? No? Crack shots, both gents, though their services will not be necessary. Ask around. You will find that my skills with pistol and sword are noteworthy.”

Lord Mulcaster sneered. “I will remember that if I feel the need for practice. Until then, I look forward to our next meeting.” He walked out of the parlor and did not look back.

“As shall I.”

Pompous bastard. There would be a confrontation at a later date. Saint shut the door. He turned the key in the lock, but did not retrieve it. The action was designed only to prevent Mulcaster or anyone else from interrupting them.

Saint glanced up and noticed that Madame Venna was standing near the curtains. If he did not know her better, he would wonder how much she had heard. However, he had a more important question to ask.

“A business meeting?” His left eyebrow arched. “We both know any business between us ended six years ago when you had me dragged out of your bed. Why did you let Mulcaster leave here, believing my lie?”


 

Chapter Nine

The last time they had been alone, she had been slipping out of her warm bed while he had slept, blissfully unaware that she viewed their coupling as one of the worst mistakes of her life.

Lord Sainthill had seemed to agree. He had taken other lovers, some she considered friends and other women from the exclusive world of the ton. There had been months when she had not seen him at all, and when he did resurface, he behaved as if that night had never taken place.

And yet here he was standing in front of her, and the safety and distance the passing six years had provided seemed to have vanished.

Madame Venna shrugged. “It was an expedient way to end what was turning into an awkward situation. Gentlemen like Lord Mulcaster believe every woman desires their attentions.”

“He sought you out with only one purpose—to fuck you,” Saint said bluntly. “Mulcaster has boasted to more than one man that you were ripe for a tumble.”

If she had been capable of the feat, she might have blushed. However, life in a brothel stripped her of such charming feminine reactions.

“I was aware of Mulcaster’s plans. Most men who enter the Golden Pearl do not bother with subtlety.” Since it seemed ridiculous to remain partially hidden by the curtains, she walked to the center of the small parlor. Closer to him. “While I take pride in satisfying the whims of our patrons, Lord Mulcaster would have left the Golden Pearl disappointed this evening.”

The marquess shot her a look of disbelief. Crossing his wrists behind his back, he slowly walked to the center of the room until the tip of his shoes brushed the hem of her skirt. “The bastard had you pinned against the balustrade, Madame. His fingers have left marks on your breasts,” he remarked as her gaze dropped down to the soft, rounded flesh spilling from the top of her bodice.

Evidence of Lord Mulcaster’s ambush was plainly visible.

“Bruises can be concealed,” she murmured to herself.

“One more thing.”

Madame Venna glanced up when he fell silent. She almost took an instinctive step backward. He was standing too close.

“Oui?” she said faintly.

Instead of explaining, Lord Sainthill slowly raised his hands. He wiggled his fingers and smiled reassuringly at her. “I promise. This won’t hurt a bit.”

Madame Venna flinched as he reached for her half-mask. “No,” she whispered, her throat drying at the realization that he intended to remove her mask.

“Hush. If I wanted to tear off your pretty mask, I would have done so six years ago while I had you naked and screaming my name.”

Heat bloomed in her chest. Her pulse quickened as memories from that night assailed her. “That was not—”

His beautiful mouth quirked. “Subtle?”

She licked her lips. “You are usually graceful with your words.” Her body tensed as his fingers traced the outer edge of the half-mask.

“So kind of you to notice.” He frowned as he exhaled. “Breathe. You can trust me. All I want to do is—” Lord Sainthill lifted the edges of her mask and repositioned it. “There. Now I don’t have to worry about you walking into walls. Mulcaster must have knocked it askew when he grabbed you.”

Madame Venna swallowed, surprised how touched she was by his tender gesture. “Thank you,” she said softly.

“You seem amazed that I can be chivalrous.”

She shook her head. “Not at all. You have always been kind and respectful to the staff and my girls. I just did not expect…”

“Kindness from me?” He nodded as if her expression confirmed his suspicions. “What do you expect from me?”

Madame Venna was unprepared for this particular conversation. She had grown accustomed to the polite distance they had erected years ago. Why was he suddenly changing the rules?

“How did you know I was here?” She could not fathom anyone in her employ revealing her whereabouts to the marquess. “Were you following me?”

“Now, why would I do that, Madame V?” he asked, caressing her cheek with his knuckles.

It was then that she noticed that he had not stepped away from her, and she had done nothing to rectify the oversight. She lowered her gaze and willed her feet to move. With his gloved hand touching her face, she caught a whiff of his scent. He rarely wore fragrances. His was just a clean, masculine scent that made her want to lean in and burrow her nose into his black evening coat.

“I do not know,” she confessed, her honestly born from confusion. “You’d mentioned that Lord Mulcaster had boasted to others. Did you follow me out of concern?”

“An admirable reason, is it not?”

She exhaled noisily, growing increasingly frustrated as the marquess evaded the issue. “You have not answered my question.”

Lord Sainthill chuckled. “No, I have not.” He bent his head down until his lips brushed her ear. “Something tells me a lie would please you more than the truth.”

What is the truth? She turned her face toward his, the question on the tip of her tongue. Lord Sainthill had once called her a coward. The accusation had stung, and she refused to give him another reason to insult her. “Wha—hmph!” she mumbled as the marquess’s mouth covered hers.

It was a very sly ambush.

Madame Venna raised her arms up as she prepared to push him away. Instead her fingers curled into her palms as his lips softly teased hers with a tenderness that she had not experienced in years.

Six years.

The sweetness of it made her want to weep.

Unlike Lord Mulcaster, he did not put his hands on her. No demands were infused in the kiss. Madame Venna closed her eyes and trembled as she felt the fluid caress of his lips against hers all the way down to her knees.

Her exhale came out as a gentle sigh as her lips parted for his. Never had a kiss warmed her thusly, or reminded her how cold she had become. It was the kind of kiss that made someone, even as cynical as she, almost believe in love.

When Lord Sainthill pulled away, her heart ached for the loss.

Of course the vulnerability she was feeling was evident in her expression. Madame Venna tilted her head and offered him a brilliant smile. “Some skills improve with age, no?” She touched her lips so he would not misunderstand the direction of her thoughts.

Instead of grinning, he wore a serious look as he studied her face. “I’ve had many occasions to practice.”

“And I reap the benefits. I am indeed fortunate.” She let her hand fall to her side as she inclined her head toward the door. “I have detained you long enough, and there are always business matters that require my attention.”

Madame Venna managed to reach the door before Lord Sainthill spoke.

“I never gave you a proper answer to your question.”

She glanced back. “It matters not, milord. I have decided that you are right. The lie will suffice. The truth will only lead to trouble.”


 

Chapter Ten

Kissing her had been a revelation.

Whether she was willing to admit it or not, Madame Venna was attracted to him. Time had made him question his recollections of the passionate night they had shared. Of the flirtations and friendship that had come before that night, but were lost because he had been too damn clumsy.

Too eager.

He had assumed early on that he had frightened her, but later he had discarded that notion. Madame Venna was a woman of experience. A woman in the dangerous world of the flesh trade and sin. He doubted many things rattled her.

I do.

Saint took comfort in the thought. It was a sign that she was aware of him. He had the ability to ruffle her composure, and he hoped to use that knowledge to his advantage.

Instead of returning right away, Saint had deliberately stayed away from the Golden Pearl for a few days. He wanted to give her a chance to convince herself that she was immune to his charms. That she could resist him and the attraction they were both denying.

Except that Saint had stopped fighting.

The woman had haunted him for six long years. It was time to do something about it. He suspected that once he had seduced her back into his bed and their mutual lust was sated, his obsession with the striking, albeit unusual brothel owner would end.

“Milord, my apologies for intruding.”

Saint glanced up from the pile of mail he was supposed to be reading. “Is there a problem, Thomas?”

The butler hesitated, which did not bode well for the news that brought him to Saint’s library. “You have a visitor. I know you requested that you not be disturbed this afternoon. However, it is Lady Cockrell, and she insists that her predicament is dire.”

Damn. The situation had to be dire indeed for his mother to come calling.

“Did you invite her into the house?”

His manservant appeared affronted by the question. “Naturally, I escorted Her Ladyship upstairs to the drawing room.”

“Of course you did,” Saint said glumly. It was too late for Thomas to tell her that her son had already departed. “Very well. I will attend to her.”

Retrieving his lordship’s frock coat from the armchair closest to the desk, the butler said, “You are very generous to your family, milord.”

His mother would probably disagree. “Do not bother sending up a tray. Lady Cockrell will not be staying long.”

*   *   *

Across town, Madame Venna was looking over next week’s menu. Beside her, her steward, Finney, was tallying figures. In anticipation of the morning deliveries, she had spent the night at the Golden Pearl. While Catherine’s reserved attire was preferable during the day, all she had available was Madame Venna’s vibrant evening dresses. The gold dress she had selected made her feel like a hothouse flower that had been tossed in the kitchen garden.

She should have gone home to her modest, albeit respectable residence. There, she could have retired Madame Venna for a few hours and freed Catherine from her mental and physical prison. It was a challenge to maintain the lives of two very different women, and poor Catherine suffered because of the constant demands of the Golden Pearl.

Even though her staff were perfectly capable of handling the unloading and storage of the coal, foodstuffs, wine and spirits, and meats required to keep the brothel well stocked, she still preferred to oversee the day-to-day activities. Her old partner, Mrs. Sweete, had often reminded her that even the most loyal servant would not be able to resist pinching an item or two if given the chance. To protect the staff from their own natures, it was prudent to keep a watchful eye on the cellar and books.

This was the quietest part of the day.

By morning, most of the Golden Pearl’s guests recalled they had obligations to address, and had found their way home to their own beds. There were always a few stragglers who slept the day away while the servants dusted and polished, putting down freshly laundered linens and removing all traces of the previous night’s revelry.

Mrs. Sweete had been a stickler for cleanliness. She believed a well-aired house was good for the health of the girls and the patrons. Madame Venna had concurred with this philosophy, and improved upon her old partner’s guidelines by ensuring that everyone in her employ was well fed, and all illnesses were treated by a physician. She did not wince at the extra expense. It was well worth it. These people were her responsibility. Most of them did not have family, and those who did had likely been sold into the flesh trade by their relatives.

She could not save them all; however, she tried to provide a decent life for the few that she could.

There was a heavy fist pounding on the door. Without waiting for her permission to enter, the hinges groaned and Abram’s face appeared through the opening. “Madame V, there is a man at the servants’ door. He is requesting an audience.”

She and Finney exchanged knowing glances. Of course there was a problem. There always was.

“Do you want me to handle it?” Finney asked. The thirty-five-year-old man had once worked as a prostitute in Mrs. Sweete’s brothel, servicing both males and females. He also possessed an uncanny talent for numbers.

When Madame Venna sold the old brothel, she asked Finney to be the Golden Pearl’s steward, and the man accepted. Occasionally, he spent his evenings upstairs with a male guest, but the decision was his. As far as she was concerned, Mrs. Sweete had been blind to the man’s true skills.

“No, you finish up here.”

“Then you will need this, love.” Finney plucked up her discarded half-mask. Velvet and lace. It was rather mundane compared with her other more elaborate ones. To Abram, she said, “Did the man give you his name?”

“No, Madame,” came the low baritone reply. “He told me this was his calling card.” Abram handed her a folded piece of paper.

Baffled, Madame Venna accepted the paper. “Did you open it?”

“No point. I’ve never had much luck with letters.”

Madame Venna parted the edges of the paper and read the name scrawled across its surface.

Catherine Deverall.

The man demanding an audience was from her past.

*   *   *

“Lady Cockrell, this is an unexpected honor,” Saint said, observing that his mother had not even bothered to sit. “How long has it been since our last visit? Two years?”

“Sainthill.”

If he had expected some small sign of affection from the woman who had given birth to him, he would have been disappointed. She did, however, recall her manners. The viscountess’s curtsy lacked the grace he had come to expect. Her face was averted, and he studied her with a critical eye. There were shadows under her eyes hinting that her nights were restless. A few weeks ago, he had heard that his mother had recently celebrated her fiftieth birthday. Lord Cockrell had held a ball in her honor, though no one had sent Saint an invitation.

“My apologies for intruding. I would not have insisted on an audience if it was not important.”

“A fact I am well aware of, Lady Cockrell.” Saint gestured for her to be seated. “What brings you to my door?”

She inhaled deeply as if she was already bracing for his rejection. “Your sister.” His mother sat down in one of the chairs.

“My sister?” he asked, tasting the word as he contemplated its palatability. “Forgive me, madam, but I distinctly recall being told that my sire perished while astride his favorite mistress when I was six years old.”

She closed her eyes. “Half,” she snapped. “You know very well that Lord Cockrell and I have a son and two daughters.”

Yes, he was aware that his mother had other children. A year after his father’s death, his mother had married the older, and rather staid, Lord Cockrell. Not long after the quiet wedding, Saint had been unceremoniously bundled off to school and forgotten.

Not that Saint blamed her—not anymore at any rate. As a boy, he did not understand what he had done wrong to lose her love. Later, he came to understand the why of things, even if he did not agree with it. In truth, his father had never been discreet about his philandering ways, and his extraordinary demise had elevated his nefarious deeds to the stuff of legends. The scandal and ridicule had humiliated her. Cockrell had represented a new start for her, and her firstborn would always be a reminder of his mother’s old life. She eschewed all things tied to Sainthill, and that included his heir.

Instead of sitting, he braced his forearms against the high back of one of the chairs. “And how does your brood concern me?” Saint mildly inquired. He had never been introduced to them. His mother kept her precious children away from the likes of him.

Lady Cockrell faltered at the question. For the first time since she’d entered his residence, she appeared uncertain on how to proceed. “As you know, our Becky was fortunate enough to make a good match two years ago.”

“I know nothing of the sort since I have never been introduced to the chit.”

Of course he did not bother admitting that he had seen the girl on several occasions during her first season. She had brown hair like her father and a face that reminded Saint of a younger version of her mother. He had made certain his friends kept their distance, in particular Vane and Frost. Vane’s mother, Lady Netherley, had been playing matchmaker that year, and Lord Cockrell’s pretty daughter likely would have caught the older woman’s eye. As for Frost, the gent had trouble with boundaries when it came to something he wanted. Sin had learned this firsthand a few years ago.

Lady Cockrell’s level stare might have shriveled his hairy bollocks if he were a child, but the lady would have to be a little more creative if she thought her disapproval would intimidate him now.

“Becky is married to Lord Perry. Mayhap you have encountered the gentleman?”

The name instantly conjured in his mind the image of a fresh-faced young man with auburn hair and rust-colored freckles. The last time he’d seen the man, he was casting up his accounts on some poor fellow’s boots.

“I am as familiar with Perry as I am with your Becky,” he said drily. “Is there a reason why I should care?”

Lady Cockrell’s mouth tightened. “They are your family, Sainthill. As such, they are your responsibility—”

“Wrong, madam,” he said, cutting over what sounded like the beginnings of a lecture. “They are your husband’s. He is the head of your family. If he has a spine, he will not appreciate you coming to me with your woeful tale.”

Saint straightened. “Now if you will excuse me. I have work to do.”

Tears brightened the older woman’s gaze. “My husband cannot assist in this matter. He has no connections to the unsavory world of—”

Finally, her meaning was as clear as glass. “Ah, you mean like I do. Let me guess … Perry has gotten himself into a spot of trouble, eh?”

Misery flowed like tears down her cheeks. She blindly reached for her reticule and retrieved a handkerchief. Belatedly, Saint realized that he should have offered her one from his own pocket.

“Yes.” She nodded as she sniffled into the piece of linen. “According to Becky, her husband has taken up with some new friends, Ravenshaw, Newton, and a few others I cannot recall. These friendships have wrought changes in my son-in-law’s character. A concerned friend confided to my daughter that her husband has been patronizing an establishment of ill repute. A place, if the rumors are true, you are quite familiar with.”

Hell. Ravenshaw was Reign’s brother-in-law. The man was also an arse. Saint glared at his mother. He had a bad feeling he was intimately acquainted with the brothel, too. “Let me guess. The Golden Pearl.”

“Lord Perry did not come home last evening. His friends claim they do not know his whereabouts. However, someone hinted that Perry sometimes keeps a room at the broth—at that place. And a certain woman may be the reason for it.”

Perry gave up his secrets as easily as he did his wine, Saint thought, but he kept his opinion to himself. “What do you expect me to do?”

Lady Cockrell eagerly leaned forward. “Retrieve him from the Golden Pearl and bring him home. He belongs with his family.”

Unlike Saint.

He took a deep breath. “Have you considered that Perry might not want to be rescued? He might be quite content to remain in his lover’s bed.”

“My son-in-law has lost his way. His so-called friends are dragging him deeper into the filth they’re buried in, and he recently learned that his wife is with child. He is needed at home.”

“Get someone else,” Saint said abruptly, moving away. “There must be someone else who can handle your little problem for you.”

“Do not dismiss me as if I were your servant.” Lady Cockrell stood up and followed him to the other side of the drawing room. “You are your father’s son. I have no doubt that you know some of these men and the places they frequent.”

Her bringing up his father felt like a stinging slap. “No doubt.”

Lady Cockrell came up behind him. “I also know that you are an honorable man when it pleases you to behave thusly. Your family asks very little of you, but in this, I must insist. We need your help.”

“Very well. If Perry means so much to you, I shall retrieve him and return him to the loving bosom of his family.” Saint cleared his throat. “Thomas will see you out.” He opened the door and walked away, knowing that his butler would see to his mother.

He did not notice that Lady Cockrell followed only as far as the entryway of the drawing room, then watched her son retreat as swiftly as if he was trying to put as much distance as he could between them.


 

Chapter Eleven

Per her instructions, her uninvited visitor was waiting for her in one of the small anterooms adjacent to the front hall. Madame Venna adjusted her half-mask and pasted a polite smile on her face. Whoever was on the other side of the door wanted something from her. She had a feeling that she knew who that man was. A single glance of him from the back confirmed it. She recognized the man from her nightmares.

Martin Royles.

He was one the reasons why she had run away to London to seek her fortune. If she had remained under his brutal care, all that would have been left of her were moldering bones in a shallow grave.

Madame Venna glanced behind her to make certain no one was listening, and then she closed the door. “Such boldness indicates that you are either drunk or desperate,” she said, the sultry accented tones she employed to complete her guise melted away.

“Mayhap a little of both.” The man pinched his fingers together, squinting as he tried to line the two digits together. “Now, Catherine, that’s no way to greet your father. Give us a proper kiss, eh?”

“You are not my father, Martin Royles.”

She visibly struggled with her temper. Anger was what he wanted from her. As a child, whenever she disobeyed or raised her voice in anger, she was punished. Royles used whatever was within reach to whip her soundly for her defiance. Later, when she was showing signs of becoming a grown woman, he preferred to use his hands on her.

She shuddered.

“Always a spitfire,” her companion said, giving her a knowing appraisal from head to toe. Despite the drink, his gray eyes were clear. “Though I wager you have to be sweeter to your betters, poppet. The only fire those fancy fops want from a whore is the one they make betwixt your pale legs.”

It was on the tip of her tongue to insult the useless flesh in his trousers, but such remarks were an invitation to use his fists on her. Madame Venna smothered a plume of fear spreading in her belly. She refused to allow him to reduce her to the young, frightened girl that she once was.

“Why have you returned, Royles?” she said bluntly. “We had a bargain.”

“I know,” he said as he removed his hat and scratched the top of his head. His hair had grayed and thinned, and he had fattened around his middle, but he had the arms of a blacksmith. “Say, I was thinking of hiring one of your girls.”

“No.” She refused to allow him to sully anything that belonged to her. Her hands tightened into fists at her sides. It was then that she noticed she was still clutching the paper Royles had given Abram. She dropped the crumpled note on the small table.

“Are you offering to see to me personally?” he asked, the lecherous gleam in his eyes souring her stomach.

Madame Venna silently weighed her options. She could shout for Abram. He was undoubtedly just beyond the hall, waiting for her summons. One word from her, and Martin Royles would be begging for his life as her servant began snapping finger bones one by one. It was a tempting thought, but it left her with the dilemma that had placed her in the position to be blackmailed. Royles could ruin everything she had built—all of her carefully laid plans. While she had an arrangement with the key officials who had the magistrate’s ear, money bought her only so much. A scandal might provoke her good friends to toss her to the wolves. She might even end up in prison.

Not if Royles is dead.

How often had she envisioned the horrid man dead? In her dreams, the deed had been committed by her own hand. For her many sins, she discovered that she was incapable of adding murder to the list, even if the man deserved to die for his crimes.

Think, Catherine.

This was not the hour to lose her head. She had gotten rid of the man once. He would disappear again with the right incentive dangled in front of him.

“You know very well that I would prefer to slash my own throat than permit you to touch me,” she said sweetly as she imagined putting the blade to his thick neck. “Nor are you truly interested in me. I have something else that you value more.”

His eyebrows lifted, wrinkling his forehead. “And what is that, Catherine, darling?”

“Wealth and a certain amount of influence.” She strolled away from the door, turning her back on her only means of escape. “I assume you have gambled away the money I gave you three months ago?”

She already knew the answer.

“Aye, it is a sad tale—”

Madame Venna held up a hand to silence him. “I do not care to hear the details. Suffice to say, you are not the first man I have encountered who cannot hold on to his blunt or his liquor.”

Quick as an adder, one of his beefy hands shot out and seized her. She struggled as he pulled her against him and they staggered backward into a small table, knocking it over.

“Let go of me, you foul-breathed miscreant!” she hissed.

“Careful, poppet, you will hurt my feelings with that sort of talk,” he said, laughing. He twirled her about as if they were dancing. “Or maybe you were just hoping I’d get mad enough to put my hands on you.”

“Never!” She tugged hard to free her right arm, and promptly slapped him across the face. “Release me at once, or—”

“Or what, darling?”

Her nose wrinkled at the smell of beer and sour flesh. “Or a fisherman will be pulling your bloated corpse from the Thames.”

His cheeks reddened as he brought them to a sudden halt. “Aw, now, Catherine. There’s no call for threats when I’ve come to make you a reasonable offer.”

“Corner me, Royles, and I will have nothing to lose,” she said, slightly breathless.

“You’ll risk prison? Bring harm to innocents?” He shook his head. “That is not the Catherine I know.”

Madame Venna placed her palms on his chest and shoved him hard enough to make him stagger back a few steps. “Catherine no longer exists.” She gave him a level look. “You do not want to trifle with the woman who replaced her.”

“I just want my fair sh-h—”

A knock at the door silenced Royles.

Madame Venna glared her companion, and then at the door. Neither one of them moved to open it. “What is it?” she demanded, her annoyance resulting in her accent being thicker than she intended.

Instead of replying, the person on the other side simply opened the door. She gasped as Saint strolled into the room. His eyes were sharp as they slid from her disheveled appearance to Martin Royles.

“Have I interrupted another business meeting, Madame V?” He did not seem particularly upset about it. “It’s becoming a rather bad habit of mine, is it not?”

*   *   *

It appeared to be fortuitous that Saint had decided to arrive early at the Golden Pearl. He had hoped to speak privately with Madame Venna, and satisfy Lady Cockrell’s concerns about her wayward son-in-law. However, it was apparent that he had interrupted something rather unpleasant. Whatever had transpired between Madame Venna and her companion, he was certain nothing good could come of it. Although their angry words had been muffled, the woman’s distress fired every nerve in his body like a lightning strike.

“Do not fret, monsieur le marquis,” she said cheerfully. Her hand was unsteady as she reached up to tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. “My—friend was just leaving.”

Her rough-looking companion was not pleased with her declaration, but Saint’s presence had put an end to their argument. He shook his head. “And what’s to be done about our unfinished business, darling? Would it be too much to hope that your gentleman friend could wait for you in another room?”

Saint leaned over to pick up the toppled table. Next to it, he noticed a crumpled piece of paper. He placed his hand over it, his fingers curling around it as he dealt with the table. “Yes, it is,” Saint said, displaying plenty of teeth.

“Aye, I see it is.”

The man glanced at Madame Venna, and the silence in the room was palpable. “Well then, you can’t blame a fellow for trying.” He touched the brim of his hat, nodding respectfully to Saint.

“Wait,” she said, following the older man to the door. “I’ll accept the old terms with certain conditions added to our agreement.”

The man’s face brightened with pleasure. “I’m a reasonable man. Same place and time?”

“Oui.” She glanced warily at Saint. “In two days.”

“Good … good.” He walked over the threshold and stopped. “And, poppet? Since we’re negotiating, I might have an item or two to discuss.”

Madame Venna stared vacantly at the empty doorway, seemingly lost in thought. Saint was beginning to wonder if she had forgotten that she was not alone when she turned her head and met his gaze.

“Why have you come?”

He grinned at her surly tone. “Come now, I deserve a better greeting than that after rescuing you from that old man. By the by, who was he?”

She was startled by the question, but quickly recovered. “No one important. Is this the reason for your visit? To distract me from my work with meaningless questions?”

“I’m afraid so,” he teased, hoping that she would smile. He sighed when she just stared at him. “A favor has brought me to your door. If I can bend your ear with a few more questions, I will leave you in peace.”

She laughed, but she sounded more exasperated than amused. “Do not make promises that you cannot keep, Lord Sainthill.”

He moved closer. Encouraged that she did not step away, he touched her on the shoulder. “There was a time when you called me Saint. It would please me if you would do so again.”

Madame Venna lowered her gaze at his humble request. After a moment, she said, “Very well, Saint. You will explain this favor, and if it is within my power, I will answer your questions.” She made a vague gesture with her hand. “But not here. Someplace where the air isn’t so foul, oui? Follow me.”

Saint deliberately slowed his pace as he followed Madame Venna upstairs. He stared at the name written on the wrinkled piece of paper.

Catherine Deverall.

Who the devil was this woman? Madame Venna’s visitor was an unsavory character. Was he selling a young girl to work at the Golden Pearl? Saint grimaced at the notion, aware that it was rather naive and hypocritical of him to judge the business practices of the brothel.

And yet it troubled him that some young country girl could be held prisoner while her captor negotiated a price for her maidenhead. His gaze drifted downward to the gentle, innately feminine sway of Madame Venna’s hips.

She had been an innocent once. Unfortunately, no one had been willing to save the lovely proprietress.

Perhaps there was something he could do to spare Miss Deverall from her unpleasant fate.


 

Chapter Twelve

“Who is this man you seek?”

Between Royles’s threats and Saint’s unexpected visit, Madame Venna sat primly on the drawing room sofa. She left her tea untouched as she watched the marquess explore the room.

“Lord Perry. Are you acquainted with the gent?”

Suddenly cautious, she kept her face carefully blank. “A possibility. I know many people.” In fact, she was familiar with Lord Perry, and she knew he was not a member of Nox. “Why do you seek him?”

He picked up an eleven-inch ivory figurine of Hercules and Antaeus to admire the artistry. “I have little time for games this afternoon, Madame. If you would just give me the answers I seek, then I shall be on my way.”

His dismissive tone displeased her—as if she were a servant expected to do his bidding. “The patrons of the Golden Pearl pay well for certain services, Lord Sainthill. One of them is discretion.”

“Would you prefer that I check every room?”

She tilted her head to the side. “Is that a threat? You astound me, monsieur le marquis. You are usually more delicate in your approach.”

Saint set the figurine down hard, causing her to close her eyes and mentally cringe. Like many of the artworks and decorations in the drawing room, the carving was old and rather expensive. He circled the furniture until he towered in front of her.

“Is Perry here?”

While she despised the disadvantage of her current position, it had been a long time since she had cowered in front of a man. “Why does my answer matter to you?”

“It doesn’t,” he said flatly. “I am doing a favor for a friend.”

“Who?”

“It is no concern of yours.”

“On that, we agree. However, what you ask requires me to break house rules, and I need to know the reasons for it.”

“Do you wish me to pay you?”

“Now you insult me. I am not in the business of accepting bribes.”

He shrugged. “I mean no disrespect. What I am seeking are answers and expediency, and you can provide me with both if you stop being difficult.”

“I am waiting.”

Saint gave her a look of pure frustration. Finally, he admitted, “Lady Cockrell sent me to collect Perry.”

“And who is this Lady Cockrell?”

“My mother.”

His reply managed to startle her.

“I did not realize you had family in town.”

“I don’t. Not really.” Saint absently scratched the side of his jaw. “My mother married again after my father’s death. I was sent away to school while she got down to the business of giving her husband an heir.”

“So you and your mother are close?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Well, her request has brought you here, has it not?” She gazed up at him with a slight frown marring her expression. “It would please me if you would be seated. Staring up at you is straining my neck and giving me a slight headache.”

He gave her an odd look before complying. Instead of taking one of the chairs opposite her, Saint sat down beside her on the sofa. “Perry is married to one of her daughters.”

“Your sister.”

“Half sister, but the Cockrells rarely acknowledge the connection. Word has reached Lady Cockrell’s ears that her son-in-law has fallen in with vulgar company and often patronizes the Golden Pearl.”

“How fortunate that gentlemen falter and stumble at the first taste of temptation. Moral men would beggar me.”

“How fortunate that there are few left in London.”

Madame Venna offered him a pleasant smile, and tried to resist grinding her back molars. In fairness, she highly doubted Saint was judging her and the services the Golden Pearl provided to its patrons. However, there were many who were more than happy to indulge in the various activities of her establishment, while condemning it publicly.

She despised hypocrites. Unfortunately, they were some of her best patrons.

“Lady Cockrell believes Perry takes a room here.”

“You expect me to confirm your mother’s suspicions?”

“Lady Cockrell will suffice. The lady shook off her maternal shackles toward me long ago.”

“Very well.” Clearly, the Cockrells were a sore subject with the marquess; she mentally filed this information away to contemplate later on. Not that she could find fault with his logic. Her mother and father had been found lacking as well. “You still have not explained why I should break my own rules for you.”

Madame Venna reached for her cold tea to conceal her regret for her thoughtless words. Nor was the double entendre lost on Saint.

He grinned. “It would not be the first time.”

Her throat grew dry and her stomach fluttered as she sipped from her teacup, marveling at his masculine beauty. The tea was dreadful, but it dulled her physical reaction to his closeness. This was business, she reminded herself. He wanted something from her, and she had to decide if she would pass along the information.

“I doubt Lord Perry would appreciate his mother-in-law’s interference.”

“I agree.” He waited until she set down her teacup. “You must know every sordid secret London has to offer.”

“A few,” she modestly admitted.

“You have my word of honor that no one will learn of your part in this. I will consider it a grand favor if you tell me where I might find Perry. You will free me from my obligations to Lady Cockrell, and, with luck, I will not hear from my relatives for the rest of the year.”

She sighed, and gave him a considering glance. “It isn’t what you suspect.”

“Is Perry here?”

“If you plan to drag him from this establishment like an errant child, you will ruin my business.”

“I can be discreet.” Since she did not seem convinced, he added, “All I require is a private conversation with the gent. Once I have delivered my message, I will leave.”

“Upon your honor? I will hold you to your promise.” Madame Venna rose from her seat and extended her hand. “Come, I want to show you something before we proceed.”

Leaving the drawing room, they strolled in companionable silence as she escorted him upstairs to a door that was considered off limits to the patrons of the Golden Pearl.

Madame Venna slipped an iron key into the lock and turned. She lifted her gaze and noted his curiosity. “If I learn that you have told a soul about this, I will order Abram to break all of your bones and toss you into the Thames.”

“To keep your secrets safe, Madame V?”

“No, to protect those of my patrons,” she replied. “And to offer my girls a small measure of protection. From this point onward, I must insist on absolute silence. Do you agree?”

“I am at your mercy.”

She opened the door and inclined her head. “We shall see, no?”

Saint entered the narrow passageway first and waited while she shut and locked the door. She crossed over to him and, without asking, took his hand. His soft inhale hinted at his surprise that she would touch him without an invitation, but he squeezed her hand, letting her know that he was willing to follow her lead.

That the passageway they had entered even existed was not common knowledge even among the staff. She had learned from Mrs. Sweete that it was wise to oversee a few of the special rooms. A zealous patron in the throes of excitement might injure himself or his companion. Madame Venna took no pleasure in her oversight duties. It was a task like any other. However, if she were in the business of blackmail, she could have profited quite handsomely from her knowledge.

She silently counted four bedchambers and halted. Thankfully, Saint was true to his word and remained silent. Wordlessly, she ascended three steps, which placed her higher than the average person, then slid a thin wooden panel to the right and peered through the small opening.

Yes, this was the correct room.

Madame Venna beckoned Saint to join her. The only visible light came from the room on the other side of the wall. He stealthily climbed the steps, but the perch was so narrow he had to wrap his arm around her waist to join her on the top step.

She turned her face toward his, and her nose brushed against the underside of his chin. Of course, she was not in a position to apologize. Instead, she slipped her arm around his waist and tilted her head away from the small opening. Saint took the hint and leaned forward in anticipation. She knew the moment Saint recognized Lord Perry. His arm tightened around her involuntarily as he watched the activity within the room.

A few minutes later, he slid the panel shut.

His arm around her waist slipped away, but he caught her by the wrist and led her down the stairs. Retracing their steps, Saint paused and allowed her to move in front of him so she could unlock the door.

It was not until the passageway door was locked and they had returned to the drawing room that Saint found his tongue.

“So that is why Perry keeps a room here.”

“Oui,” she said, moving away from him as she walked to a table with several decanters and selected the brandy. “Now you understand why Lord Perry wishes to keep his vices a secret from your family.”

“His, not mine,” Saint said without any heat. “How long has he been patronizing the Golden Pearl?”

Madame Venna saw no reason not to tell him the truth. “Almost from the beginning. I do not know how long he has been married, but I can assure you that his friendship with these unsavory gentlemen Lady Cockrell mentioned has nothing to do with his private sessions with Honoria.”

Saint shook his head and chuckled. “Lady Cockrell will take to her bed if she learns of Perry’s predilection for rouge and ladies’ undergarments.”

Nor would the lady be pleased to learn that her son-in-law found intense pleasure when Honoria played the role of ravishing scoundrel. “Will you tell her the truth?”

He seemed startled by the question. “His wife has a right to know.”

“Does she?” Madame Venna returned to him and offered him the glass of brandy. “Lord Perry visits the Golden Pearl only a few times each month. His sessions with Honoria are sensual and pleasurable, but he does not bed her. At least, not in the manner, you would. According to His Lordship, he finds these sessions therapeutic and somewhat necessary for his well-being.”

“He is placing himself in a position to be blackmailed.”

“In truth, I am the one who has done this by breaking house rules.” Her stare was unwavering as he downed the brandy in several gulps. “I decided that I could trust you to keep your brother-in-law’s secrets. He’s a decent man, and his choices harm no one. If you tell Lady Cockrell the truth, he will lose the respect of his family and perhaps his marriage. Do you hate your family so much?”

Saint audibly exhaled. “No … no, I don’t.”

“C’est excellent! Then my trust in you has not been misplaced.”

Her expression softened with amusement at his mild annoyance at being nudged into keeping his silence. She doubted he needed much encouragement, but she was content to accept the blame for his good deed if it made him feel better about it.

“So what do you suggest I tell Lady Cockrell?”

“The truth, or at least the part that will ease her concerns. Tell her that Lord Perry’s new friends have not led him astray. As for the rest…” She trailed off.

His mouth quirked at her hesitation. “Yes, how do you suggest I overlook those particular details?”

Madame Venna gave him an exasperated look. “You do what all men do when it comes to acknowledging their visitations to the Golden Pearl. You simply lie.”


 

Chapter Thirteen

It was not his concern.

Miss Catherine Deverall was not family, nor was she acquainted with any of his friends. He had only heard part of a conversation, one he would have never overheard if he had not sought out Madame Venna to appease the woman who had given birth to him.

He would have never discovered the paper with the lady’s name.

Perhaps it was the fool’s errand Lady Cockrell sent him on, but his conscience would not rest until he learned more about the woman who had ties to Madame Venna and the Golden Pearl.

Once his curiosity was satisfied that the young woman was in no danger of being harmed, he would let the matter drop. His instincts prickled his spine, warning him that there was something peculiar afoot. Particularly if it involved Madame Venna’s companion. Saint did not trust the man. Nor had he contemplated the sort of people the proprietress dealt with beyond the elegant gallery and drawing rooms of the Golden Pearl. While the woman would be furious if she learned of his meddling, he was attempting to protect her as well.

After making a few discreet inquiries on Bow Street, Saint had secured Miss Catherine Deverall’s general whereabouts. A casual stroll about the square and some friendly conversation in a local tavern proved quite helpful.

Unmarried, the young woman lived with her housekeeper in a modest terrace house. He had yet to discern her means of income, though the fact that she lived alone hinted she might have a wealthy protector. She would not be the first woman to use her body to fill her belly and put a roof over her head. Nevertheless, a friendly neighbor dissuaded him of the notion when she told him that Miss Deverall lived a quiet, respectable life. Perhaps, then, her independence was the result of an inheritance?

Her neighbors could only speculate. According to the gossip, Miss Deverall was a shy, sweet-natured creature who was charitable to the downtrodden. She visited hospitals, donated foodstuffs, and was generous to those who sought her assistance. She was a veritable paragon, Saint mused. He could not fathom why she would have gained Madame Venna’s notice.

That was, until he caught a glimpse of her.

Seated in his coach, Saint had been about to order his coachman to drive on when a hackney coach slowed in front of Miss Deverall’s residence. A few minutes later, a young blond woman disembarked. Even from a distance, it was evident that she was lovely. Taller than most women, she strolled away from the coach with enviable confidence and grace. The mulberry pelisse she wore was made of silk with a narrow skirt and a high ruff collar. Saint was no expert when it came to ladies’ fashions, but the dress seemed akin to the popular styles this season. Lemon kid gloves and half boots complemented her attire, as did the fancy straw bonnet with several ostrich feather plumes tucked in the right side and dyed the rich color of her dress.

Unaware that she was being observed, she continued up the short walk and up the stairs. The front door opened and she was greeted by the housekeeper. Eager to catch up to his quarry, Saint was tempted to chase after the lady and boldly knock on her front door. Unfortunately, he had no reason to approach her. In fact, if she was truly the shy, gentle creature her neighbors described, his boldness might frighten her.

No, it was best to retreat and make plans. A public setting was required for their first meeting, he decided. It had worked in the past. A year earlier Vane’s mother, Lady Netherley, had conspired with Miss Isabel Thorne to ambush his marriage-wary friend. Warned in advance that Vane would be patronizing a particular dressmaker’s shop with his mistress, Isabel had brilliantly executed a stratagem that had fooled Vane into believing their meeting was accidental. The couple had gone on to marry.

Saint did not require an intricate scheme to capture Miss Deverall’s interest. He needed only a brief introduction to satisfy his curiosity that the lady was not in any danger of being ensnared by Madame Venna or the Golden Pearl. Then he would bid farewell, and leave the good woman alone.

Virtuous ladies, even beautiful ones, held little appeal.

Saint preferred a woman whose nature was as wicked as his.

*   *   *

Later that same evening, Madame Venna sat in a nondescript black coach outside the Black Keys tavern on the outskirts of town. It was near midnight, and the flintlock pocket pistol hidden beneath her shawl on her lap provided a little comfort for her meeting with Mr. Royles. Her coachman was also armed with a brace of pistols.

It was just good sense that she traveled with an armed guard, although she had no personal qualms about emptying her pistol into Mr. Royles’s black heart. If it came to it, she would help the coachman dig the old man’s grave and dance upon it. However, she was not quite ready to leave London. The Golden Pearl was a profitable venture, and she was too young to retire.

Her head came up at the sharp whistle, a warning from her coachman that someone was approaching. She listened as Mr. Royles called out a greeting and her man replied. Such courtly manners for the dirty business that was about to take place.

There was a knock on the door of the coach.

“Are you in there, poppet?” Mr. Royles inquired, the slight slur in his voice revealing his whereabouts this evening.

“Enter.”

She remained seated, preferring that he come to her. Instead of wearing a half-mask this evening, she had donned a black veil to conceal her face. She was striving for anonymity, and Madame Venna’s attire was too memorable for midnight adventures.

“Good evening, my girl,” Royles said cheerfully as he removed his hat. “Dressed for a funeral, are you?”

She slowly raised the veil and adjusted it so she could see him without the hindrance. “I thought you would appreciate a peek at what I shall be wearing to yours in what I pray is the near future.”

Royles chuckled and shook his head. He grabbed the leather strap and used it to pull himself into the interior of the coach. “And will you mourn me when I pass?”

Madame Venna’s eyes hardened as she stared at the man who had terrified her as a child. “You’ll have to look to your wife if you want someone to shed a tear or two at your grave.”

“And here I thought you might give me lodgings while I’m in town. After all, we are family.”

Old rage rose up in her breast, and she had to fight the urge to curl her lip in contempt. “You are no kin of mine. A fact I get down on my knees nightly and thank my maker for.”

Martin Royles huffed. “If you’re on your knees at all, it is to spread your thighs so men can rut and spill themselves into your wicked body.”

“When you return to Mrs. Royles, you can tell her all about the depravity I’ve been up to since I left her watchful eye. She always did pride herself on being in the right,” she said drily.

It mattered little that she had been judged by the Royles long before she had lost her virginity. Besides, she suspected Mr. Royles lusted after her wealth rather than her sullied body. Her nose wrinkled as the stench of unwashed clothes and stale urine filled the small compartment. “Shall we get down to business?”

“In a hurry to return to your flesh palace?”

“Naturally. This business of blackmail tends to turn my stomach, and I have yet to enjoy my supper,” she said smoothly.

Madame Venna picked up the leather drawstring purse and heaved it at Mr. Royles’s chest. The impact caused him to grunt, but he managed to secure the purse with both hands.

“I trust this will suffice for your silence.”

Mr. Royles tugged on the opening and pulled out a coin. He held it up to the lantern and grinned, exposing a missing eyetooth. “Aye, this will do, poppet. For a time, that is.”

“For your sake, make it a long while, Mr. Royles. If you ruin my business, there will be no point in paying you to keep my secrets.”

“Have you forgotten who is in charge?”

“Not in the slightest.” The corners of her mouth curled into an unpleasant smile as she revealed the pocket pistol she had been concealing. Ignoring his curse, she aimed it directly at his black heart. “I am willing to be generous because I have unfinished business in London and I am not prepared to leave as of yet. However, mark my words, Mr. Royles. There will come a day when your silence will no longer be necessary.”

“You wouldn’t pull that trigger on an unarmed man.”

“You would be amazed what I would be willing to do to protect myself,” she said, her finger tightening on the trigger. “Don’t try my patience. Such a miscalculation regarding my daring or affection for you would be quite fatal.”


 

Chapter Fourteen

After her encounter with Martin Royles, Catherine was eager to shed her Madame Venna guise and spend the day running errands and doing mundane tasks. She found herself relaxing as she mixed with the masses and conducted business with merchants. Catherine lived simply, albeit comfortably. There was no reason why she could not enjoy her wealth without calling attention to it.

If given a choice, she would spend her days and nights as Catherine Deverall. Her neighbors and the merchants treated her with respect. She had no past. Her present was filled with good deeds and charity, a small penance she had placed upon herself for the decadently wicked life Madame Venna lived. There were no men in Catherine’s life to tempt her. Her modest terrace house might as well be a nunnery. No carnal acts or depraved vices had ever sullied her bed. As for the future, only one fact was certain. Her life in London would eventually come to an end.

And with her departure, the Golden Pearl would close or be sold to another. Catherine’s heart clenched painfully just contemplating it. She and Madame Venna were united in sorrow at the notion of shutting the Golden Pearl’s doors. Nevertheless, Catherine knew Martin Royles was a foreshadowing of troubling times. As much as she loved being Madame Venna, the woman knew too many secrets, and that made her dangerous to others.

Then there were Lord Greenshield and Lady Eyre.

Her parents. As far as she knew, Lady Eyre was unaware that her long-forgotten daughter was alive and living in London. Lord Greenshield, on the other hand, was becoming a problem. Catherine had turned away his solicitor several times, but the man was determined to have an audience.

Well, the man had a long wait ahead of him.

Catherine refused to speak to him or any other person who represented Lord Greenshield’s interests. She had nothing to say to the man who had cast his child away, allowing her to be raised by people like the Royleses. She suspected that her sire was prepared to bribe her, hoping she would leave London for greener pastures.

However, her loyalties or her silence could not be bought. If Lord Greenshield persisted, she would do something reckless—like reveal to the ton that the earl’s lost daughter was none other than the proprietress of the Golden Pearl. The news would be scandalous. Lady Eyre had a husband and children. Both she and Lord Greenshield would be ridiculed, and she would be ruined as well, but not in the same manner.

The odds were still in her favor—just the way she preferred them. In the end, her parents had more to lose than she did. Satisfied with her opinion, she smiled graciously at the gentleman who tipped his hat respectfully as she passed. Although there was no recognition in his gaze, she recognized the man as one of the Golden Pearl’s patrons.

As Catherine discreetly glanced over her shoulder to see if he was watching her, she collided into a solid wall that turned out to be the rather nicely muscled chest of a male pedestrian. The books tucked under her arms scattered like startled birds.

She gasped as familiar hands reached out to steady her. Otherwise she would have fallen quite inelegantly on her backside. It was Lord Sainthill grinning down at her rosy countenance. In all the years she had walked these streets as she ran her numerous errands, she had never encountered him.

Recovering quickly, she stepped back and curtsied. “I beg your pardon, my lord,” she said, lowering her gaze. “I pray you are not injured.”

The demure inclination of her head was just a precaution. Her clear gray eyes were memorable, but she was confident the marquess would not connect a stranger on the street with Madame Venna. Her gray eyes tended to reflect the colors of the masks that she wore. Even if Sainthill had noted the color of the proprietress of the Golden Pearl’s eyes, the hue varied, depending on the light.

“I’m unharmed, dear lady,” he said politely as she felt his gaze on her face. “However, your books…”

Ah, yes, the books she had been carrying. Catherine had been returning them to the subscription library just ahead. “I hope they have not been damaged, since they are on loan,” she said with dismay.

At the same time, she and Sainthill bent down to retrieve the three books. Her forehead connected with his chin. Laughing at her clumsiness, she straightened and met his gaze. She recognized the male appreciation in his warm blue eyes as well as the humor over their awkward encounter.

“Allow me.”

Catherine stood, observing Sainthill while he gathered her books.

“A little dusty, but no damage done,” he said cheerfully. He shuffled through the books. “Ambrosio; or, The Monk: A Romance by M. G. Lewis, the first tome of Laurent Pierre Bérenger’s Poésies, and The Works of Lucian … the Greek satirist?”

“Yes,” she replied, annoyed that he was surprised by her choice of books. She swallowed her sharp retort as she recalled that Sainthill did not recognize her. He was merely being condescending to all women. “Give me the books. I was returning them to the subscription library.”

He did not offer her the books. “I have insulted you.”

“Not at all.”

“I have, and I wish to make amends by escorting you to your destination.”

“That is unnecessary.” She nodded in the direction of the library. “I do not wish to inconvenience you, when you were clearly heading in the opposite direction.”

“My lady—”

She cut him off. “Miss. Miss Deverall.”

“Miss Deverall, I find myself in an awkward quandary,” he said as he kept pace with her. “Clearly I have insulted an intelligent and extraordinarily beautiful woman, and she believes I’m an uncivilized arse.”

Catherine fought not to smile, but it was a battle that she quickly lost. Lord Sainthill was charming, even if he was an arse. “There is no need to apologize.”

“But I must,” he said, his handsome face shining with sincerity. “I probably gave you the impression that I was mocking your choice of books.”

“Think nothing of it.”

“My feelings are quite the opposite, I assure you.” He opened the door to the circulating library and waited for her to cross the threshold. “I have great admiration for intelligent women.”

“Truly?” she said, trying to recall a day when the notorious Marquess of Sainthill was pursuing females because of their scholarly pursuits. The attributes he generally appreciated were below the neck. “Thank you for your assistance. You may give me my books.”

“Miss Deverall, it is good to see you again,” a gentleman called out from across the room.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Lawrence.” Catherine looked expectantly at her companion. “The books.”

“I have been remiss in introducing myself.” He extended the books to her. “I am Saint.”

She bit back a smile as she accepted the books. “Surely, you jest.”

He seemed perplexed by her response. “It is short for Sainthill. Marquess of Sainthill, to be precise.”

“And are you always precise, Lord Sainthill?” She turned away to address the clerk. “Mr. Lawrence, your recommendations the other week were quite enjoyable. Do you have another package for me?”

“Yes, yes, I do, Miss Deverall.” He nodded to Lord Sainthill before he disappeared behind one of the long counters.

“You do not believe me?” Sainthill whispered in her ear.

“That you’re burdened with the name Saint? Of course I do,” she said, giving him a sympathetic pat on the sleeve. “I will wager you have spent your entire life trying to live down such a taxing nickname.”

One side of his mouth curled up in an endearing, almost boyish, manner. “Guilty.” He braced his forearm along the surface of the table and studied her. “Why have we never met, Miss Deverall?”

Sainthill scowled as the clerk reappeared.

“Here it is, Miss Deverall,” Mr. Lawrence said, handing her another selection of books that he had wrapped in cloth and secured with string. “I hope you will approve.”

“I am certain I will.” She exchanged her books for the new ones. “Good day, Mr. Lawrence. I will see you next week.”

“Good day, Miss Deverall.”

Sainthill fell into step with her. “How long have you been in London?”

“Years,” she said breezily, seeing no reason why she could not tell him the truth. She paused, waiting for him to open the door. As much as she enjoyed their exchange, she had no business conversing with the marquess. While Madame Venna had many rules, Catherine had only one—and that was to keep her and Madame Venna’s lives separate. Except for a few close friends who knew her before she opened the Golden Pearl, Catherine’s world never intersected with Madame Venna’s.

It should not astound her that Saint had managed to meet her as Catherine. The gentleman had a way of complicating her life, even if he was not aware of it.

“Then why have we not met, Miss Deverall?”

She gave him a look of disbelief. “I doubt we move in the same circles, Lord Sainthill,” she said drily.

“Well, that is about to change.”

She laughed at his bold declaration. “Now I know why they call you Saint.”

“And why is that?”

“Because you have a bad habit of trying a person’s patience, even a saint’s.” As he floundered for a proper response, she was already a few steps ahead of him. “Good day to you, Lord Sainthill. I would say it was a pleasure meeting you, but I suspect it is dangerous for a lady to compliment you.”

“Why?” he all but growled.

“Otherwise, I will never get rid of you.” She glanced over her shoulder and offered him a winsome smile. “Enjoy your afternoon.”

He did not pursue her. Standing his ground, he said, “We will meet again, Miss Deverall.”

Catherine raised her hand in farewell. She was annoyed to see that her hand was shaking. Just nerves, she assured herself. This unexpected encounter with Sainthill had disconcerted her, but she had handled it brilliantly. The marquess would never trouble her again.

Unfortunately, Madame Venna could not make the same claim.

*   *   *

Saint followed Miss Deverall at a leisurely pace. So confident was she in her dismissal of him that she did not bother to look back. Infuriatingly oblivious to him, he thought to his chagrin. His looks were appealing to women. Women might not pursue him like they had Sin before his marriage to Juliana, or even Frost and Hunter, but he never been quite so resistible to a lady. A part of him wanted to dash after her and demand what was so damn unappealing about him that she spent most of their conversation averting her gaze to any direction other than where he stood.

It was humbling.

He laughed at his own foolishness. Saint had not sought out Miss Deverall because he was seeking a new mistress. He had arranged this accidental encounter to meet the lady to figure out how she might be connected to Madame Venna. Unfortunately, he still did not have an answer to his unspoken question.

Was Miss Deverall in danger?

Perhaps it would be wise to keep an eye on the independent young woman. Whether or not he was willing to admit it, he was looking forward to verbally sparring with the lady again.


 

Chapter Fifteen

“Your self-discipline is admirable.”

Saint accepted the glass of brandy from Hunter, favoring it over the tepid champagne that was being offered by Lord and Lady Durrant. He sipped from the glass before he replied, “For not walking out the door? If not for Lady Netherley’s polite request to attend the gathering, I might have turned on my heels the second I noticed Lady Durrant was wearing a goose for a hat.”

Hunter’s dimples showed as he struggled not to laugh. “Not a goose, you arse. It’s a damn swan.”

Saint shrugged. “Damned more like it. Difficult to tell since it smothered itself by sitting on its head.”

His Grace tipped back his head and laughed, drawing attention from the other guests. “Swan kills itself on Lady Durrant’s head. Witty and brilliant, my friend, but you might want to keep your opinion to yourself. Lord Durrant has already tossed out several guests for frowning at his lady.”

“Then there is still hope for this evening.” Saint sobered as a thought struck him. “Now that Vane is married to Isabel, do you think Lady Netherley has set her sights on us?”

“Perhaps you and Frost, but not I,” Hunter said, finishing his brandy. “My grandmother has already meddled and ruined my life. May God rest her soul.”

Saint pitied his friend, though he was careful not to allow his true feelings to show in his expression. “You’ve been running from this for most of your life. Have you ever considered that your grandmother might be looking out for your best interests?”

“No, because she was looking after her own interests, and those of the family” was Hunter’s bitter reply.

“Even with his mother’s meddling, Vane is very happy with Isabel. You might—”

Hunter stabbed his finger in Saint’s face. “If you finish that sentence, I will not be responsible for my actions.”

Wisely, Saint swallowed his retort while he sought to change the subject. “You remarked about my restraint. Since you were not referring to this tedious gathering, what were you talking about?”

“The Golden Pearl.” His friend nodded knowingly. “You’ve stayed away.”

True, Saint had not returned to the Golden Pearl since Madame Venna had revealed Lord Perry’s most private secrets, but he had not been deliberately avoiding the place. “How would you know?”

Hunter winked. “Clearly, I have not.”

Frost startled both of them by coming up from behind and positioning himself in the middle as he laid his arms across their shoulders. “What are we discussing?”

It was on the tip of Saint’s tongue to tell his friend to tend his own business when Hunter replied, “We were discussing Saint’s absence from the Golden Pearl.”

“Ah, the Golden Pearl.” Frost dropped his arms to his sides as he shouldered past his friends and turned around. “I have been remiss in paying my respects to the charming mistress of the establishment. How is the fair Madame Venna?”

Oblivious to Saint’s glare, Hunter said, “Beautiful and elusive as always. Mulcaster has been trying to lure her into his bed.”

Saint’s jaw clenched at the mention of Lord Mulcaster. Perhaps he was being unreasonable, but he did not want the earl anywhere near Madame Venna.

“Mulcaster will never succeed,” Frost said, sneering at the notion. “Madame V is too perceptive to allow such a man into her bed. Besides, she knows that I am more than willing to satisfy any cravings, in or out of the bedchamber.”’

Saint froze at his friend’s admission. His eyes narrowed menacingly.

Hunter did not bother concealing his astonishment. “You bedded Madame V?”

“Lower you voice,” Frost cautioned as several ladies glanced at them. “Since our good friend has a certain reputation to maintain, I saw no reason to gloat about my fortune.”

“When?” Saint asked tersely.

Hunter cast a worried glance at him. “Do yourself a favor, gent, and spare us the details.”

“Naturally, she thought I was magnificent,” Frost said, preening like a proud peacock. “In fairness, I must return the compliment. It is rare for a lover to impress me, but that little thing she does with her tongue was almost my undo—”

“When?”

Frost seemed to finally notice Saint. He frowned at the interruption. “When, what, my friend?”

Frost had bedded Madame Venna. Saint had a dozen questions, but his brain was as productive as a whirlpool. The words swirled in his head, putting a fine edge to his temper. “When did you fuck her, Frost?”

Hunter winced, snatching the glass of brandy from Saint’s hand before he thought to grind the glass into the earl’s smug face.

Frost’s mouth curved into a malicious grin. “Jealous?”

The taunt provoked Saint into action. He did not recall moving, but suddenly his hands were around Frost’s throat. Several ladies shrieked in dismay as he marched his friend backward until they collided with the nearest wall.

“When were you with her?”

As the earl struggled to free Saint’s hands from his throat, a part of Saint prayed Frost would refuse to answer. It was reason enough to strangle him. God’s bones … Madame Venna and Frost. He could not believe the audacity of the bastard.

“Release him. Frost can’t tell you anything when you are crushing his windpipe,” Hunter said in Saint’s ear. His grip felt like a damn vise.

A gurgling sound bubbled from Frost’s throat. His face was turning red and his lips were peeled back into a sneer as he fought to free himself.

In the distance, Saint thought he heard Sin curse. Hunter’s next words confirmed it.

“About time you gents showed up,” the duke muttered. “Saint has a good grip and blood in his eye.”

It was three against one. One of the sneaky bastards punched him in the right kidney, the sharp pain guaranteeing Frost’s freedom. Saint growled in frustration as he glared at Hunter, Sin, and Vane.

“Which one of you hit me?” Saint demanded, shaking off Hunter’s hands on his shoulders.

Vane’s gaze was unwavering. “You were killing him,” he said quietly.

Saint’s fist clipped Vane along the side of his jaw, causing him to stagger back. “Then you will understand if I do not thank you for it.”

Everyone was gaping at him as if he had sprouted two heads and horns.

Sin was crouched next to Frost, who had slipped to the floor when their friends had pulled Saint off him. “Christ, Frost, what did you do to rile Saint into a murderous rage?”

“Me?” the earl rasped, though his coloring had improved. “How is this my fault?”

“He’s mad,” one of the elderly guests exclaimed.

Another person said, “Someone should summon the watch.”

Vane silenced the onlookers with a quelling glance. “Foxed is more like it,” he said, rubbing his sore jaw.

Hunter was the only one who did not seem shocked by Saint’s attack. Then again, he knew the source of his friend’s rage. “No more than you. Frost just doesn’t know when to hold his tongue.”

Sin offered his hand to the earl and helped him to his feet. “What the devil did you say to Saint?”

“Nothing,” Frost protested, insulted that everyone thought he had done something to justify being throttled. “I was telling Hunter and Saint about my—” He halted midsentence as he sent Saint a sly glance.

Suddenly he straightened and pointed a finger at the marquess. “This business between us isn’t finished.”

His friends tensed at the verbal gauntlet Frost tossed at his friend’s feet.

Saint rolled his right shoulder until it popped. “Unless you plan on offering up your traitorous neck again, I have nothing to say to you.”

Saint’s forbidding expression would have deterred most of Lord and Lady Durrant’s guests, but the earl seemed unimpressed.

From the corner of his eye, he noticed Reign’s hurried approach.

“I do not know what is going on, but you are beginning to upset the ladies.” He nodded at Vane. “I had to practically tie Isabel to a chair when she witnessed Saint punching you. Your mother is trying to calm her down.”

“I hope you told her that Saint hits like a light-heeled wench,” Vane said, still angry he had been punished for the earl’s mischief.

Reign was too intelligent to allow himself to be pulled into the argument. “You can tell her yourself,” he said. His gaze shifted from Saint to Frost. “Might I suggest that you take your business outside, gents. Lord Durrant is gathering volunteers to have all of us tossed out on our arses.”

“Let them try,” Saint said sullenly.

“Agreed,” Frost concurred.

Sin shook his head, clearly disgusted with both of his friends. “Is it too much to ask that we keep the petty arguing confined to Nox so we do not humiliate our wives?”

“When you wedded Juliana, I was not aware that cutting off your hairy tallywags was part of the ceremony,” Frost softly taunted. “Does your wife keep them in a reticule from which she takes them out on special occasions, or did you simply toss them into the nearest hearth?”

Hunter and Vane snorted.

The marquess cursed and took a threatening step toward his friend. “Why do I bother? Perhaps I should have let Saint break your damn neck!”

“The night is young,” Saint drawled lazily. “And Frost cannot seem to keep his mouth shut, even to save his own life.”

In his mind, he could see Frost covering Madame Venna with his body. The notion was like a maggot burrowing through his brain. Rage simmered just beneath the civility Saint was struggling to maintain.

Frost’s turquoise-blue eyes gleamed with the unspoken promise of retribution. “I prefer to live dangerously. Let’s see how far you’re willing to go.”

No one expected that Frost was crazy enough to attack Saint in the Durrants’ elegant ballroom when it was apparent to everyone that the marquess’s temper was as explosive as a powder keg. Saint kept his balance as the two men fought for dominance. The sounds of dismay and fright bombarded them as they whirled around the ballroom like drunken dancers. Any attempts from their friends to separate them failed since no one could get a solid hold on either man.

“Go to hell!” Saint snarled.

Frost laughed. “Likewise.”

They staggered through the open doorway and onto the terrace. Frost abruptly released his grip on the front of Saint’s evening coat, sending him flying. The earl turned his back on him to address Vane, Sin, Reign, and Hunter, who filled the doorway.

“Don’t interfere. This is between us,” the earl said, his chest heaving from their struggle. “Leave us. Go back to your wives—and your brandy,” he added for Hunter’s benefit.

Satisfied their friends would heed his demand, Frost turned his attention to Saint.

“I have nothing to say to you.”

Saint was out of breath as well. He brought his hand to his side, absently wondering if Vane’s punch had bruised his kidney.

The paper lanterns bobbed merrily in the breeze. Within the ballroom, the orchestra played something whimsical. A few guests hovered near the doorway to see if the two men would engage in fisticuffs, but no one was brave enough to interfere.

Frost’s expression was enigmatic. “Strange … that was not the impression I got when I felt your fingers at my throat.”

“Cease the dramatics.” Saint scowled at him. “That fancy knot at your throat shielded you from any real damage I could have done.”

“True.” He crossed his arms and stared at his friend. “However, it was your intent that concerns me. This goes far beyond our usual disagreements, and we have been friends too long to allow a misunderstanding to stand between us.”

Saint remained quiet. On some level, he knew Frost was right. He just couldn’t get past his feelings of betrayal. Even though he and Madame Venna were no longer involved in a physical relationship, he had always thought of her as his. It was madness, really. He had no claim on her, and yet the thought of Frost touching her intimately made him want to slam his head into the nearest wall. Better still, he wanted to bash his friend’s head in.

“Damn me, you have feelings for her,” Frost said, his voice infused with grim amazement.

He saw no reason to deny it. The bruises on his friend’s throat proved that burying his feelings for Madame Venna had not banished them from his heart. Saint shuffled over to one of the benches and sat down.

Frost sat down next to him. “How long?”

Saint figured he owed his friend some explanation, since he had tried to strangle him. “Six years.”

He wearily sighed, his thoughts drifting to his first evening at the Golden Pearl. It had taken one smile from Madame Venna to muddle his usually agile tongue. It hadn’t helped that the extraordinarily sheer white dress she had worn to greet her guests had provided teasing glimpses of the dark blue bows she had tied just above her knees. Every inconsequential detail about the bewitching proprietress was burned into his brain, but the name of the woman he had eventually bedded that night was forgotten. “Maybe longer … from the moment I saw her, I wanted her.”

The earl took a few minutes to digest the admission. “I hate to point out the obvious, but the woman runs a brothel. Why aren’t you pounding out your frustration between her thighs?”

“You wouldn’t understand.”

“Credit me with some intelligence when it comes to women. It’s apparent that you are overthinking this.” He gestured with his hand. “You are not seducing an innocent. Despite her reputation, Madame V takes lovers when it pleases her to do so. If you are worried that your face is too ugly to entice her—”

Saint grunted, torn between amusement and annoyance. “My looks are passable.”

“Then appeal to her basic greed,” Frost said bluntly. “Offer her a small fortune, and she will overlook your numerous flaws.”

“Is that how you convinced her to bed you?” he asked, the question slipping out before he could censure it.

Frost grabbed his heart as if it pained him. “Now you are simply being spiteful because women adore me, while you, on the other hand, must haggle women into bedding you like a merchant.”

A bitter laugh escaped his lips. “I truly despise you, Frost,” Saint said, his declaration lacking venom.

“No, you don’t,” the earl replied with his usual confidence. “Heightened passions, whether they be inspirational or violent, rarely last. Any more than my fascination with a particular lady. If you must know, what I shared with Madame V occurred two years ago. Our dalliance was brief and purely physical.”

Saint glanced away, feeling relieved and ashamed. He was not in a position to judge Frost. Had he not taken countless lovers over the years since that night with Madame Venna? It was arrogant to assume that she had not taken another lover, even a dozen lovers in these past six years. The woman’s celibacy was akin to the half-masks she favored. She donned and discarded it as she pleased.

“I should not have attacked you,” Saint grudgingly conceded. “I have little to offer in my defense, except to say that I was not prepared for my feelings on the matter.”

“Apology accepted,” Frost said decisively.

He was never one to hold a grudge. At one point or another, the marquess had said or done something to cause discord within the ranks of the Lords of Vice. When they were younger, it was fairly common for all of them to settle disagreements with their fists rather than their heads.

“However, I wish to offer you a word of advice. Madame Venna is a beautiful and exotic woman. You are not the first man to confuse his head with his cock.”

Saint was not confused about anything. “Frost—” he began, annoyed that he was being lectured by a man who rarely took the time to learn the name of the woman he was shagging.

The marquess grabbed the sleeve of Saint’s evening coat before he could move away. “These feelings you have for Madame V are the path to heartache, my friend. Be grateful that the woman knows her place and chose not to take advantage of your affection for her.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

Frost’s brow furrowed with annoyance. “Christ, you are thickheaded! The owner of a brothel has no place in the Marquess of Sainthill’s life. Fuck her, if her body pleases you, but do not delude yourself into believing that you can offer her more.”


 

Chapter Sixteen

Catherine strode down London’s narrow streets as if she had prowled them during her youth. Thanks to Mrs. Sweete, she knew which areas were relatively safe for a lady, and those to avoid. She had also come to know many of the people who dwelled there, offering aid and friendship when it was possible. Kindness and loyalty were qualities absent from her childhood, so she probably valued them more than other people.

This afternoon, as she departed Mrs. Fennel’s little perfume shop, Powder & Fennel, Catherine was relieved her friend had recovered from her persistent cough. The eighty-two-year-old woman sold more than her unique scents—one of which she claimed had a royal patent. In addition, she sold beautifying creams and lotions, powders, scented water, salves, oils, pastes, and cosmetics. And though it wasn’t common knowledge, the elderly woman also offered herbal preparations, condoms, sponges, and douches to special clients who had need of her services. Mrs. Sweete used to send Catherine to Mrs. Fennel’s shop, and a friendship had developed over the years.

The Golden Pearl patronized Powder & Fennel, and Catherine was pleased she could provide steady revenue for the dear woman. As she crossed the street, she could not shake the feeling that someone was watching her. A discreet glance around her revealed that the pedestrians were too caught up in their own thoughts to notice her.

And yet this was not the first time she’d had the unsettling sensation that she was being observed. With a scowl, she quickened her pace.

Perhaps she was still rattled by her meeting with Martin Royles. The money she had given him would buy her only a brief respite from his attentions. The man would return, demanding more from her until she put an end to his blackmail.

Permanently.

She had never murdered a man, but it seemed fitting that Royles might become her first.

“Miss Deverall, how fortuitous to encounter you again!”

Catherine started, and turned around to see the Marquess of Sainthill’s approach. She did not believe in coincidences. Sainthill had deliberately sought her out. How long had he been following her? While Madame Venna might have strolled by him without acknowledging his presence, good manners prevailed with Catherine Deverall.

She curtsied. “Lord Sainthill. Why do I suspect your good fortune was the result of a well-placed bribe?”

His attire was immaculate. Not a single wrinkle or hair out of place. He grinned at the suspicion she did not bother to conceal in her voice. “Have I mentioned that a woman’s keen intellect is almost as alluring as her beauty?” he said, falling into step with her as she was preparing to dismiss him.

Sainthill was indeed a charming scoundrel.

“Then I’m correct in assuming that you were waiting for me?”

“Although I will not reveal my sources, I was told that every Tuesday you visit Mrs. Fennel’s shop. You are too young to be slathering your skin with beautifying creams.”

She wondered how Sainthill would react if she revealed the condoms she had tucked away in her wicker basket. “Although it is none of your business, I happen to be seven-and-twenty years old.”

“That old? Truly?” Sainthill only laughed when she quickened her pace, and easily matched her stride. “Then you credit your beauty to Mrs. Fennel’s alchemy?”

“Since you consider me long in the tooth, I will let you decide.”

Without permission, he tangled his arm with hers, the friendly tactic forcing her to slow down. “I turned thirty this year. Perhaps you should introduce me to your friend?”

She suddenly halted. “Lord Sainthill, how long have you been following me?”

He was startled by the question. “I was not following you at all. I spoke to Mr. Lawrence at the subscription library. He was the one who told me about Mrs. Fennel’s shop. I was headed in that direction to join you when I saw you cross the street.” His expression darkened. “Has someone been following you?”

Yes. “No,” she said, unwilling to burden him with her wild speculations. She was used to taking care of her own problems. “Why were you questioning Mr. Lawrence about me?”

Sainthill’s blue eyes twinkled with amusement. “For the obvious reasons, Miss Deverall. You intrigue me, and I wish to learn more about you. I had hoped that I might entice you into joining me for refreshments at Gunter’s, or a carriage ride through Hyde Park.”

The fluttering sensation of anticipation Sainthill’s presence always seemed to stir within her melted into sour bile as he stated his intentions. Sainthill wanted to spend time with her? Impossible. Catherine and Madame Venna lived separate lives, had different friends. If she agreed, she would be breaking one of her more important rules.

“Why?”

“Why?” he echoed, his dark brows coming together as he was seemingly perplexed by her question.

He studied her face, and she tried not to squirm under his close scrutiny. Whatever, he saw, it was not Madame Venna. Catherine could not decide if she was relieved or insulted that he did not recognize her.

“Since our meeting, your face and voice have intruded upon my thoughts during quiet times of the day. If we had been introduced properly, I would have asked your family—”

“I have no family, my lord.” None who would be willing to claim her, and she returned their sentiments tenfold.

Her statement gave him pause. “None at all?”

“You speak as if I were some odd curiosity,” Catherine said, realizing she sounded defensive. “The streets of London are riddled with orphans, Lord Sainthill.”

“And you try to save them,” he said, his eyes shining with pleasure as if he had answered an unspoken question.

“I offer assistance when I can, just like anyone else would,” she said demurely, uncomfortable with discussing this part of her life with him. Her charitable deeds were private, since she used her profits from the Golden Pearl to improve the lives of the unfortunate.

The marquess regarded her as if he could not quite decide whether her angelic nature was feigned or genuine. “I must disagree, but we can save that debate for another visit.”

Catherine shook her head as she questioned the wisdom of seeing him again. “There will be another visit?”

“Suffice to say, you interest me, Miss Deverall. I thought we might be friends.”

Was it possible for Sainthill to be friends with a woman? In her experience, all he desired was to flirt with them and tumble them into the nearest bed.

He scowled. “Forgive me, perhaps what I ask of you is inappropriate,” he muttered, looking as if he wished he could take back his admission. “I never thought to ask. Are you promised to another gentleman? It was arrogant of me to assume that just because you are unmarried, you haven’t committed yourself to another gent.”

His expression was so fierce, he seemed to be bracing himself for her rejection. This was her chance to turn him away before he complicated her life further.

Do it, her mind whispered. Tell him that another gentleman claims your affections.

Catherine could not fathom why she was hesitating. If Madame Venna could not have him, neither could she. The wiser course of action was to politely reject his advances.

But she was so weary of being wise.

If she had been raised by decent people, her life might have been different. Her first trip to London would have circled around new dresses and bonnets, and instruction on how to behave at her first ball. She would have been taught to coyly flirt with her admirers with just a glance or how to hold her fan. Ah, the innocence. It was lost to her long before she understood its value. Instead, her cousin showed her the darker side of a man’s lustful nature, and Mrs. Sweete took Catherine’s beauty and anger and transformed her into a woman who could ruthlessly use a man’s weaknesses to her advantage.

As Madame Venna, she had gentlemen like Sainthill bowing at her feet and filling her purse with gold and jewels. Catherine became a shadow of the innocence that she had lost. She made amends for Madame V’s sins and greed. She lived a life a nun might view as stark. However, it was necessary. Catherine had a secret to keep, and the fear of it being exposed kept her from living her life fully. Although there were casual friends to ease her loneliness, and a few gentlemen callers, she feared one of them might recognize her as Madame Venna. In the end, she was alone. Unlike her mother’s legitimate children, she enjoyed no fetes, nights at the theater, monthly balls, or summer visits to the country. Catherine furtively resented her half brother, Lord Chandler, Lord and Lady Eyre’s precious heir, and the half sisters she had never met. She could only speculate what kind of privileged and cosseted life her half siblings led, or the one she might have shared with them if she had been acknowledged by her parents. If given the chance, she might take her revenge on all of them. It was infuriating to mourn the loss of something that was so foreign to her, she could not even dream about it.

At weaker moments, it was just one more thing she credited Lady Eyre and Lord Greenshield with ruining in her life.

Madame Venna, however, thought little of such things. She relished the power she wielded with the Golden Pearl. The bastard daughter of Lord Greenshield would at best have made some gentleman a respectable mistress.

Catherine pushed the ugly thoughts aside. “No,” she confessed shyly. “I am not being courted by a gentleman.”

Lord Sainthill reacted with exaggerated surprise. “I do not believe it!”

Her chin snapped up as her amused gaze met his. “It is true.”

“A beautiful lady should be surrounded by a score of gentlemen all vying for her hand.” Before she could respond, he offered his arm. “Come. We will start with something simple. Permit me the honor of buying you an ice at Gunter’s.”

She was tempted to accept his invitation.

It was an opportunity to explore the life she might have had as Lord Greenshield’s daughter. A glimpse of the genteel civility that was denied her by her parents, the Royleses, and the choices she had made as she built a life for herself in London.

“I ask for nothing more than your company, Miss Deverall. What say you?”

Logic told her that she was risking everything by spending time with Sainthill as Catherine. A few hours of flirtation with him was not worth it.

Catherine moistened her lips as she contemplated a plausible reason why she could not accept. It was for the best. Madame Venna could handle the marquess in a manner that was denied Miss Deverall. “Yes,” she said, her assent startling her more than it had her companion.

What had she done?

It was too late to take her remark back.


 

Chapter Seventeen

Five hours later, Saint strolled into Nox feeling rather pleased with himself. He had spent a pleasant afternoon with Catherine Deverall, and he anticipated doing so again in the near future. Although she had been reserved at first, his gentle teasing coaxed her into sharing her opinion on the bout of good weather they were enjoying and the books she was reading. He retold an amusing story he had heard the previous evening, spoke briefly about his responsibilities as Marquess of Sainthill so she did not think him an absolute bounder, and spoke of his friends and their wives.

Her modesty was refreshing, though she was as skittish as a frightened mare. As they sat at a small table at Gunter’s, he could sense that the mildly curious stares from the other patrons troubled her. He was surprised how protective he felt toward her, wanting to shield her from the other men’s gazes. When he whispered that it was her beauty drawing everyone’s attention, she gaped at him in disbelief.

Saint was used to women who knew they were beautiful, and expected adulation from others. Catherine stared at the pastry on her plate, and simply endured. All he wanted to do was bundle her into his carriage and hold her until her heart stopped racing. It was only then that he would give her heart another reason to pound in her chest.

As he escorted her home, an idea began to take form in his head about introducing her to his friends’ wives. Regan, Juliana, Sophia, and Isabel could take Catherine under their collective wings, and help nurture her confidence. Widening her circle of friends would be good for her. Although he had yet to share his plans with the lady, there was no doubt that he could talk her into meeting his friends.

“Good evening, Berus,” Saint greeted Nox’s steward. “Has Sin arrived?”

“No, milord,” the servant said, accepting Saint’s hat. “It’s still a tad early for Lord Sinclair. However, Lord Chillingsworth and Lord Vanewright are upstairs.”

He hesitated at the bottom of the staircase as Berus casually mentioned Frost’s name. While they had put aside their animosity, Saint privately felt awkward and edgy around his friend. It was not Frost’s fault. Over the years, they had shared and enjoyed the same women, and not one had provoked either of them to violence. He had been avoiding Madame Venna, as well, until he could get himself under control.

“Lord Sainthill, before you join your friends upstairs, there is a gentleman who wishes to speak with you,” Berus said.

“Who is it?”

“Lord Greenshield. He hoped to have a private audience with you, so I escorted him upstairs to the drawing room.”

Greenshield. Saint had encountered the older gentleman in various card rooms over the years, but he did not know him well enough to warrant a visit. “Did he mention the purpose of this private audience?”

The steward shook his head. “No, milord. He just insisted that he was here to see you.”

Saint could not fathom what business he might have with the gentleman. However, the meeting with Greenshield would give him more time to compose himself for his evening with Frost and the rest of the Lords of Vice.

When he opened the drawing room door, he discovered Lord Greenshield standing in front of the fireplace. He looked like a man burdened with unpleasant thoughts.

Saint could sympathize with the gent.

“Lord Greenshield.” He shut the door behind him. “I was told that you wished for a private audience with me.”

The older gentleman returned Saint’s formal bow. “Indeed, sir. I find myself in the uncomfortable predicament of requesting a favor from a gentleman who owes me no allegiance.”

Saint gestured for the man to sit. “A difficult position, indeed. How might I assist you?”

The man’s normal pallor became suffused with color. “By staying away from my daughter, sir!”

Saint froze at the angry demand. Cautiously, he settled into his chair. “I beg your pardon. This favor … you require it from me? Lord Greenshield, I was unaware that you had a daughter.”

Frustration drove the earl to his feet. “No one is aware of her. A little more than twenty-seven years ago, I was drunk enough to indulge in a brief tryst with a lady who was not mine to claim. Both of us regretted the incident, and we were content to forget our mistake, until the lady discovered she was carrying my child.”

“Let me guess. The lady was married.”

The earl nodded. “Yes. Though it does not excuse our actions, the lady in question was caged in an unhappy marriage. She was lonely, and she sought comfort in our friendship. When she discovered that she was in a delicate condition, she was frantic. At the time, her husband was abroad. It was impossible to pass the child off as her husband’s.”

It was not uncommon for a lady of the ton to seclude herself in the country until her lover’s child was born. Some were given away, while others were accepted into the family as orphaned distant relatives.

“So your lady kept the child?”

“No, we gave her away,” Lord Greenshield admitted, his voice heavy with regret. “As a bachelor, I had no business raising a child, and the mother thought it best that our daughter be settled in a good family. If the lady’s husband had learned of his wife’s infidelity, the child would have suffered more than her mother.”

Saint leaned forward and studied the gentleman. “Let us be frank with each other, Lord Greenshield. This child you speak of is Catherine Deverall.”

The earl’s shoulders sagged with relief, though the reasons for his strange reaction escaped Saint. “Yes, yes … the child—my daughter is Catherine.”

Understanding lit Saint’s blue eyes. “She does not know.”

A bitter laugh rumbled in the man’s throat. “Oh, Catherine is quite aware of her parentage, and she rejects it. Vehemently.” The earl dragged his hands through his thinning hair. “Not that I can blame her. Neither her mother nor I has done right by her. The people who raised Catherine—well, there were circumstances that came to light too late for me to rectify the situation. I lost my daughter long before I found her.”

Catherine had told him that she did not have any family. Saint supposed it was true enough since she had been given away. “If you have no influence over Catherine, why are you warning me off?”

“You are a Lord of Vice, sir. Do you think I have not heard tales of you and your notorious friends? I am also aware that you patronize the Golden Pearl. If Catherine learns of it, I doubt she will regard you in a favorable manner.”

“Are you threatening me, Greenshield?” he asked silkily.

“Young hothead! I’m simply pointing out that whether she wishes it or not, Catherine has my protection,” the earl said, not backing down. “I will not see her in the unfortunate position her dear mother was in.”

“I have not seduced her.”

Lord Greenshield’s eyes narrowed, and Saint realized Catherine had inherited her gray eyes from her sire.

“Yet,” the older man said gruffly. “I mean no offense, Sainthill, but it is the nature of the beast. Your father was a scoundrel, and you are cut from the same cloth.”

“Perhaps you are wrong.”

“I have seen nothing of your life that shows me you have chosen a different path from your father. Do you deny that your own family keeps their distance from you?”

The well-aimed barb stung. “All I have offered Catherine is friendship. She seems to live a solitary life in town. I had hoped to introduce her to the wives of my friends. As your daughter, she would be welcomed by the ton.”

“By some, but not all. And then there is her mother.” The earl sighed. “She wants nothing to do with Catherine. No, that is not quite accurate. She cannot acknowledge her daughter. Ever. She would suffer for her betrayal, and I would not expect her to.”

“You have kept your secrets for more than twenty-seven years. Why are you telling me?”

“In the hope that you will cease your pursuit of my daughter. I will not have her seduced and discarded by a scoundrel. She has been through too much to suffer at the hands of another.”

Frost would have tossed Greenshield out of Nox for questioning his character. Tempting as it was, Saint had an idea that might benefit both of them. “You mentioned that Catherine has rebuffed your attempts to make amends. What if I approached her on your behalf? I cannot promise anything, but she might be willing to listen to me.”

The earl stopped pacing the room at Saint’s suggestion. “You have gained her trust so quickly?”

Saint laughed. “Not at all. Like you, she is convinced I am a bounder, but she is too kind to send me on my way. Nevertheless, I do have her ear, and I am willing to assist you in return for a small favor.”

“State your terms, sir.”

“Do not attempt to turn Catherine against me. I admire your daughter, Lord Greenshield, and I would like to see her take her proper place in polite society. Whether you want to admit it or not, you need my help.”

The older man stared at Saint as he weighed his options. Finally, he said, “We have an agreement.”


 

Chapter Eighteen

Madame Venna could not believe her good fortune.

When Abram had thrown open the doors this evening, she had never anticipated that Anthony Warren, Viscount Chandler, would seek out the infamous proprietress of the Golden Pearl.

Unbeknownst to the thirty-year-old viscount, he had ties to the brothel. Specifically, blood ties. Lord Chandler was the eldest son of Lord and Lady Eyre. He was also her half brother. More than twenty-seven years ago, the Countess of Eyre had been unfaithful to her husband with Lord Greenshield, and the lady birthed her unwanted daughter in shame. After Catherine’s birth, she allowed her lover to dispose of the mewling infant; he, in turn, handed her over to the Royleses.

She smiled at the viscount as she contemplated mischief. There were so many ways she could exact a little revenge on the lady who had birthed her and cast her aside.

Her thoughts abruptly switched to Saint. The marquess had become quite dedicated to the Golden Pearl, and rather possessive of her. He would not be pleased if he caught her with another gentleman. However, Lord Sainthill was not her husband, and the opportunity for a little revenge against Lady Eyre proved to be too irresistible.

“You honor me, Madame Venna,” the handsome blond viscount murmured as she seated him to her right, unaware that his hostess despised him solely for the fact that they shared the same mother. “For years, I have heard other gentlemen speak of the Golden Pearl and its mistress with reverence in their voices. My only regret is that I waited so long for an introduction.”

“Well, I, for one, am pleased you have found your way to us, Lord Chandler. Gentlemen, you agree, no?” she asked her companions, her voice heavily accented and exotic.

Everyone around her concurred, but a few of her male companions were lacking in enthusiasm. The viscount was her new favorite, and they envied the gentleman’s position.

Anna approached Lord Chandler from behind. “Milord, your glass is empty. May I offer you more champagne?” She met Madame Venna’s gaze.

The viscount could not take his eyes off Madame Venna. He shifted in his seat and raised his glass without glancing at Anna. “Yes, thank you.”

Do you really want to do this?

Madame Venna saw the exasperation Anna did not bother to hide, but she chose to ignore it. After all, it was not every day that she could flirt with her half sibling as she contemplated his moral downfall. At the Golden Pearl there were endless possibilities, endless amusements.

She could even see to the matter herself. Lord Chandler might be her half brother, but she felt no kinship to him, not even an errant tingle. Since his blond hair was identical to hers, it was obvious that she had inherited some of her mother’s good looks.

Not that anyone would notice. This evening she was a brunette. Saucy plump curls bounced against her bare shoulders. As she smiled playfully at the viscount, she pondered the implications of bedding her half sibling. She was not worried about her soul.

Her adoptive mother used to tell her that she was born without one because God did not waste something as precious as a soul on bastards. When she was older she had tried to argue that all of mankind was born with sin, including the pious Mrs. Royles. She had been whipped for her cheek, but the punishment had been worth it. For the first time, young Catherine had not been afraid of the woman.

Unfortunately, the Royleses had other, crueler reprimands in store for the girl.

“You would enjoy a tour of my palace, no?” Madame Venna inquired, touching the viscount on the arm in an intimate manner.

“I would be delighted,” her quarry exclaimed, rising from his chair.

One of her regular patrons, Lord Kearns, made a soft disgruntled noise. The poor gentleman was doomed to eternal disappointment, she thought without any sympathy. In truth, she had little interest in participating in a tryst with any of her companions.

Testing her nerve, Madame Venna stood and accepted Lord Chandler’s hand. Anna had given up on her, knowing that her friend would do as she pleased. She had moved to the other side of the ballroom and was chatting with a red-haired gentleman.

Anticipation thrummed throughout Madame V’s body as she envisioned her real mother learning later of her son’s unnatural coupling with his half sister. If the gossip reached the ton’s ears, marriage-minded mothers would keep their daughters away from Lord Chandler and his twisted desires. Somehow it seemed appropriate that he, too, should bear the taint of their mother’s sinful nature.

“Madame Venna, is it true that you never remove your half-mask?”

“Oui,” she said, her pulse quickening as they left the ballroom. “Never.”

The viscount appeared to choke. He covered his mouth with his fist and coughed discreetly. “Not even in bed?”

“Perhaps, one night, you will see for yourself,” she purred, her hooded gaze full of unspoken promises.

Lord Chandler swallowed audibly. Before he could string his words together to form a response, Madame Venna was roughly grabbed from behind and spun about until she was facing a very intense-looking Lord Sainthill.

“Unfortunately, it will have to be another evening, gent,” the marquess said to Lord Chandler, while his gaze rested on her face. “Madame V has other plans for the evening.”

*   *   *

Lord Chandler did not linger after Saint’s high-handed dismissal. From a distance, he and Madame Venna observed as Anna introduced the viscount to Hattie. He was not precisely certain what he had interrupted, but he could tell from his companion’s expression that she was up to something.

Saint was convinced that he would not have approved of her plans.

“It was rude to chase him off.”

Madame Venna did not appear to be angry. In fact, he could have sworn there was a moment when she seemed relieved to see him. However, it was difficult to tell with her half-mask firmly in place.

“Chandler is a puppy.”

This evening she was attired in a silk dress the color of red wine. Her blond tresses were concealed under an attractive dark-haired wig, and the upper portion of her face was hidden by a multicolored mask that reminded him of butterfly wings. She had painted her lips to draw attention to them.

Had she intended to lure Lord Chandler into a dark corner for a kiss?

The thought was maddening.

Saint had almost throttled one of his closest friends over an incident that had occurred several years ago. He had no qualms about snapping Chandler’s fingers one by one.

“I would wager the man is as old as you,” she said, distracting him from his dark musings.

“I don’t care. The man is still a puppy, and he has no business speaking to you without his mother.”

Madame Venna gaped at him, and then she began to laugh. “Mon ami, it appears that even I have my limits. Come, let us find a quiet place and you can show me how much you have missed me.”


 

Chapter Nineteen

There were different times in Saint’s life when he juggled wenches as carelessly as apples. He never worried about bruising their tender feelings when he made a misstep. If one mistress found out about the other, and stomped off in a fit of temper, there was always another pretty miss to replace her. He loved his life, and no woman was worth drinking and brawling.

It was difficult to admit it, but Saint had been cruel to Madame Venna as well. Enraged over her rejection, had he not deliberately shagged most of the female residents of the Golden Pearl to hurt her? These women were more than flesh peddlers to the proprietress, they were her friends. He bedded them all to prove to himself and Madame Venna that she meant nothing to him. If he was honest with himself, his intention had been to hurt her as much as she had wounded him.

Concealing his dark thoughts, he smiled easily as Miss Deverall approached him, her arms full of wildflowers she had picked. Just when Madame Venna seemed willing to let him back into her life, he had started this relationship with Catherine. The passing weeks had deepened his affection and respect for the lady. Saint had told Lord Greenshield that his intentions were quite honorable, but now he was uncertain. Of late, he had been pondering her reaction if he tried to kiss her. Had she ever kissed a gent? She was such a shy little creature, Saint suspected he might be her first if he allowed their friendship to progress. With her father watching his natural daughter’s admirer from a distance, Saint was convinced a taste from her honeyed lips might be worth the risk of Greenshield’s wrath.

It was an unpleasant fact that he was juggling apples—uh, women—again, and this time he would prefer to sever his hand from his wrist than hurt either woman. Neither one of them deserved a gentleman with a conflicted heart. Unfortunately, he was a greedy, selfish man. He wanted both of them in his life.

“I am glad I joined you this afternoon,” Catherine admitted as he took her bouquet from her arms and helped her settle down beside him on the blanket he had shaken out on the ground while she hunted for her wildflowers.

She wore a green walking dress, the hue a few shades lighter than the tall grass near the water’s edge. Her gray eyes were as clear and guileless as the blue sky overhead. Saint was pleased he had thought to bring her here. The landscape was pleasing to admire, much like his companion.

Saint held his hand up to block the intensity of the afternoon sunlight. “I thought you were going to refuse me. Fortunately, most females cannot resist my charm.”

“Is that what you call it?” she teased.

His heart expanded with elation. Catherine was often guarded in his presence. Oh, it was apparent that she liked him. He had that effect on females. However, she clearly fretted over her speech and manners. His assurances to ease her mind often made things worse.

“Are you ready to talk about it?” he asked, recalling her earlier demeanor. Something or someone had upset her, and she refused to unburden herself to him.

Catherine reached out and plucked a purple flower from her collection, then proceeded to absently remove the leaves and petals. “I told you that I didn’t have any family.”

“On several occasions,” he replied, frowning as she reached for another hapless flower. “I recall telling you once that I understood. My father is dead, and my mother privately wishes that I was. Since I refuse to accommodate her, she pretends that I am not her son.”

She glanced up from her floral massacre. “It hurts you,” she said, her gray eyes full of understanding and something worse. Pity.

“I did not bring up my past to gain sympathy, Catherine,” he said mildly. “It was merely to demonstrate that I, too, am alone in this world. I understand some of what you are feeling.”

Catherine glanced down at the scattered petals and leaves on her skirt and bit her lip in consternation. “We have more in common than you know, my lord. I was not honest with you. I do have family. I just choose not to acknowledge any of them.”

“You speak of Lord Greenshield.”

Her jaw slackened and her lips parted at the name. “How did you know?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Your father warned me off.”

She seemed to flounder for the proper words to express her outrage. “How dare he? Lord Greenshield has no rights in who I see or wish to … to—” She seemed to gain control of her emotions. “When—when did he approach you?”

“Almost from the beginning,” Saint replied, admiring how Catherine was able to compose herself so quickly. Another lady would have surrendered to her tears. “You may not want a father, Catherine, but it was obvious that he feels a certain responsibility toward you.”

Her full lips pursed into a petulant, almost childish pout. “As I told his solicitor this afternoon, I am well past the age that I require a father, although his concern is merely a ruse. I believe he feels my presence in London threatens Lady Eyre and her legitimate children. Though the why of it, I cannot fathom. I have not even tried to approach the woman, nor shall I ever.”

Another wildflower was shredded by her fingers.

Lord Greenshield and the very married Countess of Eyre? Saint was impressed with the older man’s daring. “Lady Eyre is your mother?”

Catherine huffed. “So I have been often told.”

“It must have been quite a scandal for the time,” he said thoughtfully.

Her face hardened as if she refused to feel any sympathy for her parents’ awkward predicament. “I do not believe so. My mo—the woman who raised me told me that the countess concealed her delicate condition from everyone. With the assistance of a midwife, she rid me from her body and had a servant deliver me to Lord Greenshield. He sold me to the first family who would accept his gold.”

Her recounting of the events did cast her parents in a very unpleasant light. He was uncertain whether she would accept any comfort on a subject that still hurt her—yet perhaps from one of the few people who understood her anger. Capturing her hands with his, he spared another wretched flower from decapitation.

Catherine’s gray eyes filled with unshed tears.

His throat felt dry as he swallowed. “I offer no defense for your parents’ actions, since you were an innocent child cast aside. However, I am intimately acquainted with the polite society your parents belong to, and it can be rather harsh. I offer no defense for their actions, but they may have believed you would have been better off with another family.”

Catherine shuddered and gave him a brittle, watery smile. “They were wrong, my lord. And I shall never forgive them for it.”


 

Chapter Twenty

Saint’s gaze was indulgent as he discreetly observed Catherine listening attentively to the ongoing conversation taking place on the other side of the drawing room. She was surrounded by Sophia, Regan, Juliana, and Isabel. To his relief, the ladies were quite willing to take the newcomer under their collective wing.

Catherine had been reluctant to join him this evening. She had argued that the secret bastard daughter of Lord Greenshield would not be welcome in the house of Lord and Lady Sinclair, and she’d berated him for attempting to place her in a situation that would end with her humiliation.

Her tears were almost his undoing.

Saint might have yielded to her pleas if the evening had not been so important to him. Catherine was so adamant that she did not belong in his world. He wanted to prove her wrong, and give her a taste of the life she was rejecting by not accepting Lord Greenshield’s claim. It infuriated him because her rejection of the ton and its extravagant trappings, as she had once called them, was in itself a casual dismissal of his life.

Her opinion stung him more than he was willing to admit.

Saint had another reason for persuading her to join him at the Sinclairs’ house. He wanted to see her in the comfortable setting socializing with his friends. Well, all of them with the exception of Frost. Whether he wanted to admit it or not, Hunter’s days as a bachelor were numbered. There was a lady waiting for him. Frost, on the other hand, was staring at Catherine so intently that Saint was itching to punch him in the jaw.

“She’s lovely, Saint,” Reign said, handing him a glass of brandy. “You mentioned Greenshield was her sire. Who is the mother?”

Saint took a sip of his brandy and stared at her from over the rim of the glass. “Greenshield refuses to name the lady.”

“Married, most likely,” Dare said, his arm stretched across the chaise longue he was reclining on. He glanced over his shoulder to admire the women. “More to the point, not to Lord Greenshield.”

“He’s taking a risk,” Sin murmured. He smiled as his wife rejoined the ladies, her arms burdened with what appeared to be several dresses and accessories.

Regan stood to assist, her right hand splayed protectively over the gentle swell of her belly. Saint watched as Dare’s gaze softened with open pleasure and boundless love for his wife and unborn child. They were his friend’s future.

He was not the only one watching Regan. Her brother, Frost, was studying her, concern shadowing his expression. His sister had already lost one babe in the early months of her pregnancy. Frost had been the last to know, which did not sit well with their friend. The slight had not been intentional. At first, the couple had wanted to be certain that Regan was indeed pregnant. Later, there did not seem any point in worrying Frost. Dare was feeling guilty enough, believing he had failed Regan by not taking better care of her. Whether he liked it or not, Dare would not have to shoulder his concerns by himself.

“What has the ladies so excited?” Hunter asked, drawing the men’s attention away from the women.

“Earlier, Sophia and Juliana were discussing a visit to Vauxhall,” Reign said.

“No,” Dare and Frost said in unison.

Saint chuckled. “Fifty pounds the ladies get their way.”

Hunter raised a finger. “I— Oh, never mind,” he said, his brain catching up with his mouth.

“A fool’s wager” was Sin’s reply.

“Agreed.” Reign nodded at the dresses Regan and Isabel were holding up for Catherine to admire. “It appears we will have another lady to watch over.”

“How serious are you about Miss Deverall?” Hunter asked.

You can’t have her! Saint thought, his upper lip curling. He was about to warn his friend off until he noticed Hunter was grinning at him. Christ, he was such an arse. Thankfully, the others were too interested in the ladies as they debated over which costume Catherine should wear.

Feeling overwhelmed by the attention, she appealed silently to Saint. He shrugged and gave her an encouraging smile. She rolled her eyes and gave up on him.

“You’re smitten.”

Saint took his time responding to Hunter’s question. He took a sip of his brandy to hide his smile. “Of course. Though she’s skittish around gentlemen.”

“Who could blame her with the likes of you sniffing at her skirts,” quipped Vane.

Before Saint could respond, his gaze shifted to the activity across the room, and he froze with the edge of the glass touching his lips. His vision narrowed and the world slowed as Isabel took the half-mask decorated with white feathers and held it up to Catherine’s face.

Saint choked on the brandy filling his throat.

No.

It wasn’t possible.

Catherine immediately turned her face away, making some excuse to Isabel so her feelings were not injured. However, the damage was done.

How had she fooled him for so long?

The sound of breaking glass distracted Saint momentarily. Frost had dropped his empty glass. Their gazes abruptly locked. Saint assumed his friend was equally flabbergasted. He was not the only one who’d figured out that Catherine had a damn good reason not to accept Lord Greenshield’s claim.

Catherine was Madame Venna.

*   *   *

From the corner of her eye, Catherine watched Saint clap his hand on Lord Chillingworth’s shoulder. The two men left the room.

“Something amiss?” Juliana raised her voice so the gentlemen heard her from the other side of the long drawing room.

“Frost’s foxed,” her husband replied, shrugging apologetically.

Juliana seemed amused by her husband’s explanation. To her companions, she said, “That’s a relief. When I heard the glass shatter, I thought a fight was brewing.”

Relieved by the distraction, Catherine set the half-mask aside. “Why? I thought they were friends?”

Little did Juliana know that she was correct about the fight, but she had picked the wrong side of the drawing room. Catherine had not expected Isabel to hold the feathered half-mask to her face. She’d averted her face and took the mask from the startled woman’s hands. Thankfully, Saint and his friends were too distracted by the earl’s drunken antics to notice.

Juliana gave her a sympathetic look. Saint must have told her husband that she had no family. “Oh, they are. More like brothers than friends, really.”

“And like all brothers, they have disagreements,” Regan explained.

Sophia added, “Occasionally, they break furniture.”

Isabel scowled. “Not to mention their thick skulls.”

Juliana sighed. “Our gents earned their reputations honestly.” She noticed Catherine’s distress and patted her hand. “I know they can be intimidating, but they are good men. You do not have to worry about Saint—”

Catherine’s mouth went dry as she gazed at the ladies’ knowing expressions. “Oh, all of you are mistaken. Saint isn’t courting me. We are just friends.”

“I have known these men for most of my life,” Regan said, draping the dress she had been holding across the nearest chair. “And Juliana has been married to Sin for—?” She looked askance at the marchioness.

“Four years.”

“Four years,” Regan echoed. “And in all this time, not one of these men has ever brought a lady home to meet the family who did not end up getting leg-shackled to a Lord of Vice herself.”

“Dear heavens!” Catherine exclaimed, her knees giving out as she sank into the chair behind her.

*   *   *

He managed to drag Frost down the hall before the man blurted out his next incriminating words.

“Damn me, do you know who that woman is?”

“Yes,” Saint hissed, resisting the urge to stuff the nearby floral bouquet down his friend’s gullet to prevent him from speaking another damning word. “And the entire house will know it, too, if you do not lower your voice!”

Frost tossed back his head and laughed. “Oh, this is rich. Quite rich. Lord Greenshield’s bastard daughter is the proprietress of one of the most exclusive and notorious—”

“That is enough from you,” Saint growled.

Frost, naturally, was oblivious to his friend’s dangerous mood. “—brothels in all of London. We have to tell the others.”

Saint seized the earl by his coat and shoved him against the wall hard enough to make the nearby picture frames rattle. “Absolutely not. If you so much as hint of it, I will start with your tongue and work my way down.”

Three inches taller, Frost stared down his nose at Saint, his exotic turquoise-blue eyes shining as if there were a lamp in his hollow head. “My, my … you are not by chance threatening me? You might want to step back, my friend, and think twice before you raise your fist to me,” he said silkily. “The others won’t stop me from knocking you on your bloody arse.”

Saint grimaced and released his friend with a furious shove. He pivoted and scrubbed his face with his hands as he tried to collect his thoughts.

Catherine was Madame Venna. Madame Venna was Catherine.

Saint brought his fist to his mouth as he considered what to do next. He had no real desire to challenge Frost to a fight. Out of them all, the earl’s fists were the best in the sparring ring. Besides, Saint already felt like he had taken a punishing blow to his head. His brain could not seem to reconcile what had been right in front of him all along.

He jabbed a finger at Frost. “Not one word.”

The call for violence in the earl’s expression eased to something akin to pity. “You honestly didn’t know?”

Shaking his head, Saint sagged against the wall opposite Frost. “She has fooled everyone for years. How has she managed it?”

Frost calmly smoothed the wrinkles Saint had crushed into the front of his evening coat as he pondered the question. “It’s a remarkable ruse. Madame Venna uses half-masks and wigs like a player on stage. Even in an”—he discreetly cleared his throat—“intimate setting, the bedchamber is not well-lit and she never removes her mask.”

Saint glared at his friend, still resentful that Frost had bedded Madame Venna.

“Miss Deverall distances herself from the Golden Pearl so there is no reason for her life and Madame Venna’s to intersect. I suspect only a few people, if any, are aware that she lives two separate lives.”

“I’m to blame,” Saint said wearily.

“Really? How so?”

“I’m the one who found the piece of paper with Catherine’s name scrawled on it at the Golden Pearl. I thought she was some poor girl about to be sold to a brothel, and instead—”

“You became part of both of her worlds. Hmm…” Frost appeared thoughtful.

“What?”

“I wonder … beneath the lies and clever masks, which lady is real? Miss Deverall or Madame Venna?”

Both ladies felt damn real to Saint. He had hungered and lusted after Madame Venna to the point of madness, and Catherine ignited all his protective instincts. His feelings for both women were so muddled, he longed to punch something.

Saint eyed Frost, and considered it. He needed someone to knock some sense into him.

“Are you planning to tell Catherine that you know?” Frost quietly asked.

He exhaled noisily. “No,” he said, straightening. He was stalling, but soon he would have to return to the drawing room and face her.

The earl looked surprised. “No?”

“If I confront Catherine, she will merely shut me out of her life. Madame Venna, too.” Six years ago, he was punished for getting too close.

Clearly neither lady was comfortable with intimacy, nor the truth.

“You have the power to ruin her.”

Saint did not reply. He was quite aware that he could topple Madame Venna’s little kingdom and turn Lord Greenshield into a laughingstock for siring London’s most famous whore. Finally, he said, “I would not see her hurt because of me.”

“Then what do you want?”

“Honestly, I’m too angry to know what I want,” Saint admitted. “However, both Catherine and Madame V have amused themselves at my expense, and that doesn’t sit well with me.”

Understanding lit Frost’s gaze. “Do you require my assistance?”

“Your silence will suffice,” Saint replied tersely. “I will deal with Catherine and Madame Venna.”


 

Chapter Twenty-one

The evening had not been as unpleasant as Catherine had imagined. She had entered Lord and Lady Sinclair’s residence, uncertain what to expect. After all, she was planning to spend the evening with the Lords of Vice and their ladies. Over the years, her experiences with many of the unmarried members of Nox, combined with the tales her girls recounted of what transpired within their private club, led Catherine to believe that these gentleman could not be domesticated.

She had been wrong.

This had not been a gathering that rivaled one of the numerous private celebrations at the Golden Pearl. It had been a quiet affair, filled with laughter, debate, and genuine affection for one another. These people were a family. She had not expected to envy them for it.

“They surprised you, did they not?”

Catherine started at the Saint’s question. There had been little opportunity to speak with him after she had been introduced to Juliana, Regan, Sophia, and Isabel. A private smile curved her lips. The ladies had taken shy Catherine in hand and done their best to make her feel like she belonged. For a brief time, she had not been alone. It had been a novel experience.

“Yes, I did enjoy myself,” she confessed. “I like your friends, my lord.”

The interior of the coach was cloaked in darkness. Only the outside lamps had been lit. Even so, she could sense Saint’s tension and annoyance. It rolled off him like heat.

“The sentiment was returned. As we prepared to depart, the ladies seemed reluctant to leave you in my care. I believe they were concerned that I would ravish you in the carriage.”

A thrill of anticipation rippled up her spine. “Ridiculous,” she scoffed. Saint had been nothing but courteous to Catherine.

Seated opposite her, she heard him shift against the leather cushion. Perhaps he shrugged. “Well, my friends have known me for years.” He paused. “How long have you known me, Catherine?”

Her lips parted to offer a reply as her inner voice warned that he was speaking to Catherine and not Madame Venna. “Weeks” was her faint reply.

“Yes, weeks. So perhaps my friends were right to be concerned. You really do not know me at all,” he drawled.

Catherine shivered. If he had been any other man, she would have believed she was in danger. “Perhaps not. Nevertheless, you are an honorable gentleman. I—I trust you.”

Silence.

It was unlike him to be so quiet. It did not matter which guise she donned, Saint never had a problem with words. Had she offended him?

Finally, he muttered, “You’re cold. Why didn’t you tell me? Here.”

Soft whispers of fabric and the creak of leather could be heard as his coach clattered and rumbled its way to her residence. He leaned forward, and she mirrored his actions to accommodate him.

Catherine winced as her forehead glanced off his cheek. She inhaled sharply. “Forgive me. It is so dark—”

“Hush.” His evening coat settled over her shoulders like a blanket. “Warm enough?”

It would be warmer if you sat beside me. “Yes.” The residual heat from his body and his scent were familiar and comforting as she settled back into her seat. “Thank you.”

More silence.

She counted the beats of her pulse, which seemed to increase with each passing minute. It was maddening. If she were here as Madame Venna, she would not have been sitting so far away from Saint. A tête-à-tête in the middle of the night, polite discourse would have been unnecessary. There were other pleasurable ways to fill the silence. Regrettably, Catherine was a rather dull, well-mannered lady. She lived a quiet life on the outer fringes of the ton, and while her observations were beneficial to Madame Venna, she was a sexless creature.

So why was Saint with her?

It was a riddle neither Catherine nor Madame Venna could solve.

When the coach halted in front of her terraced house, regret and relief battled within her heart. She reached for his evening coat as she prepared to return it to him.

“Leave it on.”

The coachman opened the door, dividing her attention.

Saint pulled the fallen fabric over her bared shoulder. “I’ll collect my property after I escort you to the door.” To the coachman, he said, “Drive on. When you can turn the equipage about, return and I shall be ready.”

The coachman touched the brim of his hat. “Aye, milord.”

“Saint, I can manage on my own,” Catherine mildly protested. “It is but a short walk.” Regardless, she felt his firm grasp on her arm.

“Indulge me,” Saint said, nodding to the coachman as the servant handed him the small lantern.

“Tomorrow I will send a note to Lady Sinclair and thank her for the fine evening,” Catherine said when they reached the front steps.

“Juliana will appreciate your kindness,” he replied, his voice hinting that his thoughts were directed elsewhere. “If I ask you to join me and my friends again, then you will accept?”

“I would be honored.”

Saint raised the lantern while she reached into her reticule to retrieve her key. The few servants she had would be in their beds. With her late hours at the Golden Pearl, Catherine was too used to looking after herself in the evening.

“And yet you declined the ladies’ invitation to join them and their husbands at Vauxhall. Why is that?”

Catherine hesitated at the question. Recovering quickly, she went about unlocking the door. “On the contrary, I did accept. I just refused to attend the gathering in costume as they were insisting.” She turned the key within the lock enthusiastically, and opened the door.

“It is a masquerade, Catherine,” he said drily. “Everyone dons masks and behaves like an arse.”

Not expecting him to follow, she stepped into the narrow dark vestibule. She did not need his lantern to find her way. “There is a candelabrum … here. If I may use your lantern to light a candle—”

“What are you afraid of?”

“Nothing.” She pivoted, stiffened as she gasped. Saint was standing directly behind her. “It is not fear that compels me, but rather disinterest. I have little patience for silly games.”

Saint smiled, his teeth gleaming in the shadowed interior. “Such modesty.” He opened the tiny glass door of the lantern to give her access to the flame. “I have a feeling you would excel at them given the proper incentive.”

The hairs on the nape of her neck prickled, cautioning her to tread carefully. With an inscrutable expression, she leaned closer to the lamp so she could ignite her candle. “My dress may be elegant enough for a nobleman’s table and my manners pleasing, but I am an outsider to your world, Saint. I do not belong.”

“Wrong. You choose not to belong.”

“On this, we will forever disagree. What I am, Lord Sainthill, is living proof that Lord Greenshield was reckless at least once in his youth.” She straightened, and her level gaze met his. “The man paid strangers to make his mistake disappear. What troubles him is that I have returned to London, and cannot be bought off or intimidated.”

Catherine turned away. Returning to the candelabrum, she began lighting the remaining candles. She heard Saint’s soft sigh.

“You will never know what Greenshield truly wants until you speak to him.”

“I am content with my life, Saint.” The corners of her mouth curled upward into a sad smile. “A noble sire and nightly masquerades will not turn me into a proper lady suitable to be seen with a handsome marquess.”

She twisted the remaining candle back into its socket. “Your coachman will sure—”

Unbeknownst to her, Saint lowered the lantern to the floor. He seized her by the shoulders and roughly spun her around. “You think I do not care? That I am solely motivated by my own interests?”

Catherine was so startled by his angry outburst, she answered him honestly. “I cannot trust myself around you. When I am around you, all sound reasoning escapes me. Why are you here, Saint?” Her fingers dug into his upper arms as fiercely as he gripped hers. “I am an inferior companion for a man in your position, and there are others … other women who are clever enough to profit from such arrangements. If that is what you are seeking, you have been flattering the wrong woman.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing, Catherine?”

She flinched at the harsh manner in which he uttered her name.

“You find my attentions flattering?” He did not wait for an answer. “It is the first time you have admitted it. Do you think I introduce courtesans to my friends and their wives? I may not have tried to live up to my name, but even I am not that contemptible.”

“I never thought—”

He ruthlessly spoke over her explanation. “How could you when you spend all of our time together contemplating the reasons why we should stay away from each other.”

To her utter surprise and shame, tears blurred her vision. “I cannot afford to be reckless with my reputation.” Or heart. “You, however, like my father, can walk away whenever you like.”

He lowered his head until they were nose-to-nose. “I realize that you are a little thickheaded when it comes to your low opinion of noblemen, but I want you to heed my next words. I am not your father,” he said, enunciating the five words. “Cease speculating on my intentions and judge me on my actions.”

The tears were gone. Now she just wanted to scream at him in frustration. The man had a way with words. He could debate and cajole until she was spinning in circles. “What are you trying to say?”

Some of her confusion must have been visible on her face. Saint cupped her face gently in his hands and used his thumbs to smooth away strands of hair. “Sweet Catherine, have you lived such a sheltered life that you’ve never been courted by a man?”

Catherine glanced away, letting him believe she was overwhelmed, which wasn’t far from the truth. However, it was not shyness that ruled her actions. While she had managed to live a quiet life as Catherine, her mind and body had not been honored and protected as Saint believed. His assumptions about her character made her feel ashamed. At least, when she confronted him as Madame Venna, he knew she was a whore and a liar.

“What? Tears?” Saint pressed his lips to the tear sliding down her cheek. “I liked it better when you were flattered.”

Catherine sniffed. She shook her head and softly chuckled at her reaction. Saint was dangerous to her heart when he was tender. His kindness weakened her in ways that frightened her, and she had a bad habit of striking out at any threat. It was one of the many reasons why she had shut him out of her life six years ago.

“You cannot court me, Lord Sainthill.”

“Ah, so you were listening. I was not certain you were paying attention,” he teased, tugging playfully on her right earlobe. “And I can do anything I please, Miss Deverall.”

She shouldn’t have laughed. It would only encourage him. “Your coachman is waiting for you.”

His lips quirked as he fought not to grin. “I knew you were different. When I court a woman, she usually begs me to stay.”

“How awkward for you,” Catherine said with feigned sympathy. She turned him around and bent down to retrieve the lantern on the floor. “Now go before you wake the servants.”

“You’re a hard woman, Miss Deverall.”

For both their sakes, she prayed he was right. “Leave.” She offered him the lantern.

Saint groaned. Catherine smiled, enjoying his exaggerated reluctance. It would be too easy to believe he was the smitten gentleman and she was simply Catherine Deverall. He reached for the lantern, but his fingers wrapped around her forearm and pulled her against him.

Her bodice flat against his chest, she tipped her head back to speak. Saint was anticipating this telling action. His mouth covered hers as if they had practiced their embrace hundreds of times. Catherine savored the feel of his lips as his hot flesh pressed and rubbed possessively against hers. Good grief, the man knew how to kiss! Worried that she was going to douse them in hot lamp oil, she tightened her grip on the lantern.

Regret was in his gaze when he pulled away. “Your reputation.” Saint backed away.

Catherine nodded and offered him a weak smile. A part of her wanted him to stay even if it complicated her life in ways Saint could not fathom.

“Wait!” she called out as he opened the front door. “The lantern.”

He accepted the lantern she pressed into his hand, and caught her fingers before she could escape. “This is a courtship, Catherine Deverall.”

Stubborn man. “Lest you forget, Lord Sainthill. The lady has to be willing.”

“Oh, she’s willing, Miss Deverall,” he said, his gaze as intimate as a caress. “Sleep well and dream of me.”

He closed the door before she could deny it.

*   *   *

The coachman was waiting for him when he emerged from Catherine Deverall’s terrace house.

“Turned ye away, did she?” The man grinned as he opened the coach door for Saint. “Sharp, she is, this one.”

Saint merely grunted and handed him the lantern. The lady had certainly fooled him. He bowed his head as he entered the coach. “We have one more stop before we head home. The Golden Pearl.”

The coachman glanced back at the shut door. “Tied ye in knots, eh?”

“Nothing I cannot untangle on my own,” Saint replied smoothly, earning a gruff chuckle from the older man. He settled back into the leather seat cushion. The light fragrance Catherine had worn this evening teased his nose. “I only plan to tarry at the Golden Pearl long enough to deliver a message.”


 

Chapter Twenty-two

The transformation from Catherine Deverall to Madame Venna was relatively simple. No one on the street ever paid attention to the demurely attired woman with a veil obscuring her face who entered the Golden Pearl through the servants’ back entrance. The staff were used to her costumes and demands for secrecy. She certainly paid them well for their silence. Those who knew her only as Madame Venna thought she was eccentric, and the few who knew her as Catherine understood her need to escape the gilt cage she had built for herself.

“How bad is it?” Madame Venna asked, entering one of the private bedchambers used by her girls. Anna, Honoria, and Esther moved aside so she could examine the young woman reclining on the bed. “Oh, Mina.”

Her grip on the front of her skirt tightened as she sat down on the edge of the mattress. The blackguard had struck Mina several times in the face. The small cut and ugly swelling on her left cheekbone suggested he had been wearing a ring.

“Are you in much pain?”

The dark-haired woman shook her head. She pulled the damp cloth away from her jaw to reveal more bruising. “The cold compresses have helped,” she said, her eyes reminding Madame Venna of black glass beads.

“So has the laudanum,” Anna said, sitting on the opposite side of the bed. Her light motherly caress seemed to comfort Mina. The woman sagged against her and shuddered.

Honoria placed her hand on Madame Venna’s shoulder. “I will see if Cook has prepared that tray for our girl.” She quietly excused herself from the bedchamber.

Madame Venna was content to leave the coddling to Anna and the other women. She had a business to run and—if it was within her powers—a gentleman to castrate for his cruelty.

“Mina, who did this to you?” she demanded.

Abram had yet to appear. Madame Venna wondered if the steward had detained the man responsible. She wanted to look him in the eye before her men tore off his limbs and tossed him in the Thames.

It was the least the bastard deserved.

Unfortunately, such matters required a more delicate hand. The police were useless. If she brought charges against the man, the law was inclined to haul Mina before the magistrate instead of her wealthy abuser.

“Was it one of our regular patrons?”

“Not a regular,” Mina said, struggling to keep awake. “Though I have seen him wandering the main ballroom once or twice.”

“And the gentleman’s name?”

Mina grimaced. “Not sure if he ever offered it. When we went upstairs, he got down to business by tying his cravat over my mouth and then binding my arms and legs.”

Esther cleared her throat. “I spoke to him briefly in the ballroom. He introduced himself as an acquaintance of Lord Mulcaster’s. I believe that is how he gained entry into the Golden Pearl. His name was Halward. There was another gentleman at his side for a time. A Mr. Royles.”

Madame Venna’s throat went dry. “Young or old?”

The question seemed to fluster Esther. “I beg your pardon?”

“This Royles … was he an older man or someone younger. Mayhap a man in his midthirties?”

“Y-young. Thirties would be about right,” the woman stammered.

She and Anna exchanged knowing looks. “Damn him. And in my own house, too.” She leaned forward and kissed Mina on the forehead. She stood and noted her hands were trembling. “Did Royles join you and Halward in the bedchamber?”

“Not immediately.” Mina looked pale and fragile as she slid lower into the bedding. “I know I broke the rules by allowing two strangers into the room with me. But this Halward claimed to know Mulcaster and Royles—”

“Yes.”

“Well, Mr. Royles … he said that he knew you quite well,” Mina confessed. “I’m usually not so foolish, but I did not think there was any danger.”

She was partially to blame for Mina’s ordeal, Madame Venna thought. Instead of spending the evening at the Golden Pearl, she had been sitting at Lord and Lady Sinclair’s dining table, claiming for a few hours that she belonged. Juliana, Sophia, Isabel, and Regan would be appalled if they ever learned that they’d shared the same air with a notorious brothel owner.

“I beg your forgiveness, Madame.”

Mina’s weak voice distracted Madame Venna from her thoughts. “You have it, though it is unnecessary. The harsh lesson Halward delivered will suffice.”

She was not quite certain who Halward was, but Mulcaster might provide her with an answer. “Rest, Mina.” She glanced up and that noticed Honoria had returned with a tray. “Excellent. Make certain she drinks some of that hot broth before she sleeps.”

“Yes, Madame.”

She was not surprised when Anna followed her into the passageway.

“How did Royles gain entry into the Golden Pearl?” Madame Venna demanded, her slender body vibrating with suppressed fury.

“Abram and his men would have never let any man with that name enter. He must have given another name at the door,” Anna said, frowning with concern.

“Or someone was bribed.” She held up her hand to halt her friend’s protest. “Every man has his price, and not everyone’s weakness is money. However, you are probably correct. Royles did not reveal his true name.”

She’d already paid off the father. Perhaps the son had decided he deserved compensation as well. The only thing that man deserved was a sharp blade in his belly.

“Madame V?”

She looked past Anna’s shoulder to see Abram’s hurried approach. “Tell me you have them.”

His face was shiny with sweat as if he had been running up and down the stairs. “I have failed you, Madame. These men who hurt our girl … they disappeared into the night. Hours passed before someone thought to check on Mina.”

One evening away from the Golden Pearl, and everything had unraveled. “I do not blame you, Abram. You cannot watch everyone. However, I want to know how these men were able to stroll into my house and walk away without alerting the guards. Find me the fool who admitted them. And if you cannot bring me the man, I’ll settle for just his head.”

“Very good, Madame.” Abram bowed low. “I will see to this task personally.”

Her pace was slower than her servant’s as she headed for the stairs. “Anna, summon the girls and staff for a meeting. Have Esther provide descriptions of Royles and Halward. Any gentleman who fits their descriptions will be discreetly pulled aside until his identity can be confirmed. Remind everyone of the house rules. If anyone complains, I want to know about it.”

“You do not have to worry. I will take care of everything.” Anna lifted the hem of her skirt to keep up with her employer. She reached out and grabbed Madame Venna by the arm to keep her from descending the stairs. “My dear friend, you are not to blame for the attack on Mina. You could have been here, and the outcome would have been the same.”

“Perhaps,” she conceded, though it did little to cool her anger and guilt. “Regardless, this is my house. The blame is still mine to bear.” She did not need the police to deal with miscreants.

“One more thing. Lord Sainthill—”

A frisson of unease rippled underneath her skin. “What of the marquess?”

“Lord Sainthill was here.” She took a deep breath, since she was quite aware that Catherine had spent the evening with Saint. “He asked to speak with you.”

Madame Venna muttered a curse as her knees gave out. She winced as her backside landed inelegantly on the top step of the staircase. The scoundrel must have driven straight to the Golden Pearl after he had kissed her good night. “Well, that’s just grand. I knew this courtship was doomed.”

*   *   *

“You devilish fellow. Come drink with us,” Frost said, kicking the empty chair in Saint’s direction.

He had come to Nox for companionship, only to discover that just Hunter and Frost were drinking downstairs in the public portion of the gaming hell.

Frost picked up the bottle of wine on the table and poured him a drink. “Sit and share with Hunter and I your drive home with the fair and quite deceitful Catherine Deverall. Do not spare the details. The more depraved, the more I will be impressed.”

Saint scowled at his cheerful friend. “Exactly what part of not a word to the others did you not understand, Frost?” he asked, sitting down at the table.

Hunter eyed both of his friends with mild curiosity. “What the hell are you two babbling about?”

Whether it was due to the bottles of wine he had consumed or unrepentant wickedness, Frost was eager to reply, “The lovely Miss Deverall.”

“Hold your tongue, gent.” Nothing short of violence was going to silence the earl.

He waved Saint’s warning away as if it were a foul smell. “Bah, it is miraculous that no one has deduced the truth before now.” Frost brought his fist up to his lips to stifle a soft belch. “Of course, both Saint and I have pleasured ourselves between the woman’s soft inviting thighs. Who but a lover would not see through her crafty guises?”

Hunter’s expression of disbelief was comical. Saint would have laughed if he had not been a player in Frost’s amusing little tale. Noting Saint’s thunderous expression, His Grace leaned forward to ensure that their conversation was private. “You are both bedding Miss Deverall. Why am I not surprised? No, wait—I assume from Sainthill’s sullen expression that he was not aware of the lady’s duplicitous love play.”

Saint glared at Hunter. “Show some respect. I have not bedded Miss Deverall.”

Granted, he was not opposed to the notion or the deed, but the facts were muddled enough without his friend making assumptions.

Frost sipped his wine. “Nor have I.”

Hunter threaded his fingers through his dark hair. “Neither one of you is making any sense.”

Frost gave him a bemused, lopsided grin. “Of course we are.”

Before Hunter could reply, one of Madame Venna’s girls approached the table. It suddenly occurred to Saint that the women had probably been reporting back to their mistress, telling her their observations of his activities and those of his friends. Their intimate conversations. Outraged, he glanced at Frost, but he was not looking at him. Knowing Frost, his friend had already come to the same conclusion and did not care. Very few details escaped the man. Instead, the earl’s gaze was lingering on the woman’s generous breasts, spilling out of her bodice, while his hand rubbed her backside.

“Well, gents, it appears you could use a few more bottles,” the woman said, though her gaze had not left Frost’s face. “Berus has been detained so he sent me over to see to your needs personally.”

Her name was Judith. Saint recalled that he once had won a wager from Frost with the woman’s assistance. There might have been an occasion or two when he had enjoyed the wench’s wares himself. Had Judith told her mistress about it? He closed his eyes and groaned. Of course she had. Madame Venna knew every naughty detail.

“Leave us,” Saint said, not bothering to open his eyes.

“There is no need to be rude, gent,” Frost said, his cheerful demeanor as stinging as lemon juice on Saint’s raw temper. “I’m more than willing to share. A fact that you are very well aware of.”

Saint did not recall lunging for Frost. One minute he was sitting in his chair, and the next he was straddling his friend and the overturned chair while he tried to strangle the man. It took Hunter and two other men to pry his fingers from Frost’s throat.

Frost sat on the floor, grinning up at Saint. “Lost your head, gent? Or maybe your troubles are slightly lower?”

“You have a death wish, my friend,” he said, struggling against the hands that were holding him in place. “Keep talking and I will grant your release from the burdens of this world with pleasure.”

“What are you two arguing about?” Vane growled in Saint’s ear. It was then that Saint noticed that Vane and Dare were the ones wrinkling his evening coat.

“In their cups, all three of them,” Dare said as he moved over to Frost to help the man stand.

“I’m not drunk,” Saint snapped. “Before I took my first sip, our good friend started baiting me.”

He did not bother trying to comprehend the why of it. Mischief was a part of his friend like the color of his eyes. Most of the time, he was highly amused by Frost and his double-edged words. But not this evening. Not ever, when it concerned her. This was what love did to a man. It made him so crazed, he was willing to strike down his closest friends for the slightest insult.

Hunter decided an explanation was in order. “We were discussing—”

“Enough,” Saint warned and shifted his body as he prepared to silence his friend if Frost told the truth.

“An old disagreement,” Frost said, standing but not quite so steady on his feet. Judith slipped under his arm to help him keep his balance. “Definitely not worth spilling wine over, let alone blood. More important, mine. So there is not much point in bloodying Hunter’s nose when the gent can’t appreciate the finer details of our discussion.”

Hunter’s gaze switched from Frost’s sly, mildly inebriated expression to Saint’s undisguised rage. “Right. No point bloodying my nose,” he echoed the earl’s words.

Saint was relieved that Hunter was reluctant to air their business to all and sundry. “Are Reign and Sin joining us later?”

Vane released his grip on Saint’s arm and smoothed away the wrinkles. “No. They remained at the opera house with the ladies. We volunteered to find you.”

“Why? Has something happened?”

Vane looked at Dare as if seeking his support. “Dare thought you might want to know there is trouble brewing at the theater.”

Frost laughed. “Rather typical of you married gents. I thought your ladies had cured you of public fighting.”

“Not us,” Dare said, his eyebrows dropping low, a sign that he was serious as his gaze locked on Saint’s. “Your favorite madame.”

“Why would you—” Of course, his friends knew that he had an affection for the woman. His friends were aware of the time he spent at the Golden Pearl. He mentally shoved his surprise aside and walked over to Judith. “Why is your mistress at the opera house?” When her lips parted, he added, “The truth.”

For once, Judith was not pleased to have the Lords of Vice’s attention. “It’s for Mina. She was attacked and beaten by two men last evening. One of them claimed to have a connection to Lord Mulcaster. When Madame V learned that Mulcaster would be attending the theater, she decided—”

Saint vehemently cursed.

“She only intends to confront him. Nothing more,” Judith hastily added, just in case something tragic did happen to the man.

Madame V was protective of her girls and the Golden Pearl. If Mulcaster was foolish enough to cross her, then the stubborn woman was going to deal with the matter herself.

“Madame Venna has been good to Nox and the Lords of Vice,” Hunter reminded them all. “If you were worried about her, why didn’t one of you interfere?”

Frost tossed his head back and laughed. “How very awkward for you all,” he said to Vane and Dare. “Hunter, our dear friends are as impotent as a gout-ridden ninety-year-old vicar.”

“I would not have chosen those exact words, but, yes, Frost is essentially correct,” Vane said grimly.

Hunter smirked. “I disagree. The only muscle Mulcaster works on a weekly basis is the flesh between his legs. My beloved grandmother could knock the wind out of him, if she were still with us.”

Even if his friend was too drunk to understand, Saint knew exactly why the other men didn’t interfere. “It has nothing to do with strength. It’s the commitments they’ve made to their ladies that stay their fists.” He nodded at Dare. “Defending the honor of a whore would be a public declaration to the ton that they were well acquainted with the despoiled beauty. While I suspect the ladies are not ignorant of your pasts, none of them deserves the public humiliation.”

“Then you do understand,” Dare murmured.

“I do.” Saint was not pleased, but if he had been in the same situation, he would have done the same thing.

“That’s why Dare and I have come for you. Actually, any one of you would suffice since you three are unmarried,” Vane admitted, but he was staring at Saint. “Mulcaster has the advantage, because no one will support our dear friend publicly.”

“Mulcaster is a bully,” Dare spat. “Hurting women is cowardly.”

“I’ll go,” Hunter said.

Frost nuzzled Judith’s ear. “Count me in, as well.”

Saint was not surprised that Hunter and Frost would volunteer. Despite Frost’s behavior this evening, both were decent, honorable men and worthy seconds in a duel. “If all seven of us are present, it will appear that we are provoking an unfair fight with Mulcaster.”

Dare shrugged. “It won’t be the first time we’ve been tossed out of the theater.”

“Are you mad? Do you want your pregnant wife in the middle of a bloody fight?” Vane asked.

Dare’s face paled. “Christ, no!”

Regan might be a lady, but she was Frost’s younger sister. The woman was fearless.

“There is no reason for the ladies to know anything about this.” Saint clapped Vane on the back, grateful the men had cared enough to warn him. “And for that reason, it is best that I meet with Madame Venna alone. Perhaps I can persuade her from denouncing Mulcaster in public.”

“We tried to talk her out of it,” Judith confessed, her provocative demeanor absent for once. “But she would not listen to any of us.”

“She will listen to me,” Saint said, praying he was speaking the truth.


 

Chapter Twenty-three

Madame Venna was in no mood to be pleasant or reasonable.

And both were required of her as she sat in a small private theater box and waited for Lord Mulcaster to present her with an opportunity to confront him. For the moment, he was flirting with Lady Gredell and her companions. It was a pity the countess was not in the trade. Madame Venna could have made her a rich woman. Instead, if the rumors were true, the lady gave her favors away for free.

Her attention returned to Lord Mulcaster. Would he come to her? she wondered. He was aware of her presence. The man was definitely arrogant enough to pay his respects, uncaring that he had sent that animal Halward into her house. And Royles. She had not forgotten about him.

She rarely attended the theater. While courtesans used their private theater boxes to court new protectors, she had the Golden Pearl. It was her nightly theater, and it was just as majestic as this one. One could find elaborate costumes, beautiful ladies, and performances. The only difference was that her players used bedchambers instead of the stage. Even wearing a half-mask and jewelry that rivaled most duchesses’, Madame Venna discovered that her colorful lavishness fit the surroundings rather nicely.

Except there was an unseen line that few were willing to cross where she was concerned. While the masses mingled below, the ton ruled above them. It surprised her how many faces she recognized. Naturally, the majority of them were gentlemen: fresh young faces, the debauched, and those past their prime. Her pleasure house serviced them all. Women, too, though most did not flaunt their carnal appetites.

With dismay, she noted that Saint’s friends were in attendance this evening. She had felt the discreet scrutiny from several of the Lords of Vice, but sensed only mild curiosity from the ladies. Oh, she was not concerned that any of them might recognize Catherine beneath Madame Venna’s silken guise. She had been careful to keep her two lives separate. Only Saint had met both women, and she was confident he would never bring the proprietress of the Golden Pearl to the Sinclairs’ town house.

Just as she knew she would not be welcomed if she approached the Sinclairs’ private box. Regan, Isabel, Juliana, and Sophia were prized jewels for the married Lords of Vice, and the men guarded them, knowing their worth. In many ways, Sin, Vane, Dare, and Reign were also living dual lives, but theirs represented the past and the present. These men once had walked proudly in her world, had taken their pleasure with her girls, but now their loyalty was pledged to their ladies, and rightly so. She did not begrudge them their happiness. Not everything was about profit.

“My dear Madame Venna, what an unexpected delight to see you.”

At the threshold of her private box stood Lord Ravenshaw and his brother. She cast a side-glance in the direction where Lord and Lady Rainecourt were seated. It was only recently that she had learned of Sophia’s connection to these gentlemen.

“Comte de Ravenshaw and Monsieur Northam.” Madame Venna regally inclined her head as she extended her hand. “Welcome. I proclaim the bravest men in all of London this evening, no?”

With an engaging grin splitting his handsome face, Lord Ravenshaw eagerly came forward. As she greeted each man in turn, she knew that she was being observed but did not care. Exotic creatures were used to the stares. Besides, there were worse ways to spend an evening while she waited for Lord Mulcaster.

*   *   *

Saint made his way to Sin’s private theater box. Vane and Dare had traveled together, and had arrived fifteen minutes earlier. They were waiting in the narrow passageway near the curtained entrance to the box.

“Where is she?” he asked Vane, sounding slightly winded from his harried pace. “Has she confronted Mulcaster?”

Dare was the first to reply. “She would have to wade through a sea of admirers to reach Mulcaster.”

“Or Madame V is waiting for him to come to her,” Vane said.

It took a few seconds for Dare’s words to sink in. “What admirers?”

The marquess parted the closed drapery with his hand. “See for yourself.”

Saint walked through the opening and crossed the tiny narrow antechamber to another set of crimson curtains. Through the slit he made with two fingers, he could see Reign’s broad shoulders. He shifted his stance to widen the gap in the curtain and noted that Sin was seated beside Reign; the four ladies were seated in front of them.

“You’re not going to see anything from here,” murmured Dare as he parted the drapery and passed through.

“I do not want to draw attention to my arrival,” Saint replied.

Unfortunately, nothing had seemed to go according to plan since he’d figured out that the two women who aroused all his senses were one and the same. Sin and Reign turned their heads at the soft noise. Recognition and affection flashed across his friends’ faces as Dare, Saint, and Vane entered the theater box. The ladies’ gazes switched from the stage below to the activity behind them. Having done their duty, Vane and Dare went to their wives. Saint did not know what excuse his friends had offered to assuage the ladies’ curiosity, but he was certain they had lied.

Instead of joining the couples, he remained where he was in the shadows. Sin murmured to Reign, then left his seat to speak with Saint.

“Where is she?” he said tersely.

Sin yawned and rubbed his jaw. “Lower tier … slightly to the left of us.” He paused. “Did Frost and Hunter join you?”

Saint took a few steps to the right and peered. There. Madame Venna sat in the center of her private theater box looking like a resplendent butterfly in her jonquil satin dress. Even from this distance her beauty called to him, and the power she had over him was infuriating. What also was annoying was the small detail that Dare was telling the truth. She was not alone. He counted five gentlemen crowding around her, one of whom happened to be Reign’s brother-in-law Ravenshaw. That news probably was not sitting too well with his friend.

Recalling that Sin was expecting an answer to his question, he said, “No, it seemed best to leave them at Nox. The Lords of Vice have damnable luck when it comes to this theater.”

The marquess’s eyes sharpened on Saint’s face. “Reign and I—all of us want to help Madame Venna. It is the reason why we sent for you. Our”—he cleared his throat—“business arrangement with her has been profitable for all of us. Even so, there is one condition. The ladies are not to be involved. In fact, for all of our sakes, I would appreciate it if our names are not connected to Madame V or the Golden Pearl in front of our wives.”

Considering Sin’s reputation with the ladies, most would be astounded to learn that he was faithful to Juliana. The temptations of his friend’s former life never vanished, but the man, as well as Dare, Vane, and Reign, had changed. When a Lord of Vice committed himself to his lady, that bond was pure and irrevocable. Unfortunately, Nox was still a part of all of their lives. They had become dealers in all sorts of intriguing vices, and there was an unsavory side to their business ventures that might trouble the ladies. Some discussions were avoided at all costs.

“It is another reason why I did not bother bringing Frost along,” Saint muttered, still furious that Frost was planning to tell Hunter the truth about Catherine and Madame Venna. “The gent cannot seem to keep his mouth shut.”

Too observant for his own good, Sin’s hazel gaze narrowed on Saint’s face. “More trouble?”

“Nothing I can’t handle.” Permanently, if Frost persisted in provoking him. “Has Mulcaster approached Madame V?”

The marquess shook his head. “Not yet.” He tipped his head toward the other private boxes. “Our good friend has been distracted by all the attention she has stirred with this outing.”

Saint gritted his teeth when he noted that the bounder Fothergill had positioned himself so he could look down the woman’s bodice. “I will kill him,” he muttered.

“Who?”

He grimaced, realizing he had spoken the words aloud. “No one. I was just thinking out loud.”

Sin appeared unconvinced. “That kind of thinking usually ends in dawn appointments. What is wrong with you?”

How could he tell Sin that Madame Venna had made fools of them all? Or that he had fallen hard for the devious vixen and her delicate, shy counterpart? His feelings were too dark and volatile to be love. A part of him did not know how he felt about Madame Venna’s deception. Was she merely playing games with the ton, or was there a sinister purpose for her dual lives? Until he had answers, he was content to keep her secrets.

“Nothing is wrong,” he replied. “Like you and the others, I am just concerned. I have never trusted Mulcaster. The notion that he sent two men into the Golden Pearl and one of the girls was abused and beaten—”

“Hold.” Forgetting the need for discretion, Sin grabbed Saint by the coat sleeve and pushed him farther into the shadows. “I sensed something was off when Madame V appeared this evening. What does Mulcaster have to do with this? Who were these men? Who was hurt?”

“It’s a long story,” he replied, lowering his voice because Juliana glanced at them. She raised her hand and smiled. Saint returned the gesture. “See here … I have no time for this. Dare and Vane can give you the details, but I have to go to her.”

From the corner of his eye, Saint saw that another admirer had entered Madame V’s private box. It was Lord Greenshield. Christ, what a tangle!

“Forget Mulcaster. We have bigger problems.”

Saint shook off Sin’s grip and ran.

*   *   *

Madame Venna rubbed the small hollow behind her left ear, where her skin prickled as if the temperature in the air had changed. It was ridiculous; really, the theater was as hot as hellfire.

“Madame Venna?”

Seated between Lord Ravenshaw and Lord Golland, she had to twist in her seat to greet the latest visitor who had come to pay respects. With all the attention she was receiving, she was reconsidering her opinion on patronizing the opera house.

Behind a half-mask of hand-painted porcelain that fit the contours of her face as snugly as her own skin, her welcoming smile tightened as she recognized the approaching gentleman.

“Oui, have we met before, monsieur?” she said lightly, her cheeks hurting from the effort it took to maintain her polite smile. Madame Venna briefly wondered if her cheeks were as pale as the delicate porcelain that concealed half her face.

Although she had never been introduced to the man, she would recognize him anywhere. She saw those gold-flecked light gray eyes every time she gazed into a mirror. Benedict Notfeld, Earl of Greenshield. Her long-lost father. Well, he was never truly lost. She had been the one cast aside.

Unsmiling, the fifty-year-old earl’s gaze swept across the private box, noting the face of every gentleman. He did not seem pleased with her companions, even though it was none of his business. She wondered what had brought this stiff-lipped, disapproving gentleman to seek an audience with the notorious Madame V.

“If I may, I wish a private audience with you.”

She glanced up at Lord Fothergill, who appeared to be amusing himself by staring down her bodice. Shame … shame. “Forgive me, monsieur, but I must insist on knowing the name of the man seeking this audience.”

Lord Greenshield grimaced. Whether it was discomfort or pain, she did not know. “My name—I am Lord Greenshield. Now, if you will please indulge me and come with me…”

“Greenshield, you cannot just burst in and steal our favorite lady away from us,” Lord Ravenshaw said, gaining an approving nod from his brother and a few grumbles of agreement from her companions. “We were here first.”

Her hands parted in a soothing gesture. “Now, now … messieurs. Please.” Her expression was contemplative as she studied the man who had sired her. “Have you come to ask me to leave?”

The earl seemed startled by the question. “Why, no, why should I? I do not have such authority.” The severity in his expression lessened. “Please. A moment of your time. Then I will take my leave.”

He extended his elbow as if he expected her to acquiesce.

Catherine had rejected all overtures by Lord Greenshield’s solicitor, and Madame Venna was equally wary of the gentleman. Why was it so important to see her? He had never ventured into the Golden Pearl, and a few inquiries had revealed that the earl lived a quiet life. He had never married. If he kept a mistress or two, he was discreet about his conquests.

She could feel the curious and amused stares of the noblemen around her. In light of her reputation, they had already concluded that Lord Greenshield was preparing to make a private offer. It was a revolting notion, even if he was unaware that he was her sire.

Whatever his purpose, she sensed that she would not get rid of him unless she granted him an audience. “Very well,” she said, ignoring the grumblings and objections from her admirers. “Don’t fret. I shall return.”

Madame Venna placed her hand lightly on the earl’s arm, and together they exited the box. “Is this private enough for you, monsieur le comte?” she asked, thickening her accent to a low sensual purr.

Astoundingly, Lord Greenshield’s expression darkened and became even grimmer. “I did not come for that.”

“Are you certain?” She coquettishly arched her right eyebrow. Her stomach rebelled, but this was not the first time she had been faced with doing something distasteful. “Do not be shy. There is little you can say that will shock me.”

Lord Greenshield audibly inhaled and exhaled the air through his parted lips. He stared down at her, meeting her polite gaze unflinchingly. “Forgive me, but I could not think of any other way. I need to speak with you, Catherine.”


 

Chapter Twenty-four

“Wait! You don’t understand.”

Saint’s head came up. The desperate masculine plea echoed from the landing above as he dashed up the stairs. Lord Greenshield. It appeared he was not the only one who had figured out that Madame Venna was Catherine Deverall. If he thought to corner his stubborn daughter, he had sorely underestimated her displeasure.

Right or left, he frantically wondered when he reached the top of the staircase. Madame Venna solved his problem by colliding with him. With her skirt raised, her ankles exposed, and her chin touching her shoulder as she glanced back at her unacknowledged sire, she would have lost her footing and fallen down the stairs if Saint had not been there to catch her.

“Let me go!” she said, blindly struggling in Saint’s arms.

“It’s me,” he murmured into her hair. “You’re safe. No harm will be done.”

“I have to leave this place. Now.” She pounded her fists on his chest. “Now!” She started down the staircase, dragging him with her because he was not prepared to let her go.

Madame Venna was too upset to make much sense, and Saint preferred to speak to her without an audience. She moaned like a wounded animal when Lord Greenshield reached the balustrade and peered over.

“Ca—Madame Venna,” he panted, looking harried and disheveled from his pursuit. “Please. There is no reason—”

Saint caught her by the waist as she recklessly pivoted on the step.

“I have every reason. A dozen reasons!” she spat, oblivious to her precarious perch. Her slender body trembled with rage. “You have nothing I want. You are nothing to me!”

“My God.” The earl was taken aback by her hatred. His gaze had a moist glassy cast to it as he stared down at Madame Venna and Saint.

“Do not approach me again. If you persist, I will ruin you.” She turned in Saint’s arms and pressed her face into his shoulder. “Get me out of here,” she whispered, a soft choking request as she shuddered.

Saint looked up at Greenshield. Their gazes locked for a moment. Madame Venna’s outburst had shaken the earl. He clearly had not expected to be despised by his daughter.

“Go,” he gruffly ordered Saint. “Leave before the gossips get wind of this.” He did not wait for a response. Lord Greenshield slowly turned and walked away.

“Come on.” Saint shook her gently to get her attention. “I’ll take you home.”

Madame Venna brought the back of her glove to her nose and sniffled. Taking the hint, he reached into his evening coat and withdrew a handkerchief. “Here. Tidy your face while I get us out of here.”

Saint would not be returning to Sin’s private theater box. When Madame Venna did not return to hers, his friends would assume the couple had departed together.

“What did Greenshield say to upset you?”

She abruptly halted and gaped at him. “How do you know Lord Greenshield?”

Her suspicious nature angered him, but she wasn’t the only one lying. “Not all of my evenings are spent at the Golden Pearl,” he said, infusing enough exasperation into his voice and expression to silence her.

“Of course.” She used the handkerchief to dab at her face as they continued down the stairs.

Saint kept his arm around her waist. He did not trust her, but she was obviously distressed about her encounter with the earl. There was no point in questioning her until she calmed down.

Once they reached the main passageway, they encountered more and more people. A beautiful woman wearing a half-mask was bound to draw stares. The fact that he had his arm around her engendered many reactions from the other patrons, from amusement to disapproval. Saint did not give a damn what anyone thought.

They reached the main hall without incident. The battle-ready tension in his shoulders started to ease, so he did not argue when she pulled away. His possessive embrace was drawing as much attention as her costume. If she tried to run from him, he could catch up to her quickly.

Saint thought he heard his name, and turned to see Vane and Hunter at the top of the grand staircase. He raised his hand to acknowledge his friends, and belatedly realized she was walking toward the door without him. “Madame V. Tarry a moment and I will find my coachman—”

Lord Mulcaster was approaching Madame Venna.

“My dear Madame,” the gentleman drawled. “The night is still early. If opera bores you, perhaps I can provide you with another amusement.”

Madame V stopped, turning at the sound of Mulcaster’s voice. Her body was stiff with righteous fury. “You,” she said, her accented voice carried in the large hall and calling attention to them all. “The only thing that will amuse me is having your head—”

It was time to leave.

Immediately.

Before she could finish her threat, Saint rushed toward her. As he reached her, he leaned low enough for his shoulder to collide with her waist. Her body folded over his shoulder quite nicely.

Madame Venna was so startled and appalled by his high-handedness, she forgot to lace her voice with an accent. Saint whirled around and touched his fingers to his forehead in a mock salute to Vane. His friend was laughing so hard he could barely stand.

“Put me down!” she yelled, struggling to free herself.

Witnesses to the spectacle pointed and laughed. Mulcaster kept his distance, but he did not look pleased by Saint’s interruption.

He carried her out of the opera house as if she were a grain sack, and hurried into the night as he searched for his coach. If he was lucky, Madame V would not geld him with one of her furious kicks.

*   *   *

“Damn you, Sainthill!”

The man had abducted her. Madame Venna cursed him and the generations that came before him. Breathing heavily, she twisted her body in an attempt to unbalance his gait.

“Quit squirming.” He gave her a hard slap on the buttocks. “You will only hurt yourself if I drop you.”

She gulped in fresh air as he weaved in between coaches and carriages in search of his own. “You … are mad!” she said, deliberately thickening her accent as her brain began working again.

“No, you are, Madame,” he said, not even sounding breathless from his exertions. “I first encounter you arguing with Lord Greenshield. Do you care to tell me what it was about?”

Madame Venna could just imagine how Saint would react when learning that the earl was her father. He would assume Catherine was her sister. She groaned as more pins fell from her hair, freeing the heavy length. “I do not wish to discuss Lord Greenshield.”

“Very well. Then let us move on to your very unladylike reaction to Mulcaster.” He made a soft chiding sound, conveying his disappointment in her. “I rescued you from a very public altercation in a theater. It wasn’t very clever of you.”

Just thinking about Mulcaster made her want to kick something. If she could not have the earl, she was willing to settle on a brutish marquess. She cursed him when he avoided her foot.

He chuckled. “Did I mention that foulmouthed wenches arouse me?”

“Damn your stubbornness! Put me down, Sainthill,” she shouted at him. “Or—”

“Or what?” Saint suddenly halted, and a wave of dizziness silenced her as her feet touched cobblestone. He never gave her a chance to recover. Madame Venna gasped as he pulled her into his arms. Fighting him was pointless. His mouth roughly sealed hers, his lips devouring her until her lungs were starving for air. Just when she began to struggle in earnest he released her lips with a wet smack.

“Curse me, and I’ll kiss you again,” he said, his fingers like an iron shackle around her wrist. It wasn’t much of a threat, but he had managed to silence her, after all.

He dragged her across the street to a waiting coach.

“That’s no way to tame a fiery wench, milord,” the coachman said. The laughter in his voice revealed he had witnessed His Lordship’s rough handling and their kiss.

Saint gestured for the coachman to remain on his perch. He opened the coach door himself. “Some wenches need a firm hand.”

His large hand landed on her backside, and she cried out in surprise. She tugged her hand away and slapped him on the arm.

“If your hand falls again, I will not be responsible for my actions, Marquis de Sainthill!” she said, meaning every word.

Neither the marquess nor his servant seemed to take her threat seriously.

The servant nodded approvingly. “I like this one better than the last one. Are you keeping her?”

What last one? Madame Venna wanted to ask, but she bit her tongue. Tottering to keep her balance, she blew an annoying strand of hair from her face. “No one is keeping me, my good man.” With as much dignity as she could muster considering her disheveled condition, she said to Saint, “Take me to the Golden Pearl, or I shall find the way on my own.”

The coachman peered at her, squinting in disbelief. “That’s no place for a lady, miss. A palace of sin and debauchery, it is.”

“Oui,” she said crisply. “And it is mine.”


 

Chapter Twenty-five

Saint had not been lying when he told Madame Venna that her curses aroused him. Essentially, everything about the woman aroused him, and he longed to put his hands on her again.

Nothing intimidated her. He admired her courage, but as a man he was born to dominate his world. Somehow the woman glaring at him had become part of it.

“Get in the coach,” he ordered.

“Uh, Your Lordship,” his coachman said, watching Saint and Madame V as if they were two pugilists readying themselves for a fight.

His eyes rolled heavenward. “I’ve heard enough from you, Jakes. Mind the horses.”

The coachman blew air out from his cheeks in frustration, reminding Saint of the animals the man tended. “Aye, milord.”

“No more cheek from you, Madame V.”

The woman’s delicate chin jutted out. “And I’ve heard enough from you, monsieur le marquis.”

Saint grinned as anticipation hummed through his body. “Just the words I wanted to hear.” He tugged hard, pulling her up against his already aroused body. “I hope you will resist me.”

“A simple task,” she sneered.

Then the battle of wills began in earnest. Madame Venna was strong and agile for a woman, but Saint was bigger and meaner. The tug-of-war of limbs ended when he hooked her by the waist and unceremoniously lifted her off her feet and tossed her onto the padded leather seat of the coach.

Madame Venna shrieked in outrage. Jakes muttered under his breath. The coachman was probably criticizing Saint for his callous treatment, but the woman glaring at him was no delicate bloom that needed tenderness. Like him, she was a fighter.

As she edged away, moving deeper into the dark compartment, her gray eyes glittering with defiance and anticipation, he realized that they had been behaving against their true natures. Secrets had a way of trussing an individual as efficiently as rope. Perhaps it was time to loosen each other’s tethers. The outcome could be rewarding.

Saint braced his palms against the edges of the open coach door as he glanced up at the coachman. “The Golden Pearl, Jakes. You have my permission to linger at the task,” he said, entering the coach and shutting the door behind him.

Through a hooded gaze, she observed him, her back pressed against the far wall of the compartment. Saint’s demeanor had changed this evening, and she considered that her angry encounter with Lord Greenshield could be blamed. She had been vulnerable. Frightened that the man who had sired her had deduced the truth about Madame Venna. Dozens of questions flitted about in her head.

What price would she have to pay to keep his silence?

Or worse, what danger did Lord Greenshield pose to her? If the ton learned that the earl’s baseborn daughter ran a brothel, he would be a laughingstock.

Was the secret worth killing for?

And then there was Saint. What would he demand if he learned Catherine Deverall was hidden beneath the half-mask?

Saint smiled down at her as he reached up and pounded once on the trapdoor, signaling the coachman that his passengers were settled.

Madame Venna was anything but settled.

Especially when the marquess shifted with a panther’s grace onto her side of the coach as the conveyance rolled forward.

“Now that we are alone, do you want to explain a few things to me?”

“Not particularly.”

He ignored her comment. “Let’s begin with something simple. Why were you at the theater this evening?”

She thought about moving to the other side, but immediately rejected the idea. Saint would choose to believe that she feared him. “A whim.”

“You’re lying,” he said flatly. “The Golden Pearl is your creation. You nurture it as if it were your child.”

Madame Venna thought of the evening she had spent with him at the Sinclairs. “I have been known to take an evening off.”

“Fascinating. So tell me, why did you choose this particular night? Why the opera house, rather than Vauxhall Gardens?”

She tilted her head. “Is this an inquisition? Perhaps we should wait until we reach our destination. The Golden Pearl has a nice collection of flails, riding crops, and various restraints. There is a room dedicated to this revered vice.” The notion of taking a whip to the gentleman’s backside was almost irresistible.

Her admission managed to startle him, though he recovered his composure quickly. “An intriguing suggestion. However, I am an impatient gent. Tell me about Greenshield and Mulcaster.”

She shrugged. “I have nothing to confess.”

“A sinless brothel owner,” he marveled, sarcastically. “Unique—and a shameless liar.”

“It is your opinion, no?”

Without warning, Saint pounced, caging her against the coach’s wall with his body. One muscular leg was braced against the opposing seat. His left knee pinned her skirt to their seat while his right hand caressed the side of her face.

“It’s damaged.”

Confused, she said, “What is?”

“Your mask.” He traced the porcelain edge down to her cheek. He lightly tapped her cheekbone. “There are fine cracks and a tiny piece missing.”

Her hand fluttered up to her face until she found the sharp edges of the break. “With me bouncing over your shoulder like a sack of potatoes, I am fortunate the entire half-mask did not shatter.”

Although Saint had not moved, she could sense his stillness at her words. “And what if it had? What would you have lost?”

Everything. Madame Venna exhaled, her breath a soft sigh. “You might be surprised.”

“So might you … if, for once, you tried trusting me.”

She blinked at his sudden vehemence. “Quite an impossibility,” she said, her accent thickening as her mind silently considered the possibilities of telling him the truth about herself and Lord Greenshield. “I trust no one.”

Disappointment flickered in his gaze and was gone. “I pity you. You have chosen a lonely existence.”

Temper flared in her gray eyes. “Pity yourself, Sainthill. I do not see you putting your trust into the hands of another.”

How dare he pity her? She had made a few inquiries to learn about his life. Despite having family, he had little to do with his mother, stepfather, or half siblings.

He was alone. Just like her.

“Wrong,” he snapped. “I did once. Six years ago I gave it to you and you tossed it at my feet.”

Denial and shame bubbled in her throat. “I did no such—mmph!”

Saint silenced her denial with a hard, bruising kiss.

He drew back. “Forget it. I won’t let you distract me. I have made peace with the past. Besides, I am more intrigued with the present.”

His fingers trailed down her cheek to her lips. Although the compartment was warm, she trembled as his fingers traced the outline of her lips. The pad of his thumb rubbed her lower lip. She could smell the faint scent of brandy on his breath.

“This is—we should not.”

His smile was warm and full of humor. “Oh, yes, we should. Have we not danced around the issue long enough? Ignoring it has not weakened the one truth between us.”

“And that is?”

“The undeniable fact that a physical attraction pulls us closer to the edge.”

“The edge of what?”

“Inevitability.” His fingers brushed her neck and moved downward to her breasts. Even though he wore gloves, she could feel the heat radiating from his hands. “That we will be lovers.”

Again.

Her breasts tingled and her nipples tightened in anticipation that she had no business feeling. She bit her lower lip as she shook her head. “No.”

His finger traced the edge of her bodice. “Why are you so resistant to the idea of becoming my lover? Does my face offend? Did you not once find exquisite pleasure in my arms?”

Secret longing and denial warred with frustration. “I—I…” Staring at his handsome face was muddling her brain. Madame Venna lowered her gaze to her bodice. Six years of yearning for what she could not have threatened to burst her heart. “It is never good to mix business and pleasure.”

“What business has transpired between us?” he asked, while she watched his hand move tenderly over her left breast. “You are quite aware that I have not bedded any of your girls in years.”

She smiled, trying to imagine a gentleman like Sainthill eschewing all pleasures. “You have not been celibate.”

“No,” he readily admitted. “I have taken mistresses over the years. However, the lust and excitement that lure me to their beds swiftly pale. More than a year has past since I bothered seeking a replacement for my last lover.”

“More than a year?” she said, her voice rich with disbelief. “It is a quite a while for a gentleman with your appetites.”

Saint’s grin was self-deprecating. “Agreed. It took me longer to come to the same conclusion you had years earlier.”

Madame Venna gasped as he seized the front of her bodice and tugged her closer until they were nose-to-nose.

“And what conclusion is that, monsieur le marquis?” she said breathlessly.

“A nameless lover will suffice for a night or two, but there is only one woman I want in my bed. You.”

She closed her eyes because she did not want him to see the joy his words gave her. “You make too much of the night we shared six years ago.”

“And you refuse to admit that it meant more to you than a fuck” was his crude response. “You had feelings for me. Just as I had feelings for you.”

“No.”

“Then prove it,” he said, tightening his grip when she struggled to escape. “Take me as your lover. Let me undress you. Caress you and learn every inch of you. I want to feel you beneath me, fill you with my cock, and thrust until you cry out my name.”

“Is that all?” she asked huskily.

He bowed his head until his lips reached her ear. “When the lust is sated, I want to hold you in my arms. If exhaustion claims you, you can trust me to guard you while you slumber. I promise you will not regret how I intend to wake you.”

Saint was demanding something from her that she was incapable of giving him. She knew so little of tenderness. Her innocence was taken from her in violence. It had placed her on a path where her body was something to be used to get what she wanted. She had taken lovers for profit, and later to fill the growing emptiness in her. Saint was the only man she had taken into her bed solely for her selfish pleasure.

And that had ended badly for both of them.

“You deserve better than a whore in your bed, mon chéri.” Her eyes welled up with unexpected tears. “A woman who can offer you more than just her body.”

The coach slowly came to a halt, spurring Madame Venna into action. With the help of the vehicle’s springs, she pushed Saint away and managed to unbalance him. As he fell against the seat, she scrambled over his legs and opened the door. She did not bother waiting for the coachman to assist her. Landing hard on her feet, she grabbed the front of her skirt and hurried for the side entrance of the Golden Pearl.

Madame Venna heard male voices behind her, but she ignored them. The only thought in her head was to put as much distance between her and Saint as physically possible. If she stayed, he might succeed in swaying her.

And where would that leave me?

Alone. Or worse, pining for a man who would go on to marry a lady befitting his title and wealth like Sinclair and some of the other Lords of Vice had.

She opened the door and nodded to the guard stationed near the door before rushing down the passageway. To avoid questions from Anna or anyone else, she took the servants’ stairs up to her private rooms. She was out of breath when she reached her bedchamber. Gasping for air, she made a choking sound of frustration as she realized that she had left her reticule behind in the coach.

Her key was inside that reticule.

She tugged on the door, but it was locked. How could I have been so careless? she thought wildly. Of course, she had a spare key, but that was hardly the point. Now Saint—

Sensing that she was being watched, Madame Venna turned and came face-to-face with the gentleman she had just escaped. Her reticule dangled from his fingers.

Madame Venna frowned. How had he gotten by the guard? “How did— Where?”

“You seem surprised.” Saint held up her key. “Forget something?”

She inched backward until her back bumped against the door. He reached around, inserted the key into the lock, and twisted. With his gaze never leaving her face, he opened the door.

“You are not being wise,” she said hoarsely, wondering where she would find the strength to send him away.

“My choice, love,” he said, sounding not very lover-like in his fury at her. “Before your reckless departure, you and I reached an accord. Let’s get right to it, shall we?”


 

Chapter Twenty-six

It was rare from him to catch Madame Venna off guard, but there was no time to savor his victory. The guard he had managed to knock out would not remain unconscious for long. Once the alarm was raised, the Golden Pearl would be searched floor by floor.

Except for her private rooms.

No one gained entry unless he or she was invited.

Whether or not Madame Venna wanted to admit it, she had opened the door to her bedchamber.

Oh, he did not underestimate the woman’s temper. She was just as likely to revoke her invitation out of spite. However, Saint could be very persuasive when he wanted something.

And he wanted this woman.

Even if she had a few doubts about him.

He had never seen anyone disembark from a coach as quickly as Madame Venna had managed. She could have broken her ankle leaping out as she had. Initially, he had chased after her so he could scold her for her recklessness. When he did his best to crack the skull of one of her guards, he realized that he had already crossed the line.

There was no going back for either of them.

Saint backed her into the dark interior of the bedchamber. Removing the key from the lock, he closed the door. Then he reinserted the key and locked them in.

Darkness enshrouded them. For all he knew, she was searching for something to bash over his head. It was the least he deserved, though he had no intention of pointing that fact out to her.

“This accord you speak of,” she said, her voice thick with her accented inflections. “Precisely, what is our agreement?”

Saint slipped the key into his waistcoat pocket. The room would have been easier to navigate if one of them bothered to light a candle, but he did not ask for one. Unless the furniture in the room had been rearranged, he recalled the layout of the room. When she did not light a candle, he quietly removed his evening coat. He dropped it on what he thought was a chair. Next he attacked the buttons on his waistcoat, and then his cravat. The buttons on his linen shirt. He pulled the thin garment over his head.

“What do you think you are doing?” she demanded.

Without seeing her face, he could concentrate on her voice. Madame Venna sounded nervous. Wary. Nevertheless, this was no shy virgin. Six years ago, she had been eager and exquisitely skilled in the arts of lovemaking. He knew she had reveled in his skills as well. He wore the scratches she had made on his back for weeks.

“Remove your shoes and stockings,” he said, bracing his palm on the armrest of the chair as he continued to undress. “I will help you with your gown.”

“Saint…” There was a question in her voice, but she did not ask it. Instead, there was resignation in her exhale.

He could tell from the soft sounds that she was complying with his request. There was a chance that she might have fought him. Either she thought she would lose the battle of wills or she desired this coupling as much as he did.

A gentleman might have left his trousers in place for the sake of modesty. Saint never felt like a gentleman around Madame Venna. Naked, he walked in the direction of her voice. Now he was grateful she had not insisted on lighting a candle. His cock was stiff and fully aroused. It was a condition he was swiftly becoming accustomed to whenever she was in the vicinity.

She started when his fingers brushed her shoulder.

“Here, allow me to assist you,” he murmured, guiding her to straighten so he could unfasten the buttons at the back of her dress.

Saint had undressed his fair share of women, so he was quite a competent lady’s maid. With considerable ease and her assistance, he wordlessly revealed layer upon layer of clothing, dropping the garments on the rug until nothing remained but her chemise.

Saint moved behind her in the darkness. He placed his hands on her hips and shifted her to the side so that her buttocks rested against his right hipbone. His eagerness to consummate their renewed friendship was obvious, or it would have been if he poked her with his cock. Madame Venna covered his hands with hers, and allowed the back of her head to rest against his upper chest.

“There was a guard at the door,” she murmured, rubbing against him. “How did you get by him?”

Before he could reply, there was a knock at the door.

“He was still breathing when I left him.”

Madame Venna turned her head until her cheek brushed his chest. “They will expect me to answer. Otherwise, Abram will unlock the door.”

Saint grasped her hand and brought it to his straining arousal. Her finger curled around the rigid length and squeezed. The threat of an audience should have withered his cock, but the woman in his arms was a potent aphrodisiac.

“Madame V?” a feminine voice said from the other side of the door.

“Oui,” she shouted back. “Saint—”

“Your man has a sore jaw and head,” he assured her. He lowered her head to nuzzle her shoulder. “The only men I feel like killing are the ones who have shared your bed. Since Frost still lives, I pose no threat to your staff. Do not allow them to interfere.”

There was another knock at the door.

“I have to … wait here.” Her fingers slid teasingly down the length of his arousal as she headed for the door. “Where is the key?” she whispered.

Although his eyes had adjusted to the darkness, he could only discern the vague outline of her body. “Buried somewhere in my clothes.”

“Not very helpful, are you?” she whispered back. To the woman on the other side of the door, she said, “I have retired for the evening. Is there a problem, Anna?”

Saint crossed the room to her. Despite her attempts to avoid his hands, he spun her halfway around and backed her against the wall next to the door. He pressed closer, letting her feel the thickness of his cock against her belly.

“One of the guards was attacked. Abram fears the man might still be on the premises.”

As Anna explained what had taken place and the guard’s injuries, Madame Venna struggled against him. “Stop at once. Anna will hear you,” she said, her voice barely audible.

If Anna used her key to open the door, she would catch her mistress in a very compromising position. With a mischievous smile on his lips, he held her firmly by the hips as he lowered himself to his knees.

“Are you mad?”

Not quite, but he had high hopes for the evening. The woman never ceased to surprise him. As the owner of one of the most expensive brothels in London, Madame Venna was astonishingly restrained when it came to indulging her carnal appetites. Perhaps the yoke of responsibility hindered her from being distracted by her own needs.

Fortunately, for her, Saint was willing to teach her to shirk her responsibilities for a few hours. His hands traveled along the contours of her hips and down her legs until his fingers could grasp the hem of her chemise. Slowly, he inched the fabric higher, exposing the curly tuft of hair between her legs.

“No.”

Yes. Saint leaned forward and put his mouth on her, his tongue delving into the soft yielding folds. His splayed hands slid lower so his fingers could part the dampening flesh so he could taste her.

“Bonté divine!” she said breathlessly.

“I did not quite hear you.” Anna tried the doorknob and discovered the door was still locked. “Madame, did you hear me? We might have an uninvited guest—”

Saint circled the swollen nubbin, eliciting a faint muffled sound. Her fingers threaded his hair, and she tugged hard. To retaliate, his thumb stroked the wet sensitive folds between her legs until he reached her womanly sheath. He circled the sensitive border as he teased the nubbin with the tip of his tongue.

Madame Venna inhaled sharply. “C-check the first floor … then outdoors, around the Golden P-pearl.”

“Madame, are you well?” Anna hesitated. “Perhaps you should open the door—”

“Stop that!” she whispered to Saint.

“Madame?”

Her breath burst through her parted lips in a hiss. Saint savored the sound. The grip she had on his head was painful, but he did not cease his tender assault. He continued the gliding circles, her welcoming wetness of her arousal allowing him to deepen the penetration of her sheath.

His hard cock pulsed as it thumped against his thigh. Soon he would be in her, he promised himself.

“No, I am fine. I—I … Don’t worry about the m-man. He has likely taken what h-he wanted and is gone.” She dragged air into her lungs as she struggled to maintain her composure.

Saint nipped the area of skin just below her navel. “I have yet to take what I want, Madame V. I intend to linger over the task for hours.”

“Hours?” she echoed in disbelief.

“I beg your pardon?” Anna said, her concern and exasperation palpable even through the door. “I am using the key.”

“Not the best idea,” he murmured, and then covered the pleasurable button of flesh between her legs with his tongue. He suckled hard.

“No!” Madame Venna exclaimed, rapping the back of her head against the wall. “There is no need. I am returning to my bed … to sleep. I will see you in the morning, Anna.”

There was silence on the other side of the door. If Anna decided to open the door, he wondered if Madame Venna would send him away. In his current condition, he did not think he would go willingly. His control was stretched to its limits. He did not want to test his character.

“If you are certain?” Anna said after a minute had passed.

Madame Venna moaned softly. “I am … I am.”

“Very well. Sleep—well, my dear friend.”

“Oui!”

Saint heard the departing footfalls of several people. Anna had not been alone.

Madame Venna had also heard her friends’ departure. She slapped him on the top of the head. “Are you trying to get caught? What if Anna heard you?”

“I am not worried about Anna.” He did not have the heart to point out that if Anna sensed anything was amiss, Madame Venna was to blame.

“You should worry about me.” She gasped when he reminded her where his fingers were—and that he was prepared to manipulate her to have his way with her. “Enough mischief. Release me at once.”

Kneeling at her feet, he looked up with hooded eyes at the woman who did not realize that he had already won the battle.

“No.”


 

Chapter Twenty-seven

“No?” Madame Venna shivered, and she tried to tell herself that it was from disgust.

It was difficult to appear indignant with Saint kneeling between her legs and his wonderful hands touching her so intimately. She did not want him to stop, even when her instincts were warning her that this man had too much power over her.

“Saint, what good will come of this?”

He gently withdrew his fingers from the most intimate part of her, and she told herself that it was for the best. Slowly, he unfolded his large body as he stood. His hands moved upward from her outer thighs to her waist, preventing her chemise from falling back into place. She felt exposed even in the darkness, her vulnerability more evident when the thick, rigid length of his manhood rubbed against her belly.

“Your lovers have been clumsy and selfish if you have to ask such a question,” Saint teased, lifting her effortlessly by the waist. He used his strength and the wall at her back to keep her feet from touching the floor.

She grasped his bare shoulders for support as her legs automatically wrapped around his hips. Some subtle shifting and she could feel the blunt head of his manhood against her womanly core.

“And you think you are better, no?”

“I know I am better,” he said, his voice ringing with utter confidence.

Madame Venna closed her eyes. Who needed sight when all she had to do was feel. His arousal pressed insistently against her, demanding entry.

“Tu me rends fou!” he said fervently, stripping her chemise from her body with one skillful hand.

Madame Venna smiled, wondering if he realized he had spoken to her in French. “You drive me crazy as well, mon coeur.”

Although he was larger than most men, Saint’s clever tongue and fingers had prepared her body for his invasion. He rolled his hips against hers, inching his way until her womanly sheath stretched and opened for him. The dewy wetness from her arousal allowed him to slide fully into her.

Man and woman were one.

“There is a bed in this room.”

She felt him smile against her right breast. “We will get to the bed. Eventually.” He captured her right nipple with his mouth and suckled. Pleasure radiated like warm sunshine encompassing both breasts, tightening her flesh as her nipples puckered.

In this position, Saint had absolute control, and he was clearly enjoying his newfound power. With her pinned against the wall of her bedchamber, his manhood retreated and thrust deeply into her drenched core.

All she could do is cling to him and savor the sensations he was wringing from her body.

“Give me your lips,” she pleaded.

Saint pulled her closer, the movement driving him deeper. She moaned against his mouth. His mouth was heavenly. Hot, demanding, and still tender, he kissed her. Their tongues tangled and teased, a delicate mating dance meant to ensnare and inflame.

Six years ago, how had she let him go?

Wrapped around him, while he rocked his hips against her, her heart wept for the years they had lost. Even though he would go on to marry a woman who was worthy to bear his heir, this night, he belonged to her.

“You are mine,” she whispered against his cheek.

“Yes.”

The simplicity of his reply was a complication she was too muddled to address. Saint had a manner of driving all thought from her head. As much as he was hers, she was his.

Distracted, Madame Venna did not resist when he caressed her face. Taking advantage of her weakness, Saint tugged the porcelain half-mask from her face. In response to her cry of protest, he flung it across the dark interior.

The mask shattered upon impact.

She struggled in his arms, but he used his body to keep her against the wall. His rigid flesh was sheathed deeply, the broad head of his manhood bumping against her womb. Her muscles encircling him constricted and fluttered.

Furious at his high-handedness, she gasped, trying to fight down the pleasure he was building in her. “You had no right to do that!”

“You gave me the right,” he said, not sounding repentant for his misdeed.

The night hid her face. Her secret was still safe, but it did not quell her panic. “The mask—”

“Is no more a part of you than your chemise or your shoes, Madame V,” he said impatiently. “Six years ago, I respected your wishes and I lost everything. This time, we do things on my terms. No mask. I want to make love to the woman beneath the mask, not the proprietress of the Golden Pearl.”

“Damn you, I am both,” she said, her accented voice so much a part of her that she did not falter.

“Not this evening,” he said, pressing a hard kiss to her mouth. His kiss gentled as he tasted the salt of her tears. “There, there, love. Don’t cry. You must have dozens of half-masks to replace the one that I broke.”

“I do.” She swallowed a sob, appalled that she was crying in front of him. “You do not understand. There are reasons why I—”

“Hush.” Their bodies still joined, Saint’s slow thrusts were meant to soothe her. “Upon my honor, we will keep the candles doused. Let the darkness be your mask. All I want is this.”

His shoulder muscles strained beneath her palms as he quickened the pace to scatter her thoughts and make her forget that he had stripped her naked and was laying claim to every part of her.

Madame Venna winced as the back of her head collided with the wall. She dug her fingernails in his flesh in retaliation for the tempest he was building within her. Over and over, her body welcomed his ravishment. His mouth had moved from her well-kissed lips downward until his forehead rested on her shoulder. Her breasts bounced merrily against his chest as she felt his buttocks tighten. His strength and energy astounded her. Perspiration dampened his skin, but he showed no sign of stopping until—

The ball of pleasure exploded within her core, reminding her of fireworks at Vauxhall. Madame Venna cried out. Tiny ripples of light burned through her, climbing higher and higher until she saw the glittering spectacle in the dark interior. Red, blues, and silver. How lovely. Or maybe this was just a warning that she was on the verge of fainting.

Saint was relentless. Unaware of the pleasure he was creating within her, he pounded into her with a bruising force that was surprisingly painless. Suddenly he gasped and pulled her tightly to him. He groaned as he embraced her, his face buried against her neck.

A second explosion occurred. This time emanating from Saint. Deep within her, she felt the hot pulse of his seed flooding her. Madame Venna held him while he shuddered and strained to deepen their joining.

Neither one of them spoke.

He gulped air, and she smoothed his damp hair from his face.

Finally, she said, “If you put me down, I will guide you to my bed.”

Saint chuckled at her offer. “Not yet.”

Puzzlement crept into her gaze, though he could not see it. “I do not understand.”

“You will know pleasure each step to the bed.” When he eased out of her, it was apparent that his manhood had not withered after their coupling.

Madame Venna’s lips parted in surprise. “Saint, as a lover you have nothing to prove to me.”

“I disagree.” Her legs were wobbly as her bare feet touched the floor. “In fact, I insist.”

*   *   *

It took an hour for them to reach the bed.

By the time, Saint had carried her to the bed, Madame Venna was no longer fretting about her shattered half-mask. She was too busy trying to catch her breath.

“You have killed me,” she said, gasping.

Saint chuckled as he rolled onto his side. His hand found the flat of her stomach, then moved upward to her breast. He lightly pinched her plump nipple. “You appear hearty and hale for a dead woman.”

Madame Venna laughed. It was a rich, full-throated sound that made his testicles tighten in anticipation. “You told me that you knew the way.”

“I got us here, did I not?” he said smugly. “I just preferred to chart a leisurely course.”

The journey might have been unhurried, but the frantic couplings had not. Even after spilling himself inside her, he discovered to his amazement that he wanted her again. His cock was still hard. As much as he prided himself on his sexual prowess and virility, he needed time to recover. That did not mean that he could not use his body to pleasure her. He had pulled her down onto the rug to prove that he was far from finished with her. She had found her womanly release three times before he had pulled her to her feet and they had staggered to her dressing table, breathless and giddy from the joy they had found in the dark bedchamber. Saint had lifted her up, cupping her round bare buttocks in his hands as he settled her on the cool surface of the table. A bottle of scent had toppled over and shattered when it struck the floor. Madame Venna had laughed and told him to forget about the bottle. Despite the darkness, he unerringly found the heart of her and eased into her, her wetness welcoming him.

“Leisurely?” She exhaled a sigh and stretched. “Mon chéri, you have such a way with words. No wonder my girls enjoyed your attentions.”

Madame Venna froze at her words. Naturally, her girls had given her details about his encounters with them over the years. Had she not sent them to Nox? In her weariness, she had spoken thoughtlessly, and the tension in her body revealed she regretted it. Her next words confirmed it. “Forgive me, I did not intend—”

“An apology is unnecessary,” Saint said gruffly, interrupting her. “It is a little unsettling that you are familiar with pieces of my past, but I have few misgivings about the way I have lived my life.”

However, most of my regrets are tied to you, he thought.

“Nor should you.” She inched closer as if she was attempting to discern his expression. “There have always been women in your life. Then. Now. Tomorrow. It is the way of things, no? I accept this. My words were meant to flatter you.”

He sensed her smile in the darkness.

“Your attentions were highly recommended by several of the girls.”

Saint chuckled. “And yet this high praise did not entice you back into my bed,” he teased, slipping his arm under her head and tugging her closer.

“Oh, I was tempted. I just did not—no, what happened no longer matters, I suppose.”

Interesting. He never expected her to admit that she was attracted to him, even while she had shut him out of her life. His jaw tightened as he recalled the old rage and helplessness of that night. Nevertheless, his voice was tender when he said, “The past has no place here with us.”

She nodded, her nose brushing against his chin. “Or tomorrow.”

Saint swallowed his annoyance. Madame Venna was nothing but practical about her place in his world. She didn’t have one. The woman in his arms expected nothing from him beyond the hours that they had already shared.

Even if she was correct, it still stung that she was not willing to fight for them.

He thought of the lies that stood between them. A few pleasurable shags were not going to smooth over their differences.

“Or tomorrow,” he echoed, resigned that all Madame Venna had to offer him was her body.

And what of Catherine?

He shook his head. There were already too many people in their bed to invite another.


 

Chapter Twenty-eight

Why had she mentioned her girls? Worse, she had told Saint that he had tempted her for years. Grateful for the darkness, Madame Venna winced at her carelessness. This gentleman had too much power over her. She had recognized her weakness six years earlier and had done her best to banish it from her life.

And yet he was here in her bed, her damp, sated body molded against his and her cheek resting in the hollow of his shoulder. It felt right. With her finger she drew lazy circles around his nipple as her heart slowed and contentment filled her. Over the years, she had taken other lovers, but she had never felt such peace in the wake of a desperate coupling.

Despite her initial reluctance, she had savored the feel of his manhood within her. Saint had not treated her gently. His thrusts were demanding, claiming, and she had mindlessly clung to him as he had overwhelmed her senses.

It was rare for her to be out of control. She should have been worried about the effect he had on her, but she could not summon the energy to fight her feelings, or him.

Saint yawned. “Do you want to tell me what happened this evening?”

She had wondered if he would circle back to his earlier questions. “Do you wish me to tell you in words, or should I show you?” she teased, her fingers fluttering down his muscled abdomen until she brushed against his arousal.

Although he had spilled himself inside her, he was still hard. Her fingers curled possessively around the staff that had given her so much pleasure. Saint inhaled sharply as she squeezed him.

“Christ!” he hissed, his hand covering hers. “No, I was speaking of … what happened at the opera house.”

“A dull subject,” she said, sitting up as her hand stroked his manhood. If he could have glimpsed her expression, he would have known she was up to mischief. “I have something else in mind.”

Before he could object, she rolled over until she was on all fours and moved backward down his body.

“Madame V—”

She put her mouth on him. His groan pleased her immensely. Her tongue glided over the smooth velvet head of his cock. He tasted of salt and the unique flavoring of their coupling. She took more of him into her mouth as her fingers slid down his virile length to the delicate sac beneath. An hour had passed since Saint had spilled his seed, and the firmness she felt as she cupped him revealed that his control was tenuous.

Saint arched his narrow hips. “Have mercy on me, woman.”

Madame Venna slowly released him. “I think not,” she said, using her knees to keep her balance as her other hand circled his cock. She tormented him by finding his most sensitive areas and teasing them with her nimble tongue.

“You are a very wicked wench,” he panted, his hands reaching for her, but she gracefully shifted to avoid being captured.

She suckled and laved the head of his cock, capturing the dew of his arousal with a flick of her tongue. In truth, she usually preferred pleasuring men with her mouth. She could give them the fulfilling ecstasy they craved without surrendering her body. In her experience, most of the men who patronized a brothel did not care if the woman found satisfaction in the coupling. The encounter was about his pleasure.

Saint was one of those rare gentlemen who enjoyed giving pleasure as much as receiving it. Over the years, Madame Venna had secretly envied her girls when he had favored them with his attention, never imagining that he would ever share her bed again.

He arched his hips again as she teased another moan from him. She relished the power she wielded over him. Her breasts ached as her nipples rubbed against his legs. A part of her was astounded that she wanted to take him into her body again. By all rights, she should be sated by the releases he had wrung from her body. Sore, too. However, her body seemed in step with his. The closer he came to his release, the more she longed to join him.

“Enough!” Saint said abruptly. His fingers, already entwined in her hair, slipped to her shoulders as he encouraged her to free his cock from her mouth and climb up his torso until she was straddling his hips.

“Have I displeased you?” she asked, tickling his face with her hair.

“Christ, no!” His intentions were clear when Saint reached between her legs and grasped his arousal, still damp from her ministrations. He positioned the hard, velvet head until it was flush with the opening of her womanly sheath. “Mount me. Now!”

To ensure that she did not misunderstand his meaning, his left hand found her hip and he lifted his hips. His cock parted her sensitive flesh, and she deepened the penetration by meeting his thrust. Both of them groaned. She lowered her body until her breasts pressed against his chest and her mouth could reach his.

“You are an insatiable beast,” she teased, nipping his chin with her teeth.

“Only for you.”

Saint caught her face with his hands and kissed her. Locked together, his thick, arousal throbbing within her wet sheath, his lips moved leisurely over hers as if they had all the time in the world.

Madame Venna, on the other hand, felt the evening slipping away from them. She had no expectations that he would remain the entire night. He had responsibilities, and a life beyond the walls of the Golden Pearl, and she had a business to run. Their time together was an aberration.

“Whatever you are thinking—banish it from your thoughts,” he said, giving her a hard kiss before he moved down to her neck.

She had not realized she had ceased her gentle rocking against him. “Forgive me,” she said, grasping the hair at the nape of his neck and drawing his face to her breasts. He lightly bit the soft curve of her right breast and suckled the tender flesh to leave a mark. Her womb fluttered at the notion that her body would bear evidence of his claiming. “I was … I was lamenting that the night is too short. We have so little time together.”

Now it was Saint’s turn to pause at her hesitant declaration. Finally, he said, “Then we will have to make the most of the hours we have left.”

She laughed as he wrapped his arms around her and reversed their positions in one smooth movement that did not sever their intimate connection.

“No regrets, Madame V,” he said, though she was not certain if he was warning her or making a promise.

In her thick, throaty accent, she replied, “No regrets.”

*   *   *

Saint awoke and blinked in sleepy puzzlement at his surroundings. The room was dark, but he knew immediately that he was not in his bedchamber. Nor was he alone.

The woman beside him moaned plaintively in her sleep.

Madame Venna.

He was still at the Golden Pearl.

The realization that he had fallen asleep surprised him. He had learned at an early age that lingering in a woman’s bed, long after the passion had waned, usually led to expectations and misunderstandings. Saint was careful to avoid both.

And yet he had spent most of the night in Madame Venna’s bed, pleasuring the maddening woman until she had begged for mercy. He had been inordinately pleased by her reaction. Saint recalled she had not protested when he pulled her body against his and covered the two of them with a sheet. He had closed his eyes while he waited for sleep to claim her. At some point, exhaustion and the quiet contentment in the darkness had lured him to sleep.

“No,” Madame Venna said; the rest of her words were incoherent. She rolled onto her stomach as her foot kicked away the sheet.

Saint stroked her lower back in an attempt to soothe her restlessness. He’d wager he was the only man in London who knew Madame Venna talked in her sleep.

“Please … don’t.” She slapped his hand away and shuddered.

Saint frowned, although he did not take her rejection personally. Whatever her dreams, it was clear that they were not pleasant. When she mewled in her sleep, he cursed the helpless feeling that washed over him.

Enough was enough.

“Madame V,” he said, kissing her on the shoulder. “Wake up, mon coeur.” He brushed her cheek with her fingers and was startled to find the flesh damp. She had been crying in her sleep.

“Catherine!” he said sharply, intentionally using her given name in the hope of banishing the nightmare that plagued her.

“Just leave—No!”

Madame Venna sat up abruptly. With her back to him, she dragged air into her lungs as she tried not to cry.

Saint had little patience for tears. Most women used them to manipulate a stronger opponent. However, Madame Venna’s quiet sobs were genuine. A truly appalling thought occurred to him. What if he was the source of her misery?

“If you will permit me—”

Madame Venna yelped in fright and scrambled away from him. She fell off the bed with a distinct thud.

Saint leaned forward and gripped the edge of the mattress. “Christ! Are you hurt? Damn it, enough of this darkness. I am lighting a candle.”

Sprawled out on the floor, Madame Venna began to laugh. “Oh, Saint … you took ten years off my life. I do not know if my heart will recover.”

There was a hint of hysteria to her laughter that worried him. “Let me see to the candle.”

“Stay where you are,” she said, and there were sounds of movement as she stood and made her way across the room. “You must forgive me. When I awoke, I thought I was alone.”

Saint listened to the soft scrape of a drawer being opened and shut. “Should I have left?

“Not at all,” she replied, moving about the other side of the room as if she could see. “I rarely have guests, and when I awoke in the darkness I was confused.”

Light flared, and Madame Venna’s naked body was suddenly bathed in candlelight. When she turned, Saint kept his face carefully blank as he noted that she had found a half-mask to replace the porcelain one he had broken. This one was created from delicate lace. Perhaps it was foolish of him to hope that one night of passion was strong enough to tear down the barriers between them.

She did not try to cover herself as she returned to his side. Even with the mask firmly in place, he could tell that she enjoyed his gaze on her body.

“I am pleased that you stayed with me.” Her hand made a dismissive gesture. “Of course, now that I have disturbed your sleep, I do not expect you to—”

“You had a nightmare.”

Her breasts swayed as she leaned forward and placed the silver candleholder on the small side table beside the bed. “Oui.” She shrugged and began to sit down on the bed. Her knee pressed into the mattress as she hesitated. “Would you like some wine? I have an open bottle over—”

Saint caught her by the wrist before she could escape. “Tell me about the nightmare.”

Madame Venna wrinkled her nose. “It was just a silly dream.”

He tightened his fingers on her wrist when she attempted to pull away. “You were crying in your sleep.”

Madame Venna sighed. “It happened a long time ago, Saint.”

“Tell me.”

She bowed her head and kissed his knuckles. “Then let me pour a glass of wine. Something tells me one of us will need it.”

*   *   *

Madame Venna returned to the bed with the glass of wine in her hand. Saint was reclining on his side, the sheet barely covering his hips. She could see a glimpse of the short, curly dark thatch of hair that surrounded his genitals. Idly, she wondered if his cock was still hard. The man’s carnal appetites had seemed insatiable. She was pleasantly sore, but she would happily mount him again if it would distract him from their current discussion.

“Wine?”

His gaze was hooded as he accepted the glass from her and sipped. He nodded to the pillow next to him. “You were going to tell me about your nightmare.”

Madame Venna crawled closer and settled beside him. He offered her the glass of wine, and she gratefully accepted it. Once his hand was free, he lifted the sheet, giving her a tantalizing glimpse of his front before he flipped the sheet over her legs and hips. The heat of his body comforted her as she took a contemplative sip.

“I can think of more pleasant things to do in bed than talk, Saint.” She smiled at him, feeling confident now that her half-mask had been replaced. “What I saw under the sheet tells me that you would agree.”

“If I craved only the succulent flesh between your thighs, Madame V, you would have awakened alone,” he said bluntly. “Give me something more.”

Even though she was not thirsty, she emptied the glass and set it on the table next to the candleholder. She contemplated lying to him. Saint knew so little about her, he would believe anything she told him as long as she sounded sincere.

However, when she reluctantly met his gaze, his intensity burned away the clever lie that was on the tip of her tongue. She took a deep breath. “My dream—”

“Nightmare,” he corrected.

Madame Venna nodded. “Nightmare. It has haunted me since—” She noisily exhaled. “Oh, long before I arrived in London.”

“A memory?”

Was she truly prepared to tell him everything? How would he react? Would he turn away from her with revulsion? She brought her hand to her forehead and swept the hair obscuring her vision. “Oui. Parts of it, anyway. Some details have gotten lost in the retelling.” Or her mind chose to forget in a feeble attempt to protect her.

Saint touched her hip, gently rolling her toward him until they were face-to-face. “You are such a strong woman. I want to understand what could make you weep in the darkness.”

He thought her strong? She hastily blinked away the stinging moisture in her eyes. “Why would you care?”

“Can you just accept that I do?” he countered. “I want to make certain that I did nothing to hurt you.”

“Oh,” she said, understanding seeping into her expression. “What happened this evening … I was willing. You did not hurt me. As well you know, I enjoyed myself immensely.”

“So much so, your slumber plunged you into nightmares.”

Saint was persistent. He was not going to be satisfied until she told him the truth. “You are not responsible.” She laughed. “Nor I, because I would have banished the memory from my brain years ago if it were within my power.”

“What happened?”

Madame Venna admired her well-appointed bedchamber. “I live quite well for a whore, do I not?”

“Madame V,” he said, his tone warning her that he was displeased with her attempt to change the subject.

She was not being evasive; she just was not certain how much to tell him. “I doubt any woman believes she will be desperate enough to sell her body to a stranger.” She paused, waiting for him to interrupt, but when he held his tongue, she continued. “There are those who believe destiny has a hand in the choices we make. My mother, or rather the woman who raised me, foretold that I would not come to a good end.”

“She sounds like a madwoman.”

“No, she would tell you that she was a good religious woman, and I…” She trailed off as she recalled the beatings she had endured from that pious woman. “And that I, the child she took in out of pity, was born with the mark of sin. For you see, my mother was married when she had an affair with my sire. I was proof of their affair. Instead of strangling me outright, my parents conspired to give me away. I was told that it was my father who paid quite handsomely to have me disappear. He did not care where I lived or if I died. However, if I survived, I was to have no knowledge of him or the lady who carried me in her womb.”

Saint’s hand on her hip tightened. “The bitch told you.”

She smiled, heartened by his fury on her behalf. “Naturally. As soon as I was old enough to understand the true meaning of my sins. Unwanted by my parents, bearing their tainted blood, the woman who raised me told me that no decent man would have me. I was born from a harlot, and I would fall from grace and become one, too.”

It was not lost on either her or Saint that Mrs. Royles had been correct about her fate.

“That woman would give me nightmares, too,” Saint muttered.

“Oh, the woman was the least of my problems. It was her husband and son who taught me to be watchful. I was not of their blood, and as I grew older, I learned that it was dangerous to be alone with either one of them.”

“How old were you?”

“Young. I was more child than woman when I first felt the son’s gaze on my body. To our neighbors, he was my older brother, but the way he stared at me revealed his true feelings.” Madame Venna pulled the sheet higher, covering her breasts. “It began innocently enough, I suppose. He tried charm. Flirted with me, complimented my beauty … brought me little gifts. Flowers from his mother’s garden, and ribbons for my hair.”

“Yet you didn’t trust him.”

She gave Saint a bemused glance. “By then I did not trust anyone. Kindness.” She frowned while she concentrated on smoothing the sheet over her breasts. “It can be used against you. Men are particularly adept at manipulating—”

Madame Venna stopped speaking when she noticed that Saint’s lips had flattened into a disapproving line. She reached over and caressed his cheek in apology. “I was young, Saint. I so desperately needed to belong, which made me gullible. And not everyone is as considerate as you.”

Instead of appeasing him, his expression darkened at her flattery. “Not always,” he muttered.

Men were perverse creatures, Madame Venna thought, dismissing his reaction with a mental shrug. She supposed few people thought Sainthill was kind. He and his fellow Lords of Vice had earned their reputations, and wore their infamy as other gentlemen wore a new frock coat.

Unfortunately, in her business, she had encountered true villains. Men who maimed and killed for the pleasure it brought them. The man she had spent the evening with was incapable of such cold, calculated cruelty.

“So you were dreaming of the people who raised you?”

Madame Venna pursed her lips together. “Bits and pieces. Often I dream of the day I escaped.”

“Why that day?”

Suddenly sharing the sordid tale with Saint did not seem like a sound notion. “Freedom is not without sacrifice, no?” She rolled away from him and stared at the lit candle. The flame danced on the wick, its movements compelling.

Behind her Saint cursed. Before she could inquire about his furious outburst, she found herself on her stomach. Saint tore the sheet from her loose grip, revealing her back and buttocks.

The scars.

Madame Venna closed her eyes, chastising herself for her forgetfulness. In the darkness, her nudity was of little consequence. She had been so distracted by Saint’s presence and her nightmare that she had forgotten to conceal her back.

“Someone took a whip to you!” he said, his voice ripe with barely controlled rage.

She stilled as his fingers explored the faint lines that scored her lower back and buttocks. He was not the first man to discover that her skin bore the marks of brutality. In the past, it was simple to dismiss them as stark keepsakes of her trade. When it amused her, she told her appalled lover that she had begged to be flogged and found pleasure in each ruthless stroke.

Which lie would Saint believe?

The feel of his warm lips pressed against one of the ugliest scars was almost her undoing. Madame Venna squeezed her eyes shut and willed her tears to fade. Each kiss was sweeter than any compliment he had ever uttered to her.

“W-what are you doing?” she demanded hoarsely.

Instead of replying, he asked, “You never intended for me to see these scars, did you?”

She rested her chin on her clasped hands. “Scars, even old ones, have no place at the Golden Pearl.”

Poised above her, the tension and anger radiated down his arms and into the mattress. “Damn you, this is not business!”

Madame Venna winced at her poor choice of words. She would have rolled onto her back, but Saint stilled her movements with a touch.

“I know,” she said, her accented voice contrite and soothing. “And you are correct, mon chéri. I intended to hide the scars from you.”

“Why?” His hand gently caressing her scarred buttock contradicted his angry tone. “Were you worried that I would think less of you?”

Madame Venna laughed bitterly. “No.” If she could have frightened him off by revealing her scars, she would have done so six years ago. “It was your curiosity about how my flesh came to be marked that I wished to avoid.”

“Who whipped you?” he asked softly. “Was it the father? The son?”

It was apparent that Saint would not relent until he had the truth. “Neither. It was the wife. Any affection she might have possessed in her breast for me vanished the day I told her that her son had caught me alone and roughly took my virginity. My clothes were dirty and torn, and I was bleeding…”

Madame Venna faltered as he viciously cursed both mother and son.

“Naturally, she did not believe me. Mrs. R—the woman who had raised me since I was an infant—called me a harlot and slapped me so hard my vision dimmed. Then she dragged me upstairs and bound my hands to the bedpost. She took a riding crop to my back.”

“Not all of these scars came from a riding crop, Madame V.”

She turned her head and gave him a pitying glance. For all his wild ways, he had been sheltered from the raw brutality of the world. “This was not the first time I was whipped for my sinful nature.”

She ignored his sudden intake of breath as he imagined the horrors that had been visited upon her as a young girl.

“When she was … finished, she called for her husband. Since I could no longer be trusted, I was imprisoned in one of the old dairy buildings while they decided what to do with me.”

He abruptly swept her into his arms as if he could shield her from the past. “My God, did you have no ally in that house?”

Madame Venna shook her head. “The few servants they had feared for their jobs. Why would anyone stick out their neck for a poor bastard who thought she could better herself by spreading her legs for the master’s young son?”

Saint’s lips parted as if to speak, but his breath came out like a dragon’s hiss. He shook his head, incapable of fathoming the cruelty she had suffered. “The stuff of nightmares.”

“Oui.” She curled around him as he held her, drawing comfort from his embrace. “I knew I had to escape. If I remained, I knew I was going to pay for my parents’ sins literally with my life, or I would suffer a worse fate.”

“What is worse than death?” he demanded.

“Nightly visits from the man who violently took my innocence. Or worse, my belly swollen with his bastard.” She shuddered as memories from that night assailed her. “Death was preferable.”

Saint clutched her tightly as her declaration sank in. She did not reveal that she had searched the small room the Royles had locked her in for some sharp instrument to end her life.

“How did you escape?”

Her brow furrowed as she smiled grimly. “The son. I knew he would come for me. I was alone. Helpless. And he had already proven that I was too weak to fight him. Away from the house, he could take his pleasure and no one would be the wiser.”

Such arrogance had proved to be his downfall.

“What did you do?”

“I used the only weapon I possessed. My body. He coveted it, so I let him.” She offered him a sad smile. “I let him believe he had bested me. When he was vulnerable, I attacked him. His surprise might have been humorous if I was not fighting for my life. I was not the only one who bled that day.”

“Good,” he said fiercely. “I would have applauded if you had killed him.”

And if she had been caught, she would have hanged for his death. It was the only thing that had stayed her hand.

“My freedom was too precious to risk it. I escaped and that was enough,” she said, unwilling to reveal that the Royles were just one of many hardships she had endured over the years.

With her in his arms, he rolled onto his back. After a moment’s hesitation, she laid her cheek against his bare chest. As he absently rubbed her back, she could sense that his thoughts dwelled on what she had told him.

“Your escape still haunts you.”

It wasn’t a question. She sighed as she splayed her hand over his abdomen. His muscles rippled at her touch. “Not in the same manner in which you believe. Enough time has passed that I have come to accept what happened. Oui, I still bear the scars, but I do not allow them to rule me.”

“The nightmares.”

“Rarely torment me,” Madame Venna admitted truthfully. She wrinkled her nose in contemplation. “I was upset this evening. It is to be expected that my lingering distress followed me into my dreams.”

“I wager I am to blame as well.”

If she allowed it, Saint would believe his rough lovemaking had caused her nightmares. “Nonsense. You were the best part of my evening.”

“Are you certain?” he asked sullenly. He was clearly brooding about his high-handed behavior.

“Well, you did break one of my favorite half-masks, but I have decided to forgive you,” she teased.

“But the nightmare—”

She brought her finger to his lips. “Hush. I am not so fragile that I cannot handle an eager lover. You misunderstood me when I told you that I dream of the night I escaped. I do relive the night. In my nightmares, I never escape my captors. I am still locked in that room, being whipped and defiled.”


 

Chapter Twenty-nine

The next time she awoke, it was morning and she was alone in her bed. After her grand confession, she had expected Saint to make some excuse to leave. Instead, he had leaned to the side and extinguished the candle with a swift exhale. Then he nudged her to slide deeper into the bedding. Not once had he released her.

Madame Venna had never felt so protected in a man’s embrace.

She stripped the half-mask from her face and massaged the tiny indentations around her eyes that the lace had left behind. Why had he stayed? What they had shared might not have been business, but neither was it love. The sentiment had no place in her life, and Saint had a duty to his title. She did not fit in his plans any more than he did in hers.

With sunlight streaming through the seams of the curtains, the bed seemed too big without him at her side. Her slight disappointment was ridiculous. She preferred sleeping alone. Lovers were demanding, which was one of the reasons why she limited herself to brief trysts. There were no expectations, no questions, and most certainly no regrets.

So why did she miss him?

The realization that she did made her curse his scoundrel heart!

She had expected passion from him. Understanding and tenderness were characteristics that she had not anticipated he would share with her.

A knock at the door had her reaching for the discarded half-mask.

“It’s Anna.”

“A moment, if you please.”

Madame Venna relaxed at the sound of her friend’s cheerful voice. She lifted the sheet and belatedly recalled that she was naked. As her gaze searched the room for her chemise, Anna solved the dilemma by using her key to unlock the door.

“Good morning, Madame!” Anna entered the bedchamber with her arms burdened by a large tray. She did not seem surprised to see her employer still abed as she shut the door with a graceful swish of her hips. “Did you sleep well?”

She approached the bed with a knowing expression on her face. It was simple to deduce that her friend was aware Madame Venna had not spent the night alone.

“Well enough, I suppose,” she replied cautiously, her heavy accent absent from her voice since they were alone. “You seem awfully cheerful this morning.”

“Actually, it’s early afternoon.” Anna placed the tray on the mattress. She removed several silver covers to reveal buttered toast, a slice of ham, and a poached egg. “I thought you would be hungry.”

Madame Venna reached for the teapot. She gave her friend an inscrutable look. “And why would you think that?” As the scent of the ham teased her nose, she realized that she was starving.

She poured the hot tea into the empty teacup.

Anna opened the curtains. “There is no need to be coy, Catherine.”

“How long have you known?”

Even if she had managed to keep Saint’s presence at the Golden Pearl a secret, her clothes strewn about the room and the broken glass near the dressing table hinted that something had occurred during the night.

Anna moved confidently about as she gathered up Madame Venna’s clothing. “Since last evening,” she smugly admitted. “You were too indifferent about one of the guards being attacked. That revealed you knew his attacker. It was Saint, was it not? He was here with you last evening.”

Madame Venna hid her grin with her teacup. “Yes.”

“His presence also explains why you refused to open the door.” She dropped the bundle of clothes on the nearest chair. “The guard said that the man who struck him was in a drunken rage. Did he hurt you?”

Her eyebrows lifted at the absurd question. “Saint? Not at all. He … well, he likes to have his way in all matters.”

Something in her inflection caused Anna to pause and gape at her friend. “Sainthill was ravishing you when I was at the door last evening!”

Madame Venna tilted back her head and laughed. She thought about Saint’s mouth between her legs, his long, dexterous fingers stroking her. “Close enough.” She picked up a piece of toast and stuffed a good portion into her mouth before she could say anything more.

Any clever retort from Anna was forgotten when she noticed the porcelain shards of the shattered half-mask. “What happened? Good grief, did Sainthill do this?”

“He did,” she said, her mouth full of toast. She chewed and swallowed before she added, “And no, he did not see my face. I did not light a candle until much later, and by then I had a replacement.”

Anna rose from her crouched position, the broken pieces of porcelain in her cupped hand. “It is not my place to question you—”

Madame Venna dismissed her friend’s words with a flick of her wrist. “We have been friends too long not to speak frankly.”

“Agreed.” Her friend’s gaze was troubled as she joined her on the bed. “An evening with Sainthill has put color in your cheeks and joy in your eyes.”

She almost choked on her mouthful of tea. “You make it sound as if I glide down the passageways like a grim specter.”

“Not at all. Taking a new lover is always a wonderful and thrilling experience. Except that you are very careful when it comes to men, and Sainthill is not a new lover. Catherine, you thought you had good reason to sever any intimate connection with him six years ago. And while it pleases me to see you happy, do you feel it is wise to allow him to get so close?”

Madame Venna straightened as she adjusted the sheet over her breasts to keep the fabric from slipping. “I do not believe anyone allows Saint to do anything. The man seems to do what he wants.”

“Hmm.”

“That is mighty vague.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I was just thinking that many good people say the same thing about you.”

“Anna, what happened between Saint and I…” She gestured broadly with her piece of buttered toast. “It was lovely, and I refuse to regret it. Even so, this attraction we have will not last. No promises were made. No grand pledges of love were whispered in the dark. There is no future for us.”

“Perhaps not for you, but what of Catherine?”

“I think the Marquess of Sainthill will aspire higher than the bastard daughter of Lord Greenshield and Lady Eyre when he decides to marry,” she said drily. “Besides, Catherine has secrets.”

“Aye, the stubborn girl is you.”

Madame Venna rolled her eyes in exasperation. “A fact I am intimately acquainted with, my dear friend.”

“And what about Sainthill?” Anna demanded. “He knows both women. Catherine, you are playing a very dangerous game with him. What if he discovers the truth about Catherine?”

“He won’t.”

“How can you be so certain?” Anna clasped Madame Venna’s hands before she could turn away. “He could ruin you and everything you’ve built. Sainthill has no loyalties to you, and what affection he has for either woman will not stem his anger or his thirst for vengeance once the ton learns the truth. He will become a laughingstock for playing the fool to a whore.”

She cringed, because her friend’s concerns echoed her own. “Enough, Anna. You have made your point.”

“I love you, Catherine. I do not want to see you hurt.”

Madame Venna dropped her toast on the plate. The unpleasant turn of their conversation had soured her appetite. “You worry too much. What Saint hungers for is purely physical. He will eventually tire of Madame Venna.”

Anna looked unconvinced. “Is that why he remained in your bed the entire night? Abram told me that Saint was seen leaving your bedchamber shortly after dawn.”

How could she explain what had transpired during the night without sounding naive or, worse, in love? She had expected him to leave after she told him about her escape from the Royles household. Although she had spared him most of the grim details, she had seen the revulsion in his gaze as she told her tale. Madame Venna also noted his pity. She hid more than her face behind the half-mask she wore, and she had given him a glimpse of the ugliness beneath.

Instead of leaving, Saint blew out the candle and hooked his arm around her waist until she settled comfortably against him. He did not attempt to explain away the horrors she endured that night or offer her sympathetic platitudes. She fell asleep in his protective embrace with the steady pounding of his heart against her back and his warm breath stirring her hair.

Her sleep had never felt so deep and restful.

Near sunrise, she awoke to his light caresses.

“I need you,” he whispered before covering her with his body.

Madame Venna parted her thighs, and his cock slid effortlessly into her womanly sheath. Their lovemaking was leisurely and tender. When Saint found his release, she was right there with him, and it was a wondrous experience.

She’d almost begged him to stay, but resisted. It was enough that Saint appeared reluctant to leave her.

“His stamina is impressive,” Madame Venna said lightly, fearing she had already revealed too much to her friend.

Anna smiled, her gaze slightly unfocused as she recalled her own experiences with the marquess. “Very much so. I know I am not the only one at the Golden Pearl who misses his visits.”

Madame Venna brought her fist to her breasts as the sharp pang of jealousy clawed at her heart. She scowled, surprised by her reaction. After all, she had been the one who had sent Anna and the other girls to Nox. It was foolish to feel threatened by encounters that took place years ago.

“Do not fret about Saint,” she said, sitting with as much dignity as she was able to muster while draped in a sheet. “For six years, he has wondered about Madame Venna, and his curiosity has been sated. Soon another lady will draw his attention and that will be the end of it.”

Anna arched her right brow. “And what of his interest in Catherine?”

Madame Venna gave her friend an exasperated look. “Well, he cannot have both of us!”

*   *   *

Not far from the Golden Pearl, Saint stared pensively out of one of Nox’s windows as he silently contemplated what he should do with the two women who were distracting him from his responsibilities. Neither lady was good for his sanity. This was not the first time he had flirted with danger by dallying with several women at once. Occasionally, these women were even willing to join him in bed together. Catherine and Madame Venna presented a whole new challenge, however, since they were the same woman.

Saint was in a delicate predicament, and a clever stratagem was required. If he revealed his hand too quickly, he would lose both women.

I’m such an arrogant arse, he thought. Last evening, when he’d chased after Madame Venna, he thought he might be able to seduce the truth from her lips. He dragged his hand through his hair in frustration. In his experience, it was rare for a woman to live up to the anticipation he had built in his mind. It was one of the reasons why his affairs were brief. Once the initial lust had been assuaged, he usually lost interest.

Madame Venna, the devious wench, had ruined him. He had pushed her up against the wall of her bedchamber with the intention of pounding away the six years of anger, lust, and longing he had buried deep inside him. At some point during the night, the simple animalistic act of fucking had tempered into the sensual exploration of lovemaking. As he took her body, she had taken him, filling the emptiness inside him with feelings he had not been willing to share with her.

Saint had held her in the darkness as she slept trustingly in his arms and known contentment. It was the last thing he’d expected from her. When her dreams gave way to an old nightmare, he discovered the vulnerable, frightened woman beneath the guise of brazen confidence and cool sensuality that she presented to the world.

And the scars.

Renewed fury washed over him as he thought of the thin white lines that marred her lower back and buttocks. He wanted to hunt down and murder the person responsible. Although she had not given him a name, one man knew who had raised her. Saint wondered if Lord Greenshield was aware of the brutality his daughter had suffered by the very people who were supposed to protect her.

Or was she lying?

Had she spun a heart-wrenching tale to distract Saint from his earlier questions? He immediately dismissed the thought. Madame Venna had been asleep. Her distress had not been feigned. She might have omitted numerous details, but she had told him the truth.

“Are you participating in this conversation, Saint?”

Straightening from his contemplative slouch, he glanced at Sin. “Pardon? Did you ask a question?”

Vane snorted at Saint’s puzzled expression. “He’s not listening.”

“When has he ever?” was Dare’s sarcastic retort.

Reign chuckled. “He hasn’t heard one word since he sat down.”

The news did not sit well with Sin, since he had been the one prattling on for the past twenty minutes. His hazel-colored eyes narrowed. “Are we boring you, Saint?”

“My apologies, gents. I didn’t get much sleep.” Saint scrubbed his face with his hand. “What were we talking about?”

“Well, we were discussing the latest bit of violence on King Street and what we should do about it. Since your thoughts are more interesting, perhaps you would like to share them with all of us.”

He did not have a clue what his friends were talking about. “What violence?”

Reign rolled his eyes. “I told you that he hasn’t heard a single word.”

“Spending the night in a woman’s bed will do that to a man,” Hunter said to no one in particular. Stretched out on the sofa, his eyes were shut as if he was still recovering from last evening.

There was an awkward stillness in the room as five pairs of eyes collectively shifted from Hunter to him. There were various degrees of speculation and approval in his friends’ gazes. Frost just appeared to be amused.

“Exactly what happened last evening after you left the opera house with Madame Venna?” Sin asked.

Vane brought his fist to his mouth and chuckled. “More to the point, tell us how you departed with the lady?”

Hunter laughed, too, and the two men drew curious gazes from everyone but Saint. He had forgotten that they had witnessed his departure with Madame Venna.

“What happened?” Dare asked.

Reign whistled softly. “Oh, this should be good.”

“Nothing,” Saint all but snarled at Dare. He inhaled sharply as he swiftly realized his angry outburst would only prove that something indeed had happened. Besides, there were plenty of witnesses to recount the tale. “No, that is not quite true. There was an incident with Mulcaster in the entrance hall. Madame Venna was prepared to exchange heated words with him, and I—”

“He tossed Madame V over his shoulder and carried her out of the theater,” Hunter added helpfully.

“She seemed rather upset about the whole thing,” Vane said, his face turning an unpleasant pink as he struggled not to laugh.

“Bravo, Saint,” Frost drawled, clapping his hands. “I did not think you had the bollocks to tangle with such a spirited wench again. Or did she castrate you the moment her hands were free?”

Saint smirked as he resisted raising his hand in a vulgar, insulting gesture that was bound to lead to fisticuffs. “Though it’s no business of yours, I left the Golden Pearl at dawn with my bollocks intact.”

Sin made a soft sputtering noise of surprise. “Christ, you and Madame V? When I asked you to approach the woman, I was not suggesting that you bed her.”

Frost crossed his arms over his chest. “It was a sacrifice our friend was willing to make.”

“No one asked for your opinion, Frost,” Saint muttered.

“A pity,” Frost replied, grinning at him in his smug fashion. “When I have so many to share.”

Saint knew he was being baited by his friend, but it was difficult not to respond with a fist or a swift kick to the man’s arse. “Enough. No one is interested in your games.” He looked at Sin. “Tell me more about this violence on King Street.”

Ignoring Saint’s hint, Vane leaned forward with eagerness. “Oh, I disagree. I’m very interested in hearing more about you and Madame V.”

“I concur,” Dare added before Saint could respond. “Someone once told me that the woman was celibate. Practically a nun.”

“I thought she fancied women,” Reign admitted grudgingly.

Warming to the topic, Hunter opened his eyes. “I daresay Madame V has diligently studied at the school of Sappho, so she probably prefers both men and women.”

“I can personally attest that she has a fondness for males,” Frost said, his voice softening as he recalled his night with her. “Or perhaps Saint is having difficulties—” He pinched his fingers together, his meaning all too clear to everyone.

Saint lunged across the table before Frost could finish his sentence. He glided on his belly, his hands going for the bastard’s throat before anyone thought to stop him. His momentum sent them both crashing to the floor.

“Not again,” muttered Sin, happily willing to step out of the way.

Reign stood next to Sin and stared down at the fighting men. “Another typical afternoon at Nox, I say. I can recall a time or two when you wanted to throttle Frost.”

Sin nodded absently. “No truer words spoken. Though Berus should be pleased. He will not have to send servants to clean this room when we have these two stubborn clods polishing the floor with their arses.”

Saint was too angry to follow his friends’ inane conversation, so he shook Frost to make certain he had his attention. “Finish that sentence and you will be gathering your scattered teeth from the rug. I have no intention of pulling out my cock for your inspection, but I can assure you that Madame Venna is not seeking to replace me with you or any other gent.”

He froze as he realized the gravity of his confession just uttered in the presence of his closest friends.

“And what of Catherine, gent?” Frost asked, flashing his white teeth. “Think she’ll mind sharing you with the proprietress of the Golden Pearl?”

Several of his friends murmured their astonishment at Frost’s audacity in provoking Saint further. Unlike his mocking friend, they were unaware that Catherine and Madame Venna were the same lady.

“One day, someone is going to grant you the eternal peace you seem to be begging for, Frost,” Saint said, releasing the earl’s throat and standing.

Frost sat up, his hands moving to his throat to straighten his cravat. “If I am to die, it will not be by your hand.”

Probably not, but he was in no mood to comfort his friend. “Just do us both a favor and refrain from speaking of Madame V in my presence.” He rubbed his temples, acutely aware that his friends were staring at him. “And Catherine. I will handle the matter on my own terms.”

Saint glanced expectantly at Sin. Thankfully, his friend took the hint.

“So we were discussing the violence on King Street,” Sin began as Reign picked up Frost’s toppled chair and Frost braced his hand on the table to stand.

Aye, by all means, let us discuss the violence just beyond the doors of Nox, Saint thought. It spared him from explaining to the Lords of Vice the reason for the seething violence within the club.


 

Chapter Thirty

Five days had passed since Saint had punched one of the Golden Pearl guards and pushed his way into her bedchamber, where he spent the night making love to her. He had sent a note on the second day of his absence. Accompanying the note was a beautiful half-mask to replace the once he had shattered. It was an exquisite piece created from silver that reminded Madame Venna of delicate angel wings. She treasured his thoughtful gift, and anticipated seeing him again. However, as the days passed, she began to wonder if the mask had been his way of repaying her for their night of passion.

Or some twisted form of revenge for her rejection six years earlier?

Saint had been absent from Catherine’s life as well, but the news was of little comfort to Madame Venna.

A knock at the door scattered her private thoughts.

At her command to enter, Abram opened the door. “Pardon my intrusion, Madame V.”

She waved away his apology. “What news do you bring?”

“Mulcaster has arrived. He awaits you in the blue parlor.”

“Excellent.” She rose from her chair and walked around her desk. Noting his expression, she asked, “You disapprove?”

“After what he has done, you continue to treat him like a guest,” he said starkly.

“And what would you suggest? That we toss him headfirst into a burlap sack and beat him with cudgels?” Her servant’s expression revealed that he would welcome the violence if this man was responsible for Mina’s attack. Her throaty laughter filled the room. “While I appreciate the sentiment, after some consideration, I believe a more reserved approach is necessary if we hope to gain the man’s assistance.”

“And if he refuses?”

Madame Venna hesitated. “Then by all means, you may use your cudgel, Abram.”

*   *   *

Saint’s afternoon showed no signs of improving when his butler announced that Lord Greenshield was requesting an audience.

Greenshield.

Saint grimaced as he slipped his arm into the empty sleeve of a freshly pressed frock coat that his valet was holding up. He did not have to be a soothsayer to know what had brought the older gentleman to his door.

“Thank you, Peters, that will be all,” he said, checking his appearance in the mirror before he turned away.

“Very good, milord.” The valet quietly collected the discarded clothing and slipped out of the room.

Saint had no inclination to speak with Greenshield about his daughter. First the man had tried to warn him off from Catherine. Understandable since his intentions were not all that honorable in the beginning. Now it was apparent that the earl was aware that his daughter was Madame Venna.

If Greenshield thought to gain his daughter’s cooperation by blackmail, their recent altercation proved it was a failed endeavor. Whether she was Catherine or Madame Venna, the woman was stubborn as well as unforgiving.

Saint was aware he had to tread carefully when it came to his dealings with her. It was one of the reasons he had decided to keep his distance for a few days. Madame Venna had a terrible habit of jumbling his thoughts.


 

Chapter Thirty-one

In the end, it seemed all too simple. She intended to disappear.

People went missing all the time in London. The reasons varied: accidents, murder, suicide, or mere boredom. Certainly, no one would connect Madame Venna’s abrupt departure to Catherine Deverall’s decision to leave town for a more tranquil setting. While there were some who might long for Madame Venna’s return, very few people would miss Catherine. In many ways, she was the flamboyant proprietress’s demure shadow. She had walked London’s streets with quiet confidence, but no one had truly noticed her until Saint had come into her life.

He had brought her to life in many ways, and in doing so, he had destroyed her.

Even as she mentally surveyed the wreckage of her two lives, Catherine could not work up too much anger about it. When she had created Madame Venna and opened the Golden Pearl’s doors, she knew that it would not last forever. Too many people knew her secrets. When Royles appeared on her doorstep, she should have taken it as a sign and departed.

By then, however, Saint had come into her life, and she had grown arrogant with the power she wielded. She foolishly believed that she had everything under control. In the end, people she cared about had gotten hurt because of her arrogance. She would have to live with that knowledge for the rest of her life.

Catherine straightened as one of the servants knocked and opened the door. She glanced down at the silver half-mask in her hands. Saint had this one commissioned to replace the porcelain mask he had shattered. In truth, she no longer needed it, but she loathed to give it up since it had been a gift. Such selfless gestures were rare in her life.

She glanced blindly over her shoulder. “Take the small trunk and store the others. I will send for them when I have established my new residence.”

“Will you be taking a new name, as well?”

Catherine spun about at the sound of Saint’s voice. He looked the same, she thought as she devoured him with her gaze, memorizing every detail. She had not expected to see him again. It seemed kinder for everyone to avoid the awkward, emotional farewells her departure would have engendered.

“You—you know?”

He gave her a level look and shut the door so no one would overhear them. “Know what, Catherine? That you are Madame Venna, one of the most infamous madams in London? A heartless jade who has been lying to me since our first meeting?”

Catherine flinched. She deserved every accusation and more, but the disappointment she read in his eyes stung. “Not heartless, Saint. Never with you, and that was always the problem.”

His expression did not lose its harshness at her admission.

When Saint remained silent, she could not resist asking, “How long have you known?”

“The evening at the Sinclairs,” he said in a clipped voice.

Saint had behaved oddly that night. Catherine recalled him and Frost arguing about something. Her? “Does Frost know?”

“All of my friends know the truth, Catherine. We try not to keep secrets from one another.” He stepped toward her, his hands behind his back, stopping when his face was inches from hers. “Lying to those who love you never ends well.”

She bit her lip, fighting back the urge to cry. Clearing her throat, she struggled to keep her calm demeanor. “Well then, your news only confirms my suspicions that it is time to leave London. I should have done so years ago, only I—”

“What?” He leaned closer, refusing to let her go quietly. “Did you stay to be close to the family who never wanted you? Or did you remain because you could not let me go … let us go? For once in your life, why do you not try the truth?”

Her eyes narrowed at his disrespectful tone, and her own temper flared. “I remained because the Golden Pearl was making me a very rich woman. Why would I give up such a lucrative business venture?” Madame Venna rose to the surface as she boldly caressed his handsome face. “Wealth, power … and the gentlemen wielding it were so eager to share my bed.”

“Enough! No more games.”

“Oh, and here I thought we were just getting started, mon coeur,” she said in the proprietress’s heavy accent. She did not believe it was possible, but Saint’s austere expression became even grimmer.

Catherine sighed in defeat.

Saint was correct. It was time to end the games between them. “Fine. You win.”

“You never answered my question,” he said, touching her on the arm to keep her from retreating. “Will you change your name?”

Catherine shrugged. “I—I suppose so. Madame Venna can never return to London. It makes sense that Catherine Deverall disappears, too.” She began to fidget when he neither agreed nor disagreed. Finally, she blurted out, “What are you doing here? I did not expect to see you before I departed.”

“Really?” He crossed his arms and leaned against the bedpost. “Then you have not been paying attention.”

Catherine glanced down at the half-mask in her hands. “I suppose I should apologize for not sending word to you.”

“Why bother? You do not truly mean it.”

This time there was a hint of anger to his tone, and it was expected considering all that she had done. She winced as the sharp silver edges cut into her fingers. Worried that she might ruin the half-mask, she carefully placed it on top of the small trunk at her feet.

“It seemed kinder this way.”

Saint’s brows climbed at her admission. “Kinder for whom, Catherine?”

She made a vague gesture with her hands. “For you … and me. You should be grateful that I was willing to leave without a fuss.”

“Grateful,” he said, tasting the word. His expression clouded with frustration as he unfolded his crossed arms and stalked toward her. “You are fortunate that I don’t flip you over my knee and paddle your backside for your damn kindness.”

His harsh reproach caused her to straighten. “See here, Sainthill, you have no right—”

“I have every right, you little fool!” he said tersely, reaching for her and pulling her close. “Did you think you could just leave London and me without a backward glance?”

She was bidding farewell to her home, friends, and the Golden Pearl, and throughout it all she had not shed a single tear. Saint had managed to ruin her composure within minutes of his arrival.

“Why are you making this so difficult for me?” Catherine demanded, fighting back tears.

“Why aren’t you fighting for us?” he thundered back.

Catherine flinched as if he had slapped her. “Saint, you can’t always get your way. Not even you.”

She turned away, wondering if she could reach the door before him. Saint picked up on her intentions and caught her in his arms before she had taken her second step.

“Oh, no, Miss Deverall…” He gave her a vigorous shake. “You took the coward’s way out six years ago, and I let you, because I thought you felt nothing for me.”

“I don’t.”

Saint’s eyes widened in amazement. “Christ, your sharp tongue would provoke a weaker man to murder!”

His eyes were blue flames of fury at her outrageous lie. Saint spun them halfway and shoved her onto the bed. Her backside bounced against the mattress, and she would have scrambled away if Saint hadn’t used his knee to pin her skirt in place.

“Bully!”

“Coward,” he jeered. “Damn it, woman, I am in love with you!”

The declaration should have brought her joy, she thought. Instead, falling in love with Saint had brought her nothing but pain and misery.

Her silence only infuriated him. Crawling on top of her, he grabbed her flailing wrists and pressed them against the mattress on each side of her head. “And you’re in love with me. Desperately. Hopelessly.”

She slowly shook her head.

Saint glared down at her. “Obstinate wench!” He released one of her wrists, and his hand moved to his waist. “You deny me the words I crave, but never your body. I vow it is the only time you were truthful.”

He unfastened his trousers and freed his cock. It sprang free from the opening, beautifully aroused and straining to be used. Saint pushed up her skirt and petticoat, exposing just enough of her bare thighs to gain access to the secret folds that were already dampening and eager for his invasion.

“Saint,” she whispered brokenly.

“I’m finished arguing, Catherine.”

He was asking for everything, but he seemed willing to settle for scraps. She was being unfair to both of them, but one of them needed to be sensible.

Catherine gasped as the blunt head of his cock covered her wet core. One quick thrust and Saint ruthlessly buried himself into her welcoming heat. They groaned in unison. However, Saint gave her body no time to grow accustomed to his rigid length. There was no lazy exploration or playful seduction. This was raw need, she thought, as his narrow hips pounded against hers.

There was no pain in his claiming. Her body recognized and yearned for him. Lost in his frantic tempo, he had freed her other wrist. Catherine wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him closer, her hunger for him matching his.

She loved— Yes, she loved Saint.

Catherine loved not only his beautiful body and skillful hands, but his heart, as well. Whether she was Madame Venna or Catherine, he had treated her like a lady. His equal. While she had been acutely aware of her flaws, he had been blind to them. It had been difficult for her to accept his kindness. Even now, it was difficult to believe that he truly loved her.

“Stop thinking,” he growled, driving into her with such vigor that that she was slowly inching across the mattress. “Just feel.”

Saint cupped her buttocks and held on to her, deepening his strokes. Catherine arched against him, sensing he was close to his release. She felt the telling shimmer of sensation deep within her, and she embraced it, mentally flying toward a fluid rush of light, thunder, and joy. Saint joined her, his cock pulsing as her muscled core tightened around him.

Neither one of them spoke or moved away from their passionate embrace. As her breathing slowed, she was unaware of how much time had passed. Was it minutes or hours? She gave a passing thought to the coachman who was supposed to be waiting for her on the street. If she could have summoned the energy, she would have left the bed and gone to the window.

“My feelings are deeper than just the physical connection we share,” she said, startled by how husky her voice sounded to her.

Saint rolled them onto their sides so she was not burdened with his weight. “I know. If I had been paying closer attention, I would have realized it six years ago, when you decided to shut me out of your life. It frightened you, did it not? Falling in love so fast with a gentleman you barely knew.”

His cock was losing its rigidity. The flesh that had given her so much pleasure softened and disengaged from her wet womanly sheath. Their coupling had been too swift and blinding, and she was already missing the fullness of him inside her. “Yes.”

“And then I made a mistake. I pushed you too far by telling you that I needed you and you panicked.”

Catherine slid lower so she could lay her cheek against his chest. “My feelings for you have always frightened me. From the very beginning, you made me feel too much, and in ways I had never experienced with anyone else.”

As she watched Saint tug the flap of his unfastened trousers over his genitals, she silently marveled that they had experienced such explosive passion while they were fully clothed.

“Were you worried that I could not be trusted with your secrets?”

“Partly,” she hedged, nipping her lower lip. Catherine sighed, and leaned over and smoothed her skirt over her bare leg. “As Madame Venna, I could not afford to have entanglements. Lovers tend to be inquisitive by nature, and eventually I would have been coaxed to remove my half-mask, the only measure I had to give Catherine a life beyond the Golden Pearl’s walls.”

Saint’s chest began to vibrate, and after a minute she raised her head to see that he was silently laughing.

“What do you find so amusing?”

“You, love,” he murmured, capturing the side of her face with his hand. “You still speak as if Madame V and Catherine are two different people.”

Catherine shrugged. “Habit. If I viewed them as separate women, I was less likely to make a mistake. It was the same reason why it was imperative that Madame V and I never shared the same circle of friends.”

“That is, until I took it upon myself to introduce myself to Catherine, and enticed you to break one of your rigid rules.”

He sounded very pleased with himself. And why should he not? In the end, he claimed the affections of both women.

With regret heavy in her heart, she sat up on the bed. “I love you, Saint. However—”

The lazy, satisfied expression on his face vanished at her declaration. “Halt. Not another word.”

“But—”

He leaned forward and placed his finger to her lips. “You love me.”

Catherine took a deep breath. “Yes,” she said, nodding.

The joy and love in his gaze humbled her. How was she supposed to walk away from him?

“You don’t.”

Her lips parted in surprise at his reply to her unspoken question. “How did you know what I was thinking?” she demanded, mildly annoyed that he was able to read her so well.

“You’re not always so guarded when you are alone with me,” he said smugly. “Which is another sign that you are learning to trust me.”

Catherine groaned. “My leaving has nothing to do with not trusting you.”

“I disagree. Otherwise you would have never tried to run off without sharing your plans with me or your father.”

She rolled her eyes at the mention of Lord Greenshield. It still felt strange to think of him as her father. “Perhaps I was attempting to protect both of you from scandal.”

“My family’s name was tied to scandal long before you were born. Do you think me so weak that I could not weather a few narrow-minded gossips?”

“It would be an entire ballroom filled with gossips. The ton. What if your friends began to avoid you because your mistress was once the infamous owner of the Golden Pearl? What if you were no longer invited to their private residences because they did not wish for their wives and children to be tainted by your poor judgment?”

Saint disliked her questions, but she refused to back down. It was important for him to understand the sacrifice she was willing to make for him, and even Lord Greenshield.

“You’ve met my friends and their wives. Did any of them give you the impression that they cared a farthing about the ton, or their collective opinions?”

Catherine frowned. “No.”

He slid off the bed and fastened the buttons on his trousers. “If you insist on leaving London like a criminal who’s escaped the magistrate, then grant me a boon, and place the blame squarely on your shoulders. I want you to stay. Here. With me.”

Saint was so used to getting his way, he believed anything was possible. “You cannot live with your mistress.”

“Agreed,” he said curtly. “Besides, I’m done with mistresses. There’s no challenge in buying a woman’s affection for the price of a house, a few dresses, and pretty baubles. I want a lover who will stand with me so neither one of us has to face the gossips alone; who will invite me into her bed each night, even if all I have to offer her is my love and fidelity.”

That woman would be the luckiest woman in all of England. Unfortunately, Catherine did not believe she was the right woman for the Marquess of Sainthill.

He walked over to her and grasped both of her hands. She glanced down at their hands and stiffened, bracing herself for his next words. “Catherine Deverall, will you grant me … your trust.”

Her eyelids fluttered open. “My … what?”

If Saint was teasing, his expression gave nothing away. “Your trust,” he patiently replied. “Remain in London. Promise me you will not run off. If I am forced to chase you across the countryside, then I will take distinct pleasure in paddling your backside black and blue.”

“You wouldn’t dare!”

“Provoke me, and you will not be able to sit down for a week,” he threatened.

Catherine glanced helplessly at her empty bedchamber. “For how long? I cannot reside here. The house has been sold and the new owners will be taking possession of the property in a matter of days.”

“Don’t worry about your lodgings. I will handle the task personally.”

He seemed too confident. “You cannot set me up in your house, Saint.”

“I have no intention of doing so, Miss Deverall,” Saint said coolly.

“Nor Lord Greenshield’s residence,” she hastily added.

He shook his head as if she had disappointed him. “You should have more faith in the men who love you.”

She opened her mouth to protest, but wisely kept her opinion to herself. This conversation was on the verge of disintegrating into a quarrel.

“Nothing else to say?”

Catherine bit her lip and shook her head.

“Excellent,” he said, in a patronizing tone that made her teeth hurt. “I knew you could be reasonable with the proper incentive.”

She made a sputtering noise of astonishment. “You’ve promised me nothing!”

“Exactly.” His handsome face softened at her obvious frustration. All will be well, love.” He gently kissed her pouting mouth. “Trust me.”

Catherine did not have the heart to admit to Saint that while she loved him, he was asking the impossible from her.


 

Chapter Thirty-two

“A card party?” Catherine wrinkled her nose in distaste. “I am not overly fond of games.”

Regan laughed as she rubbed her belly, ripening with her husband’s child. “Really, Madame V?” she teased. “You like them well enough when you are in charge and everyone is playing by your rules.”

Ten days had passed since Saint had dumped her at Lord and Lady Pashley’s door. He had kissed her farewell, and gruffly reminded her that he would employ all the Lords of Vice if she tried to thwart him by disappearing. Even changing her name would not spare her his wrath if she defied him.

“His arrogance is boundless,” Catherine complained.

“My brother is worse,” Regan assured her as she nudged her upstairs to change her dress. “He sent me away to boarding school for five years because he caught me kissing Dare.”

Catherine was angry on her friend’s behalf. “That is outrageous! Five years for a kiss?”

Regan seemed pleased to have someone on her side, even though she had taken matters into her own hands by defying her brother’s dictates. “I most definitely agree. However, in Frost’s defense, he was trying to protect me. He had doubts Dare would make a good husband for me.”

“He was obviously wrong.”

She followed Catherine into her bedchamber. “The Lords of Vice are handsome scoundrels, but all of them can be a little thick-witted,” she said cheerfully. “I think you should wear the rose satin. It puts color in your cheeks, and it’s flattering to your figure.”

“Very well,” she said, resigned to an afternoon of cards at Lord and Lady Rainecourt’s town house.

Regan, Sophia, Juliana, and Isabel had all taken turns entertaining her to keep her spirits from flagging after Saint’s abandonment. When Catherine had questioned Dare and the other Lords of Vice about Saint’s whereabouts, no one could give her a proper answer.

The men were hiding something. She was certain of it. However, the ladies assured her that Saint was not the kind of gentleman to play a lady false. Each one suggested that she should trust the man who claimed he loved her.

Trust. The word was as annoying as the gentleman who demanded it from her.

“We’ve arrived, ladies,” Dare said, dragging her into the present.

As recommended by Regan, she was wearing the rose satin dress with the round sleeves and the tasteful crêpe lisse bouffant border at the bottom of the skirt. For a headdress, she had chosen her white satin hat with the low crown and narrow brim. Pinned to the side was a large white satin bow.

“You look lovely, Catherine,” Dare said as he assisted her descent from the coach.

“And what sweet flattery do you have for your wife, husband?” Regan looked resplendent in her lilac dress.

Dare picked his wife off her feet and brazenly covered her mouth with his, giving her a kiss best saved for when they were alone. Without releasing her lips, the marquess spun her around once before allowing her dainty feet to touch the ground.

“Well,” Regan exclaimed, a bit unsteady. “Nicely done.”

Wistfully, Catherine observed the exchange between husband and wife. It was apparent to even the most jaundiced eye that their marriage was a love match. During Saint’s absence, his friends and their wives had opened their homes to her. She had been given a rare glimpse into the couples’ lives.

Because of their business arrangement with the Golden Pearl, Catherine thought that she knew everything about the Lords of Vice. Her girls had regaled her with countless tales about Saint and his friends. She had not believed these gentlemen could commit themselves to their ladies, but she was wrong. When a Lord of Vice fell in love, it was forever.

The butler was waiting for them when they strolled up the walkway and up the stairs. The house was too quiet for a small gathering. The servant explained that the afternoon was too lovely to remain indoors. Everyone had moved the gathering outdoors.

Catherine slowly trailed after Regan and Dare as they followed Reign’s butler. She was the last to step onto the terrace.

A faint gasp escaped her lips as she noticed Saint standing on the terrace, near the steps to the lower gardens. She longed to run to him, but she was not quite certain she had forgiven him for his absence. Instead, she admired him from afar, her hungry gaze drinking in every detail. He was dressed in a dark blue frock coat, a silver pin-striped waistcoat, and tan trousers.

He was not alone.

Sin and Reign stood to his right, while Sophia, Isabel, and Juliana sat at a table where Frost and Vane had been playing cards to his left. She did not see Hunter. Perhaps he was dallying with one of Reign’s servants in the lower gardens.

The second thing she noticed was that everyone’s attention appeared to be centered on her. Catherine glanced nervously at her rose dress, wondering if she should have selected another.

“There is nothing wrong with your dress,” Saint said, offering his hand. “Come and give me a proper greeting.”

If there hadn’t been so many witnesses, Catherine might have planted her fist into the conceited man’s gut and departed. Saint must have guessed her thoughts, because his grin widened as she drew nearer.

“Did you miss me?”

Dreadfully. “Yes.” And she could almost hate him for it. She had endured too many nights, her heart aching for this one man. “Was this your revenge for my making plans to leave London without telling you?”

He took her hand and kissed it. “I’m pleased you viewed my absence as a punishment. However, that was not my intention.”

“Then where were—” Her voice trailed off, her question forgotten as Hunter and her father ascended the stairs and joined them once they reached the top.

“Lord Greenshield, I was not aware you had received an invitation to Lord and Lady Rainecourt’s gathering,” she said, curtsying as he bowed.

“I have Sainthill to thank,” the earl said, nodding at the marquess. “I have missed too much in your life to miss my own daughter’s wedding.”

Catherine glanced at the people who had become her friends, and everyone was smiling as if they had all played a part in leading up to this moment. Her gray eyes shifted suspiciously to the man she loved.

“What are you about, Sainthill?” she demanded.

“Did you hear the latest gossip?”

Baffled by his deliberate attempt to change the subject, she said, “I have no patience for gossip.”

“Very admirable of you. It’s a pity most young ladies do not follow your sterling example.”

Catherine heard Regan cough to conceal her laughter.

Saint brushed her cheek with his fingers to gain her attention. “This tidbit might interest you since it involves our dear friend, Madame Venna.”

“Madame Venna!”

“According to the rumors, the woman has departed England for good. ’Tis a pity, really. I, for one, will miss her,” Saint said, his blue eyes twinkling in merriment.

“Who told you this?”

“Oh, I was not really paying attention,” he confessed, clapping a hand on her father’s shoulder. “I had more important matters to address, such as asking Lord Greenshield for his daughter’s hand in marriage.”

Catherine’s gaze shifted from Saint to the earl. “It took you ten days to sway my father?”

Her acknowledgment that Lord Greenshield was her father brought tears to the older gentleman’s eyes.

Saint looked pleased with himself. “Among other things.”

Lord Greenshield cleared his throat. “Not to worry, daughter. I’ve settled a generous dowry on you. If you decided not to marry this scoundrel, every bachelor and fortune hunter in London will be seeking your hand in marriage.”

A dowry?

Suddenly, Catherine felt light-headed. She glanced helplessly at Saint. It had taken him ten days to convince everyone that Madame Venna had departed for greener pastures. With the help of her father, they had transformed Miss Deverall into a respectable heiress. She was free to put her past behind her and marry the man she fallen in love with six years ago.

The choice was hers.

Saint held out his hand. “Do you trust me?”

Tears of happiness slid down her cheeks as she linked her hand with his. He already knew the answer, but like her, he needed to hear the word from her lips.

“Yes,” her voice rang out without any hesitation, much to the approval and applause of their good friends.
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