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      Esmeralda Ballantyne is the most successful courtesan in London, a woman envied by many and a mystery to all. When her past threatens the future of her younger sister, she finds an unexpected champion in the Duke of Haynesdale, a gentleman driven by his honor to intervene on her behalf, despite his disapproval of her trade. Does she dare to trust her newfound protector with her truth, or is the duke – like so many men of her acquaintance – interested in only one kind of compensation from her? As much as she refuses to surrender to any man, Esmeralda fears her impulse will lead her astray…will the price of capitulation be her fiercely defended independence or her heart?

      

      Damien DeVries, the Duke of Haynesdale, abandoned his rakehell ways when his father bought his commission. The youngest of three sons, he never expected to inherit the duchy, and finds himself discontent, burdened by responsibilities and – according to his mother – past due to wed and provide an heir. The difficulty is that the only woman of interest is the forbidden beauty, Miss Ballantyne. There could not be a less appropriate choice for his duchess, but no other woman tempts him…

      

      Drawn together by an irresistible desire, duke and courtesan agree to a short affair. But their mutual need proves insatiable, growing stronger with each night together. The duke becomes convinced that they must marry - but can Esmeralda ever trust a man fully? Her one last secret will either draw them together or drive them apart forever – when she finally shares it, can they put the betrayals of the past behind and forge a future on their own terms?
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      The Ladies’ Essential Guide to the Art of Seduction is a series of Regency romances. In each story, a marriage in dire straits is rescued by the lady’s consultation of Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne’s incomparable volume of amorous advice. Over the course of the series, Esmeralda matches wits (and more) with the resolute Duke of Haynesdale, who is determined to stop her endeavor, no matter the price.
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      London - April 1817

      

      Jacques DesJardins proved to be utterly predictable in his inclinations, much to the relief of Damien DeVries, the Duke of Haynesdale. Some months previously, DesJardins had ensured that Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne was found guilty of his own crime, by hiding stolen gems in the courtesan’s home. Damien had been responsible for the magistrate’s visit and discovery of the gems, thus he blamed himself for Miss Ballantyne’s incarceration.

      He made a visit to Miss Ballantyne in Fleet Street Prison, but she declined to confide in him. Guessing that she protected someone, Damien persisted. He provided for her expenses in his absence then went to Paris in pursuit of the villain. Never had there been a man so determined to set matters to rights. He located a young lady hidden away by Miss Ballantyne. Mademoiselle Sylvie LaFleur was the younger sister of Miss Ballantyne, though Damien was one of very few who knew that truth. Suspecting that Jacques might do injury to the young girl, Damien had retrieved her and taken her beneath his protection as his ward. He knew they had been followed on their return journey to England, and he could guess by whom.

      The journey, however, had granted the duke ample time to concoct a plan.

      Immediately upon his arrival in London, Damien hired two decommissioned soldiers, men he knew to be reliable beyond a doubt, and dispatched them to watch Miss Ballantyne’s home. His suspicions were rewarded by an early report of the pair rebuffing the attempts of an intruder to enter the house. The villain fled, but not before he was seen clearly. Damien now knew the identity of his pursuer beyond doubt.

      That DesJardins was trying to break into Miss Ballantyne’s residence was more than enough evidence that the wily thief intended to avenge himself upon the courtesan. No doubt he thought to destroy her home while she was incarcerated, or perhaps injure those people in her service. He might be scheming to smear her name in some other way.

      That would not be the case if Damien had a say in the matter. First, he would set a trap that would prove irresistible to a jewel thief like DesJardins. The man must be short of funds, and the duke would offer an apparently easy opportunity to improve that situation.

      On the afternoon of the 16th, Damien took his new ward shopping, ensuring that all were aware that she was under his protection. He told everyone they encountered that Sylvie was his ward, knowing they would assume this to be a tale. Speculation would likely be that she was his child. As he spent funds upon her, though, it was more likely to be assumed that his true intention was to marry her.

      Sylvie was well aware of the plan and had agreed in order to help her sister. On this shopping expedition, Damien was open-handed with his companion. He bought Sylvie dress lengths of fabric, several new bonnets, but more particularly, a glorious emerald parure. She shared the same coloring as Miss Ballantyne, having ebony hair and green eyes, and the gems suited her perfectly. She pivoted in the jeweler’s shop, blushing, as all admired the gems upon her. Damien extended the interval, wanting to ensure that as many as possible witnessed it, wanting rumor to spread quickly.

      He had been out of England for a month and was keenly aware that Miss Ballantyne must have suffered during his absence, despite the funds he had dispensed for her comfort in advance. She had been thin when he had visited her in her cell, though he still could close his eyes and feel the vigor of her kiss. His blood stirred even at the memory, though this quest was about more than earthly desire for him.

      It was about justice. He had, after all, led the magistrate to her door, which resulted in the discovery of the gems and Miss Ballantyne’s arrest. Damien had immediately recognized his error and vowed to set matters right.

      Upon their return to Haynesdale House in Grosvenor Square, Sylvie wore the gems for dinner. Damien found himself wishing for his mother’s presence, despite the fact that she would have a great deal to say of his choices, but she had gone to Haynesdale Manor in Nottinghamshire just days before.

      He would have to rely upon the servants talking of events at the house.

      Sylvie spent much of the evening looking out the windows of the chamber she was said to occupy, as if fascinated by the city and the activity on the square. Damien insisted that she be well-lit, so the gems would be unmistakable. As instructed, she removed the set herself, placing it upon the dressing table in full view of anyone who might be watching, then yawned mightily. Phipps, the maid assigned to her, closed the drapes then, leaving a sufficient gap that it would be clear the lamps had been extinguished. Phipps had been in service in the duke’s household for years and Damien knew she could be relied upon completely. She had vowed not to leave Sylvie unattended that night.

      Once the drapes were closed, Sylvie was immediately taken to the other end of the house to another bedchamber. Phipps sat vigil with her, along with two footmen. The first room was instead occupied by Damien, hidden in the shadows, and a pair of Bow Street Runners well aware of the details. They had been smuggled into the house through the kitchens and were similarly hidden from view. A bundle of blankets was placed in the bed to give the appearance that Sylvie slept there, though the drapes around the bed were pulled slightly lest the villain suspect the ruse.

      Though it seemed an eternity, they did not have to wait long. The clocks had struck midnight when a slender male figure came into view outside the window where Mlle. Sylvie had stood. There was a balcony there and Damien barely dared to breathe as he watched the silhouetted man on the other side of the glass. He knew they were all braced for the arrival of Jacques DesJardins.

      The latch was lifted with a cunning tool, one which Damien meant to seize so he could guarantee that none of his locks might be opened subsequently by one of similar design.

      The thief slid into the room, as silent as a shadow. He paused for a moment, listening, then moved stealthily toward the velvet box for the parure. He seized it from the dressing table, then opened it so the glitter of the gems was revealed.

      In the blink of an eye, he closed the box, tucked it beneath his arm and pivoted to make for the window. He managed only a step before the Bow Street Runners were upon him. He struggled and bit and swore in French, but was overwhelmed by the time Damien stepped forward to reclaim the gems. A match was struck and a candle lit, then DesJardins swore with vigor.

      “I suffer no man to claim what is mine,” Damien said softly, looking into the villain’s eyes.

      Jacques DesJardins spat in the duke’s face, earning himself a punch that broke his nose.

      “Take him away,” Damien growled, rubbing his knuckles. “Remind him however you see fit that he has a confession to make to the magistrate at dawn, and that it had best include more than this night’s events.”

      Satisfied beyond all, Damien retreated to his library, secured the gems in the safe, and poured himself a brandy. The front door was secured after the departure of the villain and his captors, then Mlle. Sylvie appeared in the doorway in her dressing gown.

      “It is done, Monsieur?”

      “It is done.”

      “Then we can go to Esmé?”

      “No, not as yet. We must wait.”

      “Always we wait!”

      “First your sister must be exonerated and then, I wager, she would like to collect herself before she welcomes a guest.”

      “Of course. I apologize for my impatience to meet her again.”

      “It is perfectly understandable, but I will not see either of you disappointed.”

      “You are so wise, Your Grace.” The girl’s eyes welled with tears and she came to him, dropping to one knee before him. She was a vision of beauty but Damien felt only a paternal protectiveness toward her. “Thank you, Monsieur! I will do anything…”

      Damien claimed her hand, kissed the back of it and raised her to her feet. “You have only to retire to your new chamber and sleep well. I will tell you as soon as I have tidings of Miss Ballantyne, I vow it to you.”

      She smiled at him then, one grateful tear spilling on her cheek, then reached to kiss his own cheek. Damien smiled as she pivoted and fled, listening to the sound of her footsteps as she ran up the stairs. What a charming child she was.

      Perhaps his mother was right and the time had come for him to wed and start a family of his own. He knew it would not be Mlle. Sylvie LaFleur he took to wife, despite her charms. In fact, if he had to choose in this moment, his selection would have been most uncommon. Damien smiled into his brandy, quite certain his mother would be less than impressed, but then it was not healthy for a lady to plan every detail of her son’s life.

      Surprise, he believed, was good for the spirit.

      First, he would reacquaint himself with the lady in question. One kiss did not an engagement make and it was entirely possible that he was intrigued for novelty’s sake alone.

      The duke had not known a courtesan before Miss Ballantyne. Perhaps that was the extent of her appeal.

      He would soon find out for certain. His smile broadened with the conviction that the investigation itself would prove most rewarding indeed.
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      The key turned in the lock of Esmeralda’s prison and she rose to her feet. She backed against the wall farthest from the door as had become her custom. She was well aware that she was much weaker than she had been, and dirtier as well, her battle against the filth of her environs lost in daily increments. She still gripped the comb she was prepared to use in her own defense, but she knew her hold upon it was less vigorous. The spark within her requiring that she fight to the bitter end was fading, compromised by hunger and exhaustion. There were days when she wished to close her eyes and never open them again. There were days when she did not wish for a future, if it was to be more of the same.

      To her surprise, an unfamiliar older man appeared in the doorway. The jailor hung back, as if with deference, and did not indulge in his usual crude commentary. That was different. Esmeralda felt her eyes narrow with suspicion.

      Her visitor had to have seen fifty summers. He was dressed well, but not flamboyantly, his jacket and breeches cut of good woolen tweed in muted shades of gray. His coat was slate grey, his stock was a silvery grey silk and held by a sapphire stud of tasteful but not extravagant size. His cane might have been ebony, his boots were polished to a gleam and his gloves were gleaming white. He lifted a pair of pince-nez to his face and peered through them at Esmeralda.

      “Miss Ballantyne?” he said. “Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne?”

      “The very same, sir.”

      He nodded once and put his pince nez away. “I am Mr. Greene and bring you news, Miss Ballantyne, that you may find most welcome.”

      Greene. Where had Esmeralda heard that name before? It seemed she lost her wits in this place, for so many details had become tantalizing hints instead of easily recallable facts. She knew she had heard that name recently, but could not place it.

      She waited in silence.

      “I am a solicitor,” he said kindly, as if guessing her malady.

      “I believe I have heard your name mentioned, sir.”

      “Doubtless by the Duke of Haynesdale. I am much occupied with the concerns of His Grace.”

      Esmeralda nodded agreement, belatedly recalling that detail.

      Mr. Greene cleared his throat. “I have come to tell you that the charges brought against you have been dismissed, Miss Ballantyne.” He gestured to the corridor behind himself. “As such, you are free to leave. It was suggested that you might appreciate me escorting you to your home. I did take the liberty of dispatching a message to your household staff that they might anticipate your arrival shortly.”

      “Free to leave,” Esmeralda repeated, taking a step away from the wall. Was this a cruel jest?

      “Indeed.” Mr. Greene nodded and the reticence of her jailor suddenly made more sense. That man was no more than a shadow behind the solicitor and one who looked likely to vanish entirely.

      “But why were the charges dismissed?”

      “Because the true culprit was arrested in the act of repeating his crime, and confessed to the theft for which you were charged.” The corners of Mr. Greene’s mouth lifted in a prim smile. He offered his elbow and she could not imagine that this fastidious man invited even the weight of her soiled hand upon his arm without qualms. “Shall we, Miss Ballantyne? I confess that even a single minute in this establishment is far too long.”

      Esmeralda’s heart soared, though still she feared the worst. She seized her few belongings, realizing only after she had stepped out of her cell that she could have left them behind. She would burn them rather than ever use them again.

      But then, if she abandoned them, her jailor would sell them and she wanted no advantage to come to that odious man. She lifted her chin as she walked past him, her heart thundering as Mr. Greene led her right out the gates of the prison. No one stepped into their path. No one protested. No one halted their progress and with each step, her heart beat a little faster with hope.

      A carriage was outside the gates, waiting upon them. Esmeralda nearly wept when the door was swept open by a footman and Mr. Greene handed her into the interior.

      It was so clean that her tears rose.

      She gripped her hands tightly together as they rode through familiar streets that she’d never hoped to see again, and her throat tightened when the carriage finally halted before her own little house. Bert Latimer, her butler, and Doris Nelson, her cook and housekeeper, fairly tumbled out the front door to greet her, their faces alight.

      They had stayed. Esmeralda’s relief weakened her knees. She knew them to be loyal but had feared there would not be sufficient funds for them to remain.

      She straightened, though, and offered her hand to the solicitor, knowing she was far from at her best. “Thank you, Mr. Greene. I do apologize that I was not suitably prepared to receive you.”

      This time, his smile was broader and more genuine. “There is no cause for apology, Miss Ballantyne. I am delighted to have been of service to a lady of such infamy as yourself.” His eyes twinkled. “It will quite elevate my own reputation.” He bowed over her hand but did not kiss it, though Esmeralda could scarce blame him for that. The sunlight was not kind to the state of her nails.

      “How was the perpetrator caught, Mr. Greene? I had not understood that there was any investigation.”

      He looked up at her, looking like a man who barely kept a secret in check. “That tale is not mine to share, Miss Ballantyne.”

      Then whose might it be?

      Mr. Greene bowed again and climbed back into his carriage to take his leave, clearly content to keep the confidence of some individual. She stood, watching his departure, then turned toward her front door, aware that she was unsteady on her feet.

      “Miss Ballantyne!” Doris said, catching her hands in relief. “We are so relieved to have you home again.”

      “Indeed, my lady,” Latimer said, beaming at her as he swept open the door. He caught her elbow in one heavy hand and fairly lifted her over the threshold. Truly she was as weak as a kitten, but this pair seemed to have anticipated as much and appeared to have no qualms in ensuring that she was welcomed back to routine.

      Her house was just as it had been, tidy with everything in its place. Esmeralda wanted to touch every item, to reassure herself that she was truly home. Instead, she was hustled up the stairs to her bedchamber. She might have just stepped out for an errand, so achingly familiar was each detail.

      The tub reposed in the middle of the room. Steam rose from the hot water within it and the scent of roses and lavender filled the air. Her favored silk gown lay across the bed, awaiting her, and her throat tightened as the first tear spilled forth.

      “Thank you, Doris,” she said, her voice trembling with emotion.

      “I have beef for supper, my lady, and some lovely little tarts from the bakery if you desire something first. I would have baked myself but I was rushed off my feet to ensure that all was ready for your return. We only had the news this morning. The kettle is on and the fire is stoked.” Even as she spoke, Doris was unhooking Esmeralda’s clothes. “I never liked that maid Tessa but she left the first day you were away. We are well rid of her in my estimation.” Doris referred to the maid who had only recently been employed by Esmeralda and who had been, admittedly, less than energetic in the fulfillment of her duties. “I intend to assist you this time, the better that you get into the water sooner and we shall find a new maid in short order.”

      In truth, Esmeralda could not have protested. Doris easily spun her around, then almost lifted her into the tub.

      “Lord! You cannot have eaten a bite in all these weeks, my lady.”

      Esmeralda could not bear to look upon herself. She ran a hand down her own side and felt her ribs. “I fear I will not do justice to your beef, Mrs. Nelson.”

      “You will eat what you can and you will enjoy it, then you will sleep as long as you like. Bert and I have all in hand, my lady, with the assistance of His Grace.” Once Esmeralda was in the tub, eyes closing in bliss, Doris gathered up the soiled clothes. “There is a man, my lady, and if he is to be your patron now, I for one will not regret it.”

      That was when Esmeralda knew for certain that it had been Mr. Greene’s customary client who had ensured her release. Though she was proud of her independence and defended it vigorously, she found it difficult to mind the duke’s intervention in this instance. Indeed, she laid back in the glorious bathwater as Doris bustled away and let her tears fall freely.

      She was home.

      She had survived.

      What all had the Duke of Haynesdale done in her defense? She knew his contribution had not been small. How much had he spent upon her comfort and concerns? She wagered it was no small sum, at least to her – although to a man of his wealth, it might have been a pittance.

      How much did she owe him for his intervention?

      Esmeralda recalled the sight of him arriving at her cell, so purposeful and grim. She thought of his feigned lovemaking that night and smiled for the first time in weeks. Doris was right. What a man he was. Despite her exhaustion, Esmeralda felt the stirring of a familiar tingle. She had only one way to repay him, though truly she could not regret surrendering herself to pay a debt to the Duke of Haynesdale.

      In fact, she hoped she owed him a king’s ransom – and years of nightly pleasures.

      Oh, she would ensure that the duke never regretted his choice, or doubted that his investment had been repaid. Esmeralda dozed in her bath, smiling at the possibilities. When would he call upon her to collect his due?

      Despite herself, she could not wait.

      She hoped that he also would share the entire tale of his efforts, though she would not have wagered upon it. No, the Duke of Haynesdale was possessed of an admirable reticence.

      Esmeralda’s smile broadened as she imagined how she might persuade him to confide in her.

      Truly, the man could not come to her door soon enough.
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        * * *

      

      It was not, in the experience of Esmeralda Ballantyne, typical of men to linger over the claiming of any debt believed to be their due. It was not madness to anticipate the duke would arrive promptly to demand his compensation from her, but he proved himself to be unusual yet again.

      He did not call.

      Not that first night.

      Not the next day, or the next evening.

      His absence rapidly became vexing and even eroded Esmeralda’s satisfaction in his interference.

      She dared not call upon him. She could not compel him to arrive. She had to wait, and though she did not like it a whit, she would use the time to her benefit.

      She would heal.

      In her first few days at home, Esmeralda slept a great deal. She consumed an inordinate amount of beef broth, and she indulged her preference for sweet trifles with no consideration of her waistline. She was painfully thin and she knew it. Her clothes hung upon her as if she were a child dressing in her mother’s finery. Her hair was less lustrous than it had been before her sojourn and the mirror showed her clearly that her weeks of incarceration had not been kind. She embarked upon a routine of every enhancement she knew, impatient for results.

      Perhaps the duke found her unappealing in her current state. Esmeralda would restore her stamina and beauty, and with speed.

      Her return home was clearly known, for other callers began to arrive that first night. Had she been a woman to display calling cards, her silver salver would have been overflowing. Given her trade, though, discretion was of import. Latimer brought each one to her and she noted the time and date of the visit in her ledger, though she received no one. Each day, she was aware that it became more imperative for her to make a public appearance if she ever intended to resume her trade.

      The truth was that Esmeralda had little interest in it. There was only one man she wished to see yet there was no hint of his presence.

      Thus, every card prompted a wince. Here was the one who confessed too much. Here was the one who always strove to leave her with a bruise, even one that could not be seen by others, as if that was a mark of his prowess as a lover. Here was the one inclined to be possessive. Here was the one who pleaded with her for favors, yet never could pay. It was so tedious. Though she was in the business of ensuring the pleasure of men, it might have been refreshing to have one patron consider her satisfaction.

      That was new. She had never worried about her compensation beyond payment before, but the duke’s kiss in Fleet Prison had changed her thinking.

      Or perhaps it had been the compilation of her book, the one purportedly written by her alter ego, Mrs. Delilah Oliver. Esmeralda was determined to ensure its publication, for it was a volume of intimate advice, intended for the good of women everywhere, as well as the potential financial rewards.

      It might change the world as she knew it, and Esmeralda could only welcome that prospect.

      As her fortitude increased, she reviewed the pages she had written and the corrections made by Baroness Trevelaine, as well as the comments and suggestions provided by Mrs. Eliza North. She had a number of pages that the actress Ophelia Pearl had collected for her from both – while Esmeralda had been imprisoned, Ophelia had donned Mrs. Oliver’s disguise as necessary. That not only helped the book’s progress to continue but ensured that no one realized Esmeralda and Mrs. Oliver were the same person.

      She considered the prospect of the duke learning as much, and could easily imagine his fiery reaction to that. Though she would love to witness that event, she would not confide in him.

      There was no such risk if he avoided her door so studiously.

      Esmeralda’s household had grown slightly in her absence. There were now two former soldiers eating in her kitchen, tall and quiet men, both of whom she understood were in the employ of the duke. Pearson and Tate watched over the premises day and night, showing themselves the most vigilant of sentries, and ate Mrs. Nelson’s cooking with enthusiasm. Their loyalty to the duke was complete. Mrs. Nelson said they had been decommissioned after the war and were grateful to the duke for steady employment. Though she treated them like boys in need of copious amounts of food, it was clear that Mrs. Nelson was more confident with their presence. Even Latimer confessed that he felt safer, knowing they were around.

      Esmeralda also learned that she owed the Duke of Haynesdale more than she had initially realized. He had ensured the financial security of her little household in her absence as well as providing for her own improved conditions at the prison. The prospect of owing more than she could ever repay became more troubling as the days passed and he neither appeared nor sent word to her.

      How very irksome. Esmeralda disliked any delay in expressions of gratitude, even her own. She considered the merit of calling upon him at Haynesdale House, but decided she was not quite sufficiently fit for what might prove to be a flaming row.

      The prospect did lift her spirits however. She could think of any number of ways to reconcile after a battle with Damien DeVries, each and every one of which would be made sweeter by a ferocious debate. Her blood heated at the prospect.

      On the Sunday after her return home, there was a new production of The Tempest opening, a detail she learned when Ophelia Pearl sent her a notice of the show. Esmeralda resolved that it would offer an excellent opportunity to confer with the actress on a backstage visit, as well as quench rumors of her return and recovery.

      She chose a crimson velvet dress, one that had not quite fit in recent years. It now had a little excess space in the bodice, which she augmented with some padding below her breasts. The addition pushed them upward in a most audacious display. She wore a choker of jet and ruby beads, knowing it would hide how thin her neck had become, and matching earrings dangled from her earlobes.

      Her dark hair was wound into an elaborate style by her new maid – a quiet girl named Jones who helped in the kitchen as well – then studded with paste gems, indistinguishable from genuine stones in the lighting at the theater. There were red kid slippers to match the dress and a red satin reticule, as well as a fan of black ostrich feathers. Jones was in her glory reviewing Esmeralda’s finery. Esmeralda carried her opera glasses and wore a short cloak of black velvet, with long black satin gloves. She rouged her lips and used a tiny measure of kohl to outline her eyes, making them look more green than ever. The reflection in the mirror showed the proper balance of resilience and recovery, and she smiled at her own reflection.

      Jones fluttered with approval.

      Pearson accompanied Esmeralda, handing her into the hired coach and riding like a footman. She knew he would not let her out of his sight and found that comforting. She did not care what conclusions people made about his presence. His manners were impeccable and he was attractive, even with his grim demeanor.

      When the carriage halted before the theater, Pearson opened the door and offered his hand. Esmeralda heard the gasps as she stepped out, allowing him to guide her around several puddles like a gallant courtier. “You will accompany me?” she asked softly.

      “I will be as your shadow, my lady,” he replied in an undertone and she smiled. She reached up to touch his cheek, as if he were a toy she could not bear to leave behind, and he followed her mutely as she continued to the theater. Her arrival was a performance made to a rapt audience, each gesture carefully chosen for effect. This was what she did best.

      The crowds parted, murmuring, and Esmeralda knew every detail of her appearance was noted. She nodded and smiled, all the while taking in the welcome details of the theater she thought she might never see again.

      It was good to be at liberty again. Had her name been entirely cleared? Did some enduring stain explain the duke’s reticence in calling?

      Her box was prepared, a bottle of champagne opened as she stepped into it, and she stood for a moment, looking over the crowded house at all the faces turned in her direction. She was almost tempted to wave, but instead let Pearson take her cloak. She sank onto one of the chairs, tired even from this small foray, and accepted a glass of champagne.

      Attention did not linger on her for long, for the performance was about to begin. The lights on the stage were lit and people settled into their seats, quieting in anticipation. The theater was not darkened, as this gave the attendees the opportunity to view each other as well as the performance on stage. There were always people coming and going, and Esmeralda watched the audience as much as the performers. Some moments later, there was an unexpected fanfare and a ripple passed through the attendees.

      “The Duke of Haynesdale!” cried a performer upon the stage, taking a deep bow as he gestured toward a larger box than the one rented by Esmeralda. Her heart leapt as the duke appeared, casting a skeptical glance over the theater before turning back to his guest. He looked well, to Esmeralda’s thinking. No, he looked better than he had. As dashing and handsome as ever, but more virile and vigorous. She would not be the only lady fanning herself in admiration of the view. In fact, she thought he was leaning less upon his cane than had once been the case.

      What had so improved his demeanor? He did not even look to be in foul temper. Was it the prospect of encountering her? Or of her being in his debt? Esmeralda hoped as much.

      Indeed, he even smiled. Esmeralda straightened with interest for she knew a scowl was more characteristic of Damien DeVries.

      Then he turned and offered a hand to a young lady entering his box, and Esmeralda frowned.

      It was a young girl. A very pretty young girl, who looked up at him with adoration.

      Perhaps his companion was the reason for his absence from Esmeralda’s door. Perhaps he had a betrothed now, which would be infinitely simpler for Esmeralda. Men were more readily managed when they had wives. It should suit her well enough to be the duke’s lover, perhaps even his mistress. She would not have to surrender a great deal in exchange then, simply repay the debt she already owed.

      Oddly, though, the notion of the duke having a betrothed was vexing.

      Esmeralda knew that wives came in various types and she was curious which kind the duke had chosen. An heiress with a fortune to bring to the match could have no hold over him, given his wealth, nor could an aristocrat with a title. Unless he wed a crown princess, his own title would be ascendant. A beauty who had captured his heart completely? No, it was difficult to imagine the duke being emotionally bound to anyone, no matter how fine her features. A virago who would demand his undivided attention, at least until she delivered of an heir? That might explain his choices these past few days.

      Esmeralda was not the sole one to seek a better view. The lady in question was young and slender, dressed in white with her dark hair artfully coiled. Were those emeralds at her throat? The parure sparkled so brilliantly that Esmeralda would have guessed there were many diamonds in the setting. The young lady was lovely beyond all expectation and the duke led her to the best seat in his box, seating her with a deference that implied he held her in great affection.

      The shock was that she was no stranger.

      Whispers ran rampant through the theater as Esmeralda deliberately turned her attention to the stage. Fury rose within her, hot and white, demanding satisfaction.

      It could not be.

      But it was. Esmeralda knew it was. Her Sylvie accompanied the Duke of Haynesdale, which meant Sylvie was no longer hidden in Brittany, where Esmeralda had secured her for her own safety. There was no doubt who had brought Sylvie to London, and done so without any discussion with Esmeralda.

      How dare the duke so interfere? How dare he put Sylvie at risk? How dare he undermine all that Esmeralda had done to protect Sylvie, and done as much as if the choice was his alone to make?

      How dare he?

      How had he even found Sylvie? What were his intentions? Esmeralda did not care. He had betrayed her own trust by putting Sylvie in peril and Esmeralda would never forgive Damien DeVries for that crime.

      The fiend! The wretched fiend! She clutched her hands together in her lap, knowing her knuckles were white, and seethed with a need to be avenged.

      She would call upon the duke in the morning, regardless of social convention, and he would not turn her away without granting her satisfaction.

      Esmeralda Ballantyne on a quest was not a woman readily put aside.
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      Damien had spent days and nights pondering the challenge of winning the support of Miss Esmeralda Ballantyne. He was tempted to believe that there was a way to present his choices and his plans that might show him to advantage, but in truth, he suspected she would see his retrieval of her younger sister as a betrayal.

      If not worse.

      He had glanced toward her box upon arrival at the theater and had been heartened that she was in attendance. He had little time to savor his relief before his companion’s appearance, then Miss Ballantyne’s reaction was unmistakable. She was livid, so furious that she could not disguise her reaction, and he was surely the target of that anger. Knowing there was no hope of an amiable discussion, there was no point in delaying the inevitable. He called upon her later that night, as soon as Sylvie was securely within Haynesdale House.

      The hour was late but he knew Miss Ballantyne would be awake.

      Indeed, the house was so ablaze with lights that his arrival might have been anticipated.

      Latimer looked well, doubtless the result of his mistress having returned to where he believed she belonged. He showed Damien into the drawing room, where Esmeralda ceased her pacing and spun to confront him.

      It was a relief to see her eyes flashing, an encouraging sign that her spirit had not been broken by her ordeal, even though he was the target of her annoyance. She had changed to a simple green dress that was generously cut, perhaps to hide how much weight she had lost. Damien noted that she was thinner than she had been when last they had met, but the fire in her eyes indicated that she had begun to recover from her ordeal. His heart skipped in a most unruly way when their gazes collided. Though it seemed an eternity had passed since she had been in his arms, he could still taste her fiery kiss.

      The very recollection of her finding her release sent a wave of heat through his body.

      He studied her, giving full rein to his fascination, the better to see it quickly appeased.

      Miss Ballantyne did not even wait for the door to be closed behind him before she strode closer. “How dare you?” she demanded hotly. “How dare you breach my trust and undermine my choices to see Sylvie protected…”

      “She was no longer safe where she was.” He spoke mildly but firmly. “I dared not leave her undefended.”

      “How could you know as much?”

      “Because I have an understanding of our mutual enemy.”

      Fear made a brief appearance in her eyes, a fear that he could not explain and one that enraged him. What had Jacques DesJardins done to Miss Ballantyne?

      The fear was banished so quickly that he might have imagined it. Had he?

      “You should not have interfered without my permission. You go too far in this!”

      “I could scarcely confer with you,” Damien said crisply. “My sole objective was to guarantee your sister’s safety and I have done as much. No one will touch her while she is under my protection.”

      The lady eyed him warily. “And how long will that last? What are your intentions?”

      “I have told all that she is my ward. We have been shopping since our return from France. She is most delightful and has exquisite taste, I must say.”

      Miss Ballantyne’s eyes blazed with protective fury. “If you have touched her…”

      “She is a child,” Damien interrupted tersely, disgusted by even the thought. “She has been indulged with pretty trinkets, no more and no less. Let people believe what they will.” He was intrigued that Miss Ballantyne was so agitated by his choice, knowing there must be a good reason – for both her determination to defend Mlle. LaFleur and her fear of Jacques DesJardins.

      “She cannot be revealed as my sister!”

      “She has not been,” Damien replied calmly. Miss Ballantyne paced the room, restless and unsettled. He had never seen her so distraught. “I have introduced her as my ward, Mlle. Sylvie LaFleur. No more than that explanation has been offered. And truly, my mother has relations abroad. No doubt some interpretation has been created and shared.”

      The tension in her shoulders eased only slightly but her gaze remained wary. “No doubt people have concluded that you mean to wed her.”

      “No doubt,” Damien agreed easily. He indicated the pair of sofas that faced each other and Esmeralda sank to perch on one. He lowered himself to sit on the one opposite, giving his leg a rub. The fire burned on the hearth and the atmosphere should have been cozy if not amiable. Instead, the air between himself and Miss Ballantyne fairly crackled with tension. He felt in this moment that all hung in the balance and he could only hope that he would gain his desire.

      “Do you mean to marry her?” his companion demanded.

      Her tone was sharp, as if she did not approve, which interested Damien. It amused him that Miss Ballantyne found his assets insufficient for her sister. “I mean to see that she weds well, and until that time, her security is assured.”

      Miss Ballantyne exhaled, suspicion still emanating from her. She rose to pace the room then returned to face him with that challenge bright in her eyes. What a firebrand she was! He recalled the kiss they had exchanged in the prison, how incendiary it had been even for a ruse, and his lips burned in recollection.

      He wanted more, and worse, he feared that once would not suffice.

      No, the worst was that he did not care if he was in this woman’s thrall. She fascinated him as no other woman had ever done. He liked that she was clever. He liked that she was outspoken, even fearless. He liked that she had challenged his views more than once, prompting him to consider other perspectives. In this moment, he could not help but be aware of her scent, the curve of her breast, the ripe fullness of her lips. He recalled the way she had found her satisfaction in his arms and wanted to pleasure her again. Here and now. Repeatedly.

      Had he ever met a woman so beautiful and provocative, so mysterious and intriguing? Never, but this, perhaps, was the allure of a successful courtesan.

      Damien could not help but think that he was securely trapped in her web, like a fly chosen to be a spider’s prey.

      He should not find it so remarkable to be glad of it.

      “Why?” she demanded, proving that he had not won her agreement as yet.

      Damien smiled, looking down at his cane, wondering whether the truth would serve him well in this instance. He knew he had little to lose. “I would gain the favor of one lady in particular,” he confessed. “And I believed that the protection of one she considers to be beneath her own care, particularly when she could not provide any such protection herself, might win her approval.” He steadily met Miss Ballantyne’s gaze.

      She studied him, her doubts clear. How interesting that she did not believe him. “She was already hidden. She was safe. There was no cause for you to intervene.”

      Damien shook his head. “She was not safe. He was in Paris and he hunted her. He wanted vengeance upon you and he knew of her existence. I knew he would find her, given time.” He shrugged as if the matter had been simpler than it had been. “I found her first.”

      She inhaled sharply. “You led him to her!”

      “Undoubtedly. But I also took her beneath my own care and brought her to England. He risked a great deal in following us here, where he was a convicted felon and had to cling to the shadows.”

      She tilted her head to regard him. “You made the advantage your own by changing her location.”

      He nodded, appreciating that she could understand his strategy. “And then I set the trap.”

      “Tell me.” She was still as watchful as a cat, but more at ease than she had been. Damien dared to believe that her view of him improved.

      “I bought her an emerald parure and ensured it was well displayed. My home looked to be scantily defended. The treasure seemed to be easily within reach. When it appeared to have been left on the dressing table in her very well-lit chamber, he could not resist temptation.”

      Miss Ballantyne straightened in indignation. “You used her as bait!”

      “The emeralds were the bait,” Damien corrected. “And neither they nor your sister were ever at risk. He was apprehended in her chamber by Bow Street Runners, with the gems in his grasp, after he had admitted himself to the house. Mlle LaFleur was securely within another chamber at the other end of the house.”

      His companion exhaled. “She is safe?”

      “Entirely so, particularly now that the fiend is in custody. He confessed to his part in seeing you blamed for the earlier thefts, which is why you were released.”

      She considered him, her gaze darkening. When she spoke, her voice was soft. “Why have you taken my cause?”

      “Because you are the lady whose favor I would win.”

      She made an impatient gesture and turned away from him. “Nonsense! You disapprove of me and my kind. You have made that much abundantly clear. You need not tell me pretty tales, Your Grace, to appease my pride. I understand the situation between us.”

      Damien leaned back to watch her. “Then explain it to me.”

      She inhaled, sparing him a hot glance. “I owe you a considerable debt for your involvement in my situation, whatever your reason for doing so. I understand that and am prepared to…compensate you for your trouble.”

      Damien played with his cane. “And yet, I would not collect that due in the way you clearly anticipate.”

      “I cannot pay you in coin.”

      “I would not ask it of you, just as I would not consider the matter resolved with a night of satisfaction.”

      She folded her arms across her chest. Had he ever faced a more worthy adversary in a battle of words? “Let me be blunt, sir. There is only one currency in which I can repay you.”

      “Must intimacy be a transaction, Miss Ballantyne?”

      To his surprise, she smiled. “I see no reason to call it other than what it is.”

      Damien would have liked to have argued that, but he knew she would be deaf to any mention of emotional bonds, of pleasure willingly given and received without any attempt to tally a balance.

      Her eyes narrowed again and she looked as shrewd as he knew her to be. “Tell me, Your Grace, what precisely is it that you desire of me? I find negotiations proceed more smoothly when specifics are listed.”

      Damien recognized that she had no trust in men, and though he did not doubt that her wariness was often deserved, he wanted to teach her first that he could be relied upon. She would never open herself to him otherwise.

      “I desire a mistress,” he said. “A mistress who is mine alone.”

      “I am prepared to welcome you when you call.”

      Damien shook his head. “Me and no other. I wish exclusivity.”

      “No.”

      “That is my price.”

      Esmeralda inhaled sharply and pivoted, striding to the window. “I vowed a long time ago that I would never again be beholden to one man.” She took a breath. “I will not be captive.”

      “And yet, by your own admission, you are deeply in my debt.”

      She cast him a poisonous glance, proof that the reminder was not welcome. “What will you do to her if I refuse you?”

      Oh, her view of men was a poor one, to be sure, but Damien knew it was a learned response. “She is safe beneath my protection. Nothing will change
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