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        ONE NIGHT OF SURRENDER

        The Brothers Mortmain, Book 1
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      It’s his last night on earth...and his final wish will be her command.

      Like his two brothers, Sir Gervais Hawley, son of the Earl of Mortmain, is reckless and wild. But now his days are numbered. Given up to the Bow Street Runners for robbing a coach, he has been sent to Newgate to hang.

      Every man on death row is granted a final wish—if he has the money. Gervais has more money than most, and his final wish is for a taste of something sweeter than mere food. He wants Katherine, a woman falsely imprisoned. For one night in her arms, he will pay the debts that will set her free.

      From the moment she saw Gervais in the corridors of Newgate, Katherine felt the spark of attraction. In exchange for her freedom, she agrees to his terms: one night in his bed, obey his every command.

      Their passionate encounter is more than Katherine ever expected. And as the cock crow draws near, her body and heart crave more. But Gervais is headed for the gallows...unless fate intervenes.
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        Newgate Prison, London, 1805

      

      Katherine could not stop shivering as she followed Turnkey Martin along cold stone corridors and up narrow, grimy stone stairs. It might have been the chill air in the underground prison cells where she’d come from, or it could have been the hasty, lukewarm bath she’d been forced to undertake before she was dressed in some cast-off, ill-fitting clothing, which was at least clean, and had her wet hair bundled up under a white linen cap.

      She couldn’t believe this was happening.

      That he’d asked for her.

      And she couldn’t believe she’d said yes.

      But then again, wasn’t anything worth it, if it meant she could escape the filth and horror of the most infamous prison in England? Newgate, despite being rebuilt twenty years earlier, was the worst of places. When she’d been brought here six months ago Katherine had felt as if she was entering one of Dante’s circles of Hell.

      She, the teacher’s daughter. Well-read, ladylike, unassuming...how could she have come to this?

      Onward they went. Katherine’s ill-fitting clogs clattered on the bare stone floor. When she wasn’t holding up the hem of her too-long skirt to prevent herself from tripping over, she kept the handkerchief to her nose, with its faint scent of better days. And to remind herself that the man she was going to now had been kind to her, once.

      “How are you feelin’, Kathy?” the turnkey asked in hushed tones, glancing around.

      “Resigned,” Katherine whispered back.

      Turnkey Martin was a decent man, and therefore like gold dust in a place like Newgate, where everyone was after something. Bribes were commonplace. Clothing was stolen from sleeping or dead prisoners and sold on, and if you wanted something better than the stale piece of bread and gruel for your supper, then you had to find some coins to pass on down the line.

      But this turnkey had been kind to her. He once confessed he’d taken the work because he’d been a prisoner himself, and had no option when the outside world would no longer consider him. So he remained here, in Newgate, and Katherine for one was glad of him.

      “This is where they put the toffs,” Turnkey informed her. “See, it’s cleaner. And the torches are lit. And you can smell proper food,” he added, and lifted his large nose to sniff the air.

      He was right. They had reached the area of the prison reserved for the important prisoners; the wealthy gentlemen.

      The crème de la crème of Newgate.

      Soon she would be given over to her fate and that fate was Gervais Hawley, gentleman highwayman currently residing in Newgate.

      She’d seen him strolling about the prison, dressed as if he were attending a society ball in his tight breeches and well-cut superfine jacket, his dark hair brushed neatly, his handsome face cleanly shaven.

      Gervais Hawley. The Honourable Gervais Hawley.

      Wealthy aristocrat. Gentleman. Darling of London society.

      Highwayman. Thief. About to be hanged at the gallows tomorrow morning.

      Men who were about to be hanged had a final wish. Turnkey had explained it to her. If that wish could be granted by the Keeper of the Gaol, and if the prisoner could pay enough bribes and fees and grease enough palms, then it would be.

      Gervais’s wish was a night with Katherine.

      “You don’ have to do it,” Turnkey had assured her, when the offer was first mooted, his monkey face screwed up with concern. “But if you do then Gervais has said he’ll pay off your creditors and Keeper will let you out. Freedom, Kathy, eh? How does that sound? And it’s not as if—”

      “As if I haven’t done it before?” Katherine had finished for him.

      Well it wasn’t, was it? She’d had a man in her bed, and surely all men were much the same?

      Perhaps she made a noise because once again the turnkey glanced at her over his shoulder. They’d reached a thick blackened door and now he had found the right key from his bunch and held it poised over the lock.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      Was she? She opened her mouth to say that no, she wasn’t ready and she didn’t want to do this. She wanted to go back to her filthy, crowded cell and spend the next year or so locked in there, awaiting the money to pay Edward’s debts. Money Edward owed, and just because he had run off didn’t mean the debt could be wiped clean. She’d begged his family to help but they’d never liked her, never thought she was good enough for their son—and besides she and Edward weren’t married, though he’d always promised her father that he would. It came down to the fact that someone had to pay off the debt, and the rest of the world had decided that someone was Katherine.

      Not surprisingly, Katherine shut her mouth again and nodded.

      Martin turned his key in the lock and the door creaked open. Light spilled out like a ray of sunlight, reaching toward her. Suddenly she could feel warmth and smell food. Katherine felt light-headed with hunger—she hadn’t been able to eat her gristle-filled gruel today. The sight of the sour bits floating on top of the watery soup, along with her worries about this meeting, had turned her stomach.

      “Lady to see you, sir!” Turnkey called into the room, with some humour, and a wink at Katherine. He waited until she took an awkward step over the threshold, and then another, before swinging the heavy door shut again behind her. She heard it lock.

      Her blue eyes grew wide and she looked wildly about her.

      This wasn’t a cell, surely?

      With soft thick rugs on the floor and rich tapestries to hide the damp stone walls it had all the appearance of a wealthy gentleman’s residence. And there were furnishings! A comfortable divan set with cushions, a table groaning with platters of food, and candles in silver sconces blazing from every surface. And amid all this luxury...Her gaze came to rest upon the man at its centre.

      The Honourable Gervais Hawley, standing with a glass of red wine in his hand, watching her with a half smile curving his sensual mouth.

      She stared back. With his dark hair and eyes, his narrow face and aristocratic nose, he was so handsome she felt as though she was frozen to the spot, afraid to move in case he vanished in a puff of smoke. Newgate was not a place for beauty, but Gervais was tall and well made, his white shirt open at his throat to show a swathe of brown masculine skin. The snug fit of his trousers delineated his strong muscled thighs and long legs, ending in highly polished boots.

      Gervais was every inch a toff. How on earth had he come to be in this awful place?

      “Sit down, Katherine.” His voice was deep and warm, and it seemed to delve inside her so that its echoes tingled, fizzing through her blood.

      The first time she’d seen him was in the courtroom of the Old Bailey next door, where she had been sentenced to prison for Edward’s unpaid debts. Gervais Hawley had been passing, surrounded by guards and admirers, but when he’d seen her tear-streaked face he’d stopped and produced a snowy white handkerchief.

      “Dry your tears, sweetheart,” he’d murmured. “Things are never as bad as you think them.”

      They had been every bit as bad, but still Katherine had treasured the moment. And the handkerchief.

      The second time she saw him was when she was being taken back to her cell from the doctor’s rooms— she had been ill with gaol fever—and he had passed her in the corridor, perhaps also having visited the physician. He had caught her eye and smiled, just a twitch of his lips, and then he’d bowed.

      Katherine still remembered the heat of her cheeks afterwards, the bewildering sense that he admired her. She, the teacher’s daughter, the innkeeper’s mistress, the girl who never quite fit in anywhere.

      The third time...well, this was the third time. They had met briefly only twice and yet incredibly he’d thought of her tonight, his last night. He’d chosen Katherine to be his final wish.

      “You know you must do as I tell you, Katherine.” That deep voice again, making her tingle, bringing her back to the here and now. “This is to be my last night. My last wish. Do you promise to obey my commands?”

      She’d already made her decision. Her voice was firm and sure.

      “I promise, sir.”

      “Good. Then I command you to sit down.” She took a step forward and then another, aware of her ill-fitting clothing, her clogs almost falling from her otherwise bare feet, and her wet hair dripping down her back. It was so luxuriously warm in here. There was a fire in the grate and she wanted to run to it and hold out her hands. Instead she sat on the divan he’d pointed to and watched him the way a mouse watches a large cat.

      He was watching her too, candlelight reflected in his dark eyes, a faint curve at each corner of his sensual mouth. He was the sort of man who could have anyone he wanted, she knew that. Women must be begging for him to spend the night with them.

      And yet he’d chosen her.

      Well that was a good thing, surely? She rallied herself. For after tonight she would be free of the filth and misery of Newgate, free to take up her life again, free from her lover’s debts. She would make a new life for herself...somewhere.

      But that was tomorrow and there was still tonight stretching ahead of her. To her own surprise she felt a tingle of excitement and it was stronger than any doubts or fears she might have. Like a yearning. Or a promise of things to come.
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      “Have they told you what tonight entails?”

      Gervais was approaching her with his catlike prowl. A lock of his dark hair fell forward over his brow and he brushed it back with the hand not holding the wineglass.

      “I...” Her voice came out creaky, like the mouse she imagined herself to be. She cleared her throat. “I am here to spend the night with you, sir. I am here to do whatever you wish me to do. Until cock crow.”

      “Cock crow. Yes. But that is a long way from now, isn’t it, Katherine? We have hours yet, and I intend to spend them in pleasure.”

      On the last word his voice dropped in tone and Katherine gave a little shiver as the sound of it rasped across her senses.

      He had come to a stop before her and now his gaze travelled over her. She knew what he was seeing: a young woman who was too thin, whose borrowed clothing hung loose on her, whose long fair hair was escaping the white cap she wore, whose blue eyes were wide with anxiety, and whose lips were held firm with the determination to go through with this.

      Turnkey Martin had warned her that Gervais might spring upon her like a drowning man seeking dry land, that he might take her brutally, and then fall into sleep.

      In fact, he’d said, that might be best for her in the long run.

      “Because I’ve heard Gervais Hawley is a rake, Kathy. He knows how to pleasure a woman, how to use her senses to bind her to him. And you don’t want that, do you? You don’t want him to steal your heart, eh?”

      The rake in question now took a sip of his wine. She watched his throat move as he swallowed, saw the gleam of a silver signet ring upon the hand that held the glass.

      “You are a beautiful woman.”

      Surprise widened her eyes still further. Beauty was not something she normally associated with herself, and when she did it was more of a cross to bear than a blessing. Edward had been a jealous man and any glances sent her way at the inn by travellers or guests were viewed with suspicion. And woe betide her if she were ever to smile back. Katherine had received many a slap or bruise from an ill-considered smile.

      “I prefer to be thought of as a modest woman,” she replied quietly.

      Gervais’ smile was back, but he bowed his head in acknowledgement of her dignified answer. With a gesture toward the table, and the food piled upon it, he said with a hint of self-mockery, “Will you eat with the condemned man? I assure you it is all fine fare.”

      She hesitated and then followed him to the table, where he set down his wine to pour her a glass of her own. “No gruel?” she was brave enough to jest.

      Gervais turned with surprise, his dark eyes pondering her, and then he chuckled. “A joke, Katherine? So there is more to you than your modesty and your beauty.”

      He was standing so close to her. It was as if he were taking the air from the room, because she was having difficulty breathing. Desperate, she smoothed her hands over her skirts, looking down to avoid his eyes. She was out of her depth. Why was he being so polite, so nice? She had steeled herself for this moment and now he was chipping away at her armour, bit by bit, exposing the soft vulnerable Katherine inside.

      “Look at me,” he said.

      Katherine kept her head down, pretending not to hear.

      “Look at me!” he commanded.

      This time she jumped. She was here at his behest, she reminded herself. She had no choice but to obey. She must obey. Carefully, feeling a little wobbly from lack of food and the whole bizarre situation, Katherine looked up.

      “That’s better,” he said.

      Her dizziness increased. He was such a handsome man with his dark hair shining in the candlelight and his dark eyes with their long lashes, and now she could see he had a dimple in his chin. Suddenly, shockingly, she wanted to kiss it. The idea made her catch her breath on a gasp.

      He reached out and tipped up her chin with his forefinger. Warm tremors ran through her, and with them the dizzying sensation of losing control. The next moment he had placed a small piece of meat against her lips, and automatically she opened her mouth to receive it.

      Succulent. Perfectly cooked. It was so delicious she swayed, closing her eyes, and the next moment his arms were about her, enclosing her, steadying her. Just for a moment she felt so perfectly safe she didn’t want to move. Indeed she wanted to lean in closer to him, nestle against his chest and the soft white shirt that gaped so invitingly open. She wanted to press her lips to the hollow of his throat.

      But her unfamiliar feelings lasted only a moment before fright took over and she began to struggle.

      “Hush!”

      She immediately stilled again, her breath coming quickly, her heart beating in her throat like a frightened bird.

      His fingers stroked the back of her neck and then withdrew in surprise.

      “You are all wet!” he said, and whipped off her cap. Her fair hair, darkened by water, tumbled down about her. He was frowning now, lifting the clumped tresses, sifting them through his fingers.

      “They bathed me,” she explained, feeling her cheeks heat with embarrassment. “They wanted me to be clean for—for...”

      “Come closer to the fire, Katherine.”

      His hand closed over hers, drawing her toward the warm flames, and she went willingly. The warmth was blissful and she sank down on the thick rug spread before the hearth and gave in to the desire to hold out her hands.

      He left her for a moment, then reappeared with a plate loaded with more of the succulent array of foods from the table, and set it beside her. Then he sprawled on the rug next to her, arranging his long legs, and scrutinized her as one would something from a curiosity shop.

      He seemed to be in no hurry to fulfil his last wish. Gradually she began to feel more at ease, the warmth seeping into her, her body relaxing. She kicked off her ugly clogs with a sigh of relief, and set her feet before the hearth. He nodded toward the platter. There were meats, roasted or baked in tasty pastry squares, and cheeses and pieces of crusty bread. And there was an orange, round and succulent. It had been years since she had eaten an orange.

      Gervais peeled it for her and handed her the first luscious piece. She bit into it and groaned with pleasure, the juice running down her chin. He smiled and continued, piece by piece, until it was all gone. Katherine couldn’t remember having anything so delicious, the taste of it sweet on her tongue, like ambrosia trickling down her throat.

      In the silence that stretched between them, Katherine began to feel less apprehensive. Of course she knew that tonight Gervais Hawley would have her in any way he wished, and she had agreed to it. Of course she knew that. But as yet he had barely touched her, and he had been kind. Perhaps he would leave her be until the morning, and she would escape at cock crow without having to fulfil her promise.

      Slyly, she glanced up at him through her pale lashes, trying in vain to read his expression, to understand how this man felt and thought. With Edward it had been important to learn his every twitch or smirk and what it might mean for her, but this man...he was an unread book.

      Now he caught her look and chuckled. “Feeling better?”

      “Much, thank you.”

      “Then perhaps it is time to begin.”

      “Begin?” she whispered, blue eyes wide. He could not mean what she thought he meant. Could he?

      As if to divert her fretful thoughts, he reached out and brushed the backs of his fingers against her long hair. “Your hair is curling now that it is dry,” he said. He drew forth a lock, stretched it to its fullest extent, and then let it tumble softly against her breast.

      Katherine didn’t move, could hardly breathe, as he played with her hair. He smoothed it into a bunch at her nape and then let it fall free again. He lifted it to his face and nuzzled into it, his eyes closed. “Like finest silk,” he murmured, and smiled. “Do you know every woman has her own scent? One that is hers alone?”

      Katherine shook her head uncertainly. “And what is mine, sir?” she asked, then wondered if she should have stayed silent. What if it was something nasty?

      He thought a moment, idly running his fingers through the threads of her hair. “You have an exotic scent, Katherine. You may look like a cool English rose but I think you have the fire of exotic lands in your blood.”

      “I am the daughter of a teacher and a scholar,” Katherine retorted. “The only thing exotic about me is the stories I read.”

      Gervais raised his brows. “What stories are they? Surely nothing that isn’t perfectly respectable?”

      Katherine knew he was laughing at her. As if he knew. But how could he? “Of course,” she said, and forced herself to meet his gaze directly, daring him to call her a liar.

      Instead he reached out to trace the flesh above the neckline of her gown with a long forefinger. “Of course,” he echoed. He caressed her skin as if it were a delicate wonder to him, and the more he touched the warmer she became. A tremble began in her lips and then her throat, and then spread down to her breasts. She felt them tighten, a little ache of sensation, before the tremble went lower still, to the place between her legs where Edward had forced himself inside her. Always in the darkness, as if he were ashamed of his own needs. Wrenching up her nightdress so that he could fumble his way to snorting, gasping ecstasy.

      But this was different, very different. Gervais was moulding the shape of her breasts with his hands, feeling the weight of her, his thumbs finding the hard nubs her nipples had become through the worn cloth. Her breath was ragged. She could hear it in the silent room and tried to calm herself, but the more she tried the more ragged it became.

      “Sir,” she tried, “I...”

      “Hush.” There it was again, that gentle word. And yet he turned it into a command. Or a promise.

      He leaned toward her and his mouth was so close to hers that she felt the warmth of his breath upon her lips, and then his lips touched hers, gently, but with practised expertise. His tongue tasted her bottom lip, darted inside her mouth, and she felt herself opening before him. Helpless and yet eager, too, to experience what he had to give.

      “Exotic indeed,” he murmured. “You taste of the sun, Katherine. Kissing you is like escaping to fantastic places.”

      His words were soft and mesmerising, and Katherine made a soft sound, more of a moan than a whimper. The heat of the fire and now the heat of his body were enclosing her. His mouth grew more determined in its exploration and she felt his tongue claim hers, stroking it, as if to perform some strange mating dance.

      This was unlike any kiss she’d ever experienced, and the sensations it created in her mind and body were also beyond her understanding. Her breasts ached, and as if he knew it he reached again to place his open hand over first one and then the other. Beneath the borrowed worn-out clothes was nothing but her bare skin, and she knew he was as aware of the weight and softness of her flesh as she was of his warm hand.

      By now her nipple was so hard it was almost painful, and it butted against his palm as if to demand his attention. He smiled at her, a knowing smile, as if he was secretly pleased by her reaction, before bending his head to nip and kiss at her throat, which she obligingly arched to give him better access.

      Katherine already knew she wasn’t going to stop him. His touch, his kisses, had begun a fire and she wanted to let it burn. She was on a voyage of discovery just as she was whenever she opened a new book and began to read.

      But this wasn’t like any book she’d ever read before, not even the handbill with the crude naked images someone had left behind in one of the bedchambers at the inn. Women astride men, women wide-eyed as men drove into them. And everyone looking as if they were enjoying themselves immensely.

      But how could that be? Katherine had asked herself, her hands trembling as she’d carried the crumpled papers to the window to see them better. Were such things really this pleasurable? In her experience the sexual act was something to be endured, not enjoyed.

      And then Edward had come looking for her, snatched the handbill from her and she’d never seen it again. That night he’d come to her bed, pawing her, breathing hard as he thrust into her again and again.

      She’d born it with gritted teeth, telling herself this proved that the little book was a lie. A fairytale. A fantasy. What woman would look so when a man took her body with his?

      But now Katherine knew her own face looked like the women in the pamphlet. Passionate, wondrous, full of bliss.

      Because what Gervais Hawley was doing to her was bliss.

      Yes, Katherine was on the road to self-discovery and she had no desire to turn back.
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      Gervais stroked the pearly flesh of her throat, drawing his finger down so that he could dip beneath the frayed neckline of her gown. He could see she was already enthralled by his skills. Although, he admitted wryly, he hadn’t used many of them yet.

      He’d had it in his mind that he would tempt Katherine into his power with the promise of setting her free. Once he had her then he’d punish her for her lover’s underhanded actions. Edward Prime was the cause of Gervais’s downfall. Why shouldn’t Katherine pay for Edward’s treachery just as she was already paying for his debts?

      But she’d looked like such a frightened little mouse when she came into his cell that he’d abandoned all thoughts of such a brutal revenge. He’d almost abandoned the thought of tupping her. Why not leave her be and wait out the night in separate chairs? Then he could be the sort of man he’d always aspired to be. Honest, upright, worthy. Decent.

      Yes, he’d be all of those things and more. He would save the wench and go to his death like a hero.

      But Gervais Hawley was no hero. Katherine was a beautiful woman and when she’d stood there in the doorway, staring at him as if she were a maiden in a fairytale, waiting for her prince to awaken her, he’d known he would have her once, twice, many times before cock crow. And she’d wanted him too, even if she didn’t realise it. He’d seen her desire in the tremble of her mouth, and the beat of the pulse in her throat, even the way her thick dark blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders. She was a woman made for the carnal pleasures.

      Lust had fired its arrow at him and the decent man fled.

      Separate chairs be damned! he’d thought. He would have her this night, his last night before the devil took him to Hell. And wasn’t that a better revenge than punishing the woman for her man’s sins? Edward Prime had kept his Katherine out of sight, hiding her away like a fabulous jewel for his own delectation. How he would have hated the thought of Gervais handling that jewel, tasting it, taking it again and again.

      Gervais smiled. “Shall we rid you of this abomination?” he asked. His fingers hooked into the thin cloth of her dress, testing it. He felt her body tense, just before he gave a savage tug.

      The cloth rent, all the way down to her waist. Her body was pink and white in the firelight, perfect to his eyes. He—the rake—found himself dazed by the sight of her.

      “Oh!” She tried to cover herself with her hands. He caught her wrists, lifting her hands up and away, baring her again to his greedy gaze.

      “Peerless,” he whispered.

      Her breasts had lifted with her arms and, though in proportion to her small frame, they looked swollen and heavy with growing desire. Her nipples were pointing toward him, and his mouth watered to taste their sweetness. His dark gaze ran up to hers, noting her pupils growing larger. With fear? He didn’t think so. His Katherine had the look of a woman who was ready and willing for the delights of the flesh.

      Gervais had wanted to see her naked the moment he first saw her. Not, as she no doubt thought, in the court of the Old Bailey. He’d first seen her in Edward Prime’s inn, through a gap in the parlour door. She had been arranging flowers in a bowl on a polished table and her beautiful face had been entranced with the task—lips slightly parted, pale lashes long on her lowered lids. He’d wanted her then, with a heat and craving he’d never felt before. The sight of her had gone straight to his cock, and if there had been a small longing ache in his chest—where his heart was meant to be—then he ignored it.

      He’d wanted her. He’d thought about her for days afterwards.

      So when he saw her again in this grim place, well...surely it was the fates giving him permission to have her? And if it made Edward Prime writhe in fury beneath whatever rock he was hiding under, then so much the better.

      “Enough thinking,” he muttered, and reached for her.

      The time had come to feast on her bare skin, the perfect shape of her breasts with their pale pink peaks, and the darker rose-coloured buds that seemed to tighten even as he watched. He bent closer, breathing warm air upon them, and heard her catch of breath.

      “Do you like that?”

      “I don’t know,” she demurred, her eyes very blue.

      “I think you do know.”

      He bent closer still, so that the tip of his tongue trailed over the rounded curves of each breast, finding first one nipple and then the other. He whirled his tongue around the little buds, and then sucked hard. Her body went rigid and she made a keening sound. He sucked harder and she arched upwards, her body bowing toward him.

      “Do you like that, Katherine?”

      “Yes,” she gasped raggedly. “I do.”

      “Should I do it again?”

      “Yes...” Her hands closed on either side of his face, a little clumsy in her sudden, desperate need to keep his mouth upon her.

      Gervais’s cock was pressing uncomfortably against his tight trousers. He wanted to reach down and free it. He imagined pushing it deep inside her, taking her now, hard and fast. Panting, shouting, releasing the lust within him like an animal.

      But he stopped himself.

      Haste wasn’t what tonight was about. This was his last night on earth and now that he had this woman he’d been thinking about for so long...He wanted to savour her like a delicate fruit. Like the orange he had fed her earlier. He wanted to lose himself in her and forget tomorrow in the pleasures of the night, but he also wanted her to enjoy what he was doing to her. He wanted her to remember him, to dream of this night for years to come. He wanted to spoil her for Edward Prime, so that she would look upon him with the contempt he deserved. And in the morning when Gervais went to the gallows he would go with her willing scent upon him like a benediction.

      Well, that was the plan. But he was only a man after all. Now he was ravishing her breasts with his lips and tongue, his hands caressing the warm skin of her back and waist, paying little heed to thoughts of restraint. He wanted to have her all naked in his arms, and from her gasps and her eager writhing he believed that was what Katherine wanted too.

      With both hands he gripped hold of the torn cloth at her waist, and with another savage tug, ripped it asunder.

      She was panting and this time did not try to cover herself.

      He took his fill of her. Skin, clean and soft, although her bones were a little too near the surface— but he would have expected nothing else in Newgate. Once she was gone from here she’d put some flesh on, grow more rounded and...Gervais shook his head. No point in dwelling on that. He wouldn’t be there to see her.

      “What is it?” she whispered. She’d seen the shake of his head. She was trying to drag the torn pieces of dress over herself as though she’d done something wrong.

      “I’m going to kiss you again,” he said, watching her intently.

      “A-are you?” She licked her lips. “A-all right, sir.”

      “No, my beauty,” he teased. “I’m going to kiss your other lips.”

      “My other lips?”

      He grinned. “You’ll see.”

      Gervais leaned toward her, his tongue trailing down over her belly, planting hot and wet kisses against her skin. He pulled the remainder of the dress away. Oh yes, she was a beauty, and he wanted her. But again he would wait, he would subdue his own desire for hers. He had all night after all, and Gervais knew a great deal about the carnal act and all its variations.

      “Lie back,” he instructed her.

      Cheeks flushed she eased herself backwards onto the thick rug, watching him warily. “I’ve never lain naked with a man before,” she whispered.

      He shouldn’t have been surprised but he was. Surely even Edward would have some degree of finesse? But it seemed not. He should have known that the dolt wouldn’t have considered Katherine’s pleasure in his couplings, only his own needs.

      Well, Gervais was about to show her how she could share in the delights herself, rather than simply be the object of a selfish man’s lust.

      He took her bare foot in his hand, examining the curve of her instep, the neat toes. He used his lips and tongue on her, working his way up over the swell of her calf to her knee and then the fleshy part of her thigh. She was trembling by the time he reached the apex of her thighs, and he could see the gleam of moisture gathering there.

      “I’m going to kiss you now,” he said, his voice hoarse.

      She gasped as he slid his hands beneath her bottom, opening her to his ministrations. She lifted her head, fair hair tumbling about her face, her eyes blurred with desire.

      “Sir?” she croaked.

      His smile at her was sardonic. “I think in these circumstances you may call me Gervais,” he said. She smelt aroused, musky, and as he bent forward and trailed his tongue along her opening, he enjoyed the fact that she was already so wet. No shrinking violet, his Katherine.

      Her voice was trembling now. “Sir...I mean, Gervais... Can this be right? I have never...he never...”

      “We will not talk of Edward Prime,” he said with cold finality. “He was a poor specimen if he never thought to give you pleasure with his mouth.”

      And he proceeded to let his tongue show her just what sort of pleasure he meant. Her bud was like a little swollen cock, raising its head for his attention, and he took it into his mouth as he had her nipples, running his tongue around it, and then sucking hard.

      Her hips shot up and she squealed.

      He did it again, and this time her body spasmed and he could feel her climax near as tremors ran through her hips and thighs. He slid his fingers inside her sheath, where she was so moist and hot, and as she gasped, he groaned.

      “Beautiful,” he muttered, his voice slurred as if he’d drunk too much wine.

      Should he enter her now? Or should he give her this moment of pleasure? A foretaste of what was to come? He’d ruin her for men like Edward Prime forever, he thought wildly. If Edward tried to win her back she’d spit upon him because he, Gervais, had given her a taste of what a real man could do.

      But while he was deliberating Katherine was moving against his fingers, rubbing her pearl against the palm of his hand as she sought her own pleasure. Now, with a sharp cry she suddenly arched against him, her sheath spasming around his fingers, her hips jerking. He bent, his tongue gentle now, soothing her heated flesh, tasting her desire.

      Eventually he sat up and finished off the food on the platter, watching her as she lay, eyes closed, lips parted, floating in whatever paradise she had found.

      He smiled in grim satisfaction at a job well done.
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      Katherine was having trouble catching her breath. Her body was so weak and limp, just as it had been when she had gaol fever. But this time the simmering heat came from Gervais. He was her fever. He had put his mouth upon her most private places, kissed her where before she had barely dared to touch or even glance at herself in the mirror. And then he had caused something so amazing to happen she wasn’t sure what to call it. That rushing sensation. That wondrous delight.

      Her eyelids were still heavy but she knew she must move, she must confront this change in herself. She forced her eyes open and sought him out. He was sprawled close beside her, sipping from his wineglass, his dark eyes half-closed as he watched her.

      There was a coldness about him she wasn’t sure she liked, but before she could begin to question it he changed, smiled, and warmth flooded her once more.

      “Why did I not know about such things?” she blurted out, a touch of irritation in her voice.

      Gervais, who must have been expecting a show of gratitude or more likely naive embarrassment, laughed loudly.

      “Do other women have such feelings?” she insisted.

      “I believe so.”

      “And do other men do as you did? Kiss my other lips?”

      “Yes they do.”

      Katherine’s lower lip stuck out sulkily. “What is it called, that...that sensation when you...when I...?”

      “When you reached your peak. Your climax. Your orgasm. Your petite mort.” He tipped his head to one side. “You haven’t experienced this before?”

      Katherine shook her head. She felt like a fool but she hadn’t known, had never experienced such carnal satisfaction. But he didn’t seem to find her silly—indeed he looked pleased with her answer.

      “There is more I can show you.” And now he grinned wickedly at the sudden glitter in her blue eyes. “Much more. We have all night, Katherine.”

      “Until cock crow,” she whispered.

      “Until cock crow.”

      Katherine didn’t know whether to feel hard done by or excited. Edward’s actions had landed her here in Newgate, yes, there was that, but now to learn that such delight could be had from a man... All she had ever experienced before was rough handling, a few moments beneath a heaving, panting man with ale sour breath, and then an unpleasant wetness against her thighs. To protest, she’d soon found, was pointless. Edward had enjoyed hurting her almost as much as he enjoyed bedding her, and any objections she’d raised had only made him more keen.

      She had always thought it was her fault, because she didn’t love him. Katherine had gone to Edward because of her father. After her mother died he had fallen in with a bad crowd, gambling and getting further and further into debt with Edward and the whole Prime family. Then one day he had come home and told her that if she agreed to be Edward’s mistress they would wipe clean his debts. It seemed that her beautiful face had captured Edward Prime’s heart and he’d made the offer despite his family’s objections.

      What could she do?

      She should have hated her father but she pitied him and his fall from grace, and at first Edward had not seemed so bad. She’d half thought he might marry her, and before her father died he’d promised he would. She’d hoped at least then she would be an honest woman, but Edward’s family had been against marriage from the start.

      As their time together went on—she was with him for two years in all—Edward had become very possessive of her. He’d set her away from all others, calling her his property, keeping her well away from the customers at his inn. His family complained she did not do as much work as she should, but as always Edward had his way.

      She hadn’t known Edward was in debt, that he owed money all over London. He’d never told her anything. She hadn’t known until he’d disappeared one night and left her to the tender mercies of his family. They hadn’t taken long to dispose of her, blaming her for Edward’s fall, and sending her off to Newgate.

      The debt wasn’t hers, and if she’d had a lawyer perhaps, to help her fight the injustice of it, she might have escaped her current fate. But she’d had no one. No champion to fight for her, no person in authority to stand up for her. She was a ruined woman, cast out and abandoned by her lover’s family.

      And now, in barely the time it had taken for a candle to burn down an inch, Gervais Hawley had shown her what her life could have been like if she’d chosen a different man. A man who cared for her. Who loved her.

      “Why did you ask for me?” The question spilled out of her.

      He shrugged one shoulder. “I saw you. You are beautiful. Why not?”

      Katherine wasn’t satisfied with the answer but she supposed she couldn’t expect anything more. What did she want? A vow of undying love from a man about to be hanged? She was being foolish.

      Make the most of this night, a voice whispered in her head. Take what you can. Because who knows what tomorrow will bring for you?

      Getting to his feet, Gervais stretched his arms above his head. Katherine found herself admiring his lithe, powerful form with new eyes. This man, this body, would take her soon. He would be joined with her, giving her pleasure, and she realised, amazed at her own daring, that she was impatient for it.

      The warm ache in her breasts returned, and now that she knew what it meant she reached down, as if to touch.

      But she was not quite that brave. A wave of self- consciousness washed over her, so that instead she reached to pull her torn gown more modestly about herself.

      But he noticed.

      “Stay as you are,” Gervais said, and she read it as a command despite the silkiness of his voice. “Don’t move, Katherine,” he added firmly. “I want to look.”

      Again his heated gaze slid over her naked body and Katherine experienced that heat as if he were touching her once more. She felt adrift, out of control, and it was too much for her. Things were moving too fast. Was this modest Katherine? Was this the woman she’d thought she knew? Grasping the torn cloth, she pulled it about her as she stood up. Her loose hair cascaded around her, adding another shield against his ability to disconcert.

      “You must learn to do as you are told,” he said in a way that warned her he meant to be obeyed.

      She turned away from his gaze, refusing to answer.

      “Come here, Katherine.”

      “No.”

      “Come here!”

      Suddenly his hands spanned her waist and pulled her around to face him. She stumbled, almost falling, but before she could protest he was peeling her ripped gown from her body so that it fell to the floor and once again she stood entirely naked.

      “Better,” he purred with satisfaction. “Much better. It should be against the law to hide such loveliness.”

      Katherine swallowed. She glanced at him sideways to see if he was teasing, but his face was taut, and even someone as innocent as she could read the desire in his slitted eyes.

      She’d agreed to this bargain between them. She knew she must endure. But if enduring was supposed to be a brave and noble thing, then she wasn’t enduring at all. Instead she was revelling in this. She wanted his hands on her. She wanted to curl herself about him. She wanted whatever he was willing to give her.

      Gervais Hawley had touched something inside Katherine she hadn’t known existed, and now that she did... She shuddered, but not from the cold. The ache was back in her breasts, between her legs where he had sucked and licked. His gaze on her was doing that, driving her desire up and up to an uncomfortable pitch.

      The truth was that this night, until cock crow, she would willingly lose herself in the pleasure this man, this stranger, could give.
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      He grasped her hand and as she watched wide-eyed he placed it upon the triangle of bare flesh where his shirt lay open. Her fingers were folded over and gently but firmly he unfolded them, so that her palm and fingers were flat against him. Against his warm skin, faintly rough with its sprinkling of dark hairs.

      And then he drew her hand down slowly, ever so slowly, over the soft cloth of his shirt, down to his hard, lean stomach, and then down to the waistband of his trousers. Her heart was beating fast now, her head dizzy again, and the ache between her legs was too pronounced to ignore.

      She could plainly see the bulge in his trousers where his male member was pressing. She remembered the hard unpleasantness of Edward penetrating her in the darkness of their bed, but this was different. With this man there was a sense of excitement and anticipation. Of want.

      Of need.

      It was Katherine who, without prompting from Gervais, let her hand drop lower. It was Katherine who brushed her fingers back and forth across the straining cloth of his trousers, exploring the hard shape of him, and then—so daring she could hardly believe it herself—it was Katherine who reached for his buttons.

      But at the last moment her doubts returned and she hesitated.

      Gervais bent his head until his forehead rested on hers. She could see the rise and fall of his chest, hear the ragged rasp of his breath. She had done this to him with her touch and doubt was overrun by a new sense of excitement and confidence.

      He was speaking to her with words that dared her, commanded her. “Touch my cock, Katherine. Hold me in your hands, stroke me, use me as you will. Tonight is ours, and tomorrow I will be gone.”

      His words reminded her of his fate but they also freed her. He was right. She could do as she willed. What did it matter? Everything would come to an end in the morning and who would care then what she did tonight?

      Trembling, working mostly by feel, she began to undo his buttons while he murmured encouragement.

      And then her hands were full of him, his cock, velvet- covered on the outside, hard and hot on the inside.

      She wanted to see. Even after two years as mistress to Edward she had never seen. His rough taking of her in the darkness, the haste and the pain, had not encouraged her to seek such intimacies. Now she sank to her knees before Gervais, taking in the shape and size and colour, letting her fingers trail over him, fascinated by her discoveries.

      In her excitement she’d forgotten her own nakedness but it seemed he had not. His cock hardened even more, rearing up against his belly, and she saw the drop of moisture at its tip. With one finger she smeared the droplet around the head. His cock jerked toward her as if it was on a string, and she stroked down the length of him, cupping her palm and fingers around him.

      “You are killing me,” he said through gritted teeth, and reached down to catch her in his arms, drawing her up against him.

      She gasped as he pulled her close, his hands squeezing the flesh of her bottom as he dragged her hips toward his own. “Sir? I thought...I thought you wanted me to touch you.”

      “Yes, you minx, so I did.”

      His voice was a growl but his dark eyes shone with amusement, and she smiled up at him. He groaned. “I want you. I have to have you.” The words were hardly out before he’d swung her up into his arms and, clasping her to his chest, strode purposefully across the room.

      There was a bed.

      She hadn’t seen it before, there in the shadows, all but hidden by the thick embroidered curtains that surrounded it. He tossed her down upon the feather mattress with its sumptuous coverings. He was still dressed, and now he wrenched off his shirt, before tugging off his boots and then pushing his trousers down over his thick-muscled legs.

      His body was so different from her own, but Katherine didn’t get a chance to look properly. His heavier weight as he threw himself onto the mattress caused her to roll toward him. He took advantage of this and captured her in his arms. She wasn’t averse to being held, but then he was placing his larger body above hers, pinning her in place as if she was his prisoner. When he stretched her hands out above her, she stared up at him with an excitement and trepidation that made her breath quicken and her blood heat.

      He gazed down at her, his dark eyes full of the promise of pleasures to come.

      “I want you,” he said.

      “Yes,” she whispered, thinking he might need an answer.

      He began to suck upon her nipples, making her body tremble, and sending a bolt of desire from her breasts to between her legs. She wanted to squeeze her thighs shut, create a pressure that would release the tension and give her the pleasure she knew now was possible. But his thigh was between hers as he straddled her, the hard muscles and hair-roughened skin foreign to her own soft flesh and at the same time exhilarating.

      He’d released her arms long ago but she hadn’t moved to cover herself. She lay spread before him. His hand covered her mound, exploring the soft curls that grew there, causing her to move her hips, to invite him to go further and to cool her growing heat. And then at last—her breath sighed out—his fingers parted her lips and began to delve in the warm, wet slit of her body. He slid them up and down, stroking the hard little pearl, and with each stroke the pleasurable feelings within her grew.

      Her thighs fell open of their own accord and he was lying between them, on top of her, his warm body pressed to hers. She felt his cock at her entrance. The heat of him, the thick length, nudging inside her. A little at first, before withdrawing, and then he was back, pushing in a little more. And more. Until she was full of him, stretching to aching, and yet not wanting him to stop.

      She tilted her hips and took more of him inside her, so deep it was almost uncomfortable.

      He reared up, resting on his hands that he’d planted on either side of her head. “Look,” he growled. “Look at us.”

      Her gaze followed his and she saw what he meant. His cock, gleaming from her wetness, sliding in and out of her body, slowly, measuredly. The sight was so erotic she whimpered and involuntarily pushed toward him, allowing him to go deeper still.

      Gervais groaned. She matched his movements and he began to drive into her more quickly, increasing his pace. She responded, fastening her hands about his upper arms, anchoring herself as his heavy thrusts pushed her up toward the pillows.

      The pleasure was building again, the same as before, but different too. The fact that he was a part of it this time, that he was showing her his own pleasure, increased her own. She could hear her voice, little wordless cries, and his voice joining in, a deeper, almost savage note. And then the bliss drenched her and she flew.

      Gervais waited a moment, watching her beautiful face regain its calm, watching the damp sweat dry between her breasts, and then he thrust again. A single hard thrust deep inside her wet sheath. He could feel every inch of her, the heat, the trembling muscles, the way she gripped him. And now she was looking at him in wonder. She’d thought it was over. He chuckled at her expression, though what he really wanted to do was pound into her until he exploded. But this was his last night. The only night he’d ever have with her. And he wanted it to last.

      So he thrust again, slowly, savouring each long stroke, watching her surprise and wonder turn again to ardour. And as his thrusts grew quicker and deeper, she pushed back, catching his rhythm, until at last he could hold back no more.

      Pleasure overwhelmed him, blinding him, taking away everything but the miracle of his seed spilling into her. He gave a shattered cry of triumph and wondered if he’d ever be the same again, as her soft cry echoed his and they held each other in the warm shadowy world of his bed.
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      While Katherine slept beside him, Gervais allowed his thoughts to drift back to his undoing and to the events that brought him to this place and this night.

      He had been on Hounslow Heath on that fateful day, where the Great Western Road left London, and where he had a clear view of any approaching coach. Until now it had all been a bit of a lark, a bit of fun, a dare. But on that night he’d found himself wondering about his choice of entertainment.

      He’d always liked danger. All of them did; Gervais and his two brothers, and probably their father too. Why else go to India if not for the danger and the adventure? There was no need for the money—the family had enough wealth that they never needed to worry about money—although the earl had done very well with his Indian connections.

      Their mother had died when Gervais was very young and he barely remembered her. While their father, the Earl of Mortmain, was away, his boys, under the care of easily manipulated governesses, had been allowed to run wild. It was rare for any of them to be caught out in an offence serious enough to bring their father home and they almost always remained unpunished for their misdeeds.

      Even as adults, Gervais and his brothers were still running wild.

      And so the curtain rose on the final act, here on Hounslow Heath, where Gervais was waiting for a coach. He was a gentleman, a wealthy gentleman, and he was playing at being a highwayman. Not because he needed the money but because he needed the rush of danger the act of holding up a coach provided him. He rarely took anything, though sometimes a kiss if the lady seemed willing. He told himself it was harmless, a way of satisfying his craving for danger, but tonight it occurred to him that he was playing a very risky game.

      A sense of doubt, a kernel of worry, was niggling at him. Was it because his partner in crime hadn’t arrived? Yesterday they’d met at the small coaching inn on the edge of London, where their partnership had been formed during a chance encounter. One of the coaches Gervais had waylaid had stopped at Edward’s inn. An outraged husband had described their accoster— although his wife, from whom the kiss had been stolen, seemed happy enough to keep silent. Edward remembered that Gervais, in his guise as the gentleman ‘highwayman’, had stopped at the inn for a tot of rum, before riding off onto the heath to steal the kiss. The next time Gervais stopped by Edward had taken him aside and offered information on the coaches that passed to and fro from his inn, in return for becoming Gervais’s cohort.

      Gervais sensed Edward was in somewhat-desperate straits. That was why he preferred wealthy travellers, and unlike Gervais took everything they had to offer. He had gambling debts and to pay them off had borrowed money from the sort of people who thought nothing of cutting a man’s throat if he were slow to make his repayments. Edward told him this once but the next moment he’d denied it, so Gervais wasn’t sure. Didn’t Edward run the family inn? Wasn’t he the beloved only son of a doting mother and proud father? But there was a dark, mean streak in Edward that Gervais had seen on occasion which made him more and more doubtful about his choice of partner in crime.

      This particular day the inn was busy—horse-drawn vehicles came and went, and guests crowded into the dining room. Edward had taken him to a smaller room at the back, where they could speak in private. He seemed in a particularly unpleasant mood. He said he wanted to take more than one coach the following night, to double his profits, while Gervais felt one was more than enough.

      As they argued Gervais happened to look up. Edward hadn’t closed the door properly, and through the gap he saw a woman in the other room. It was a parlour for the guests and appeared to be empty at the moment, apart from the woman.

      She was arranging flowers, all her attention taken by her task. Her dark blonde hair was drawn back into a chignon at her nape, and her profile was as pure as any he’d ever seen. She was beautiful, and although he’d known many beautiful women there was something about this one that made him stare like a beardless boy. He still remembered the flowers in her hands because they were the same as some that grew in his mother’s garden—white roses and mauve iris and golden calendulas—and the way she lifted them to her face, glorying in their scent and beauty.

      Edward had stopped speaking.

      He was frowning at Gervais and there was a dark crimson stain rising in his cheeks. Gervais was aware Edward had a temper but he had never seen him like this. His voice came as a soft, menacing growl. “I would appreciate you not ogling my wife, Hawley.”

      His wife!

      Gervais knew for a fact Edward was not married. He was lying. This must be the woman he had taken as his mistress against his family’s wishes and kept hidden away in their rooms. Gervais had listened to him talk of her endlessly on the heath, about her sweetness and beauty, and how she belonged to him and only him. He’d grown bored with the conversations, as they lay in wait for their chosen coach, and sometimes pretended to doze.

      Who would have thought Edward was telling the absolute truth? That this paragon was his?

      He might have asked questions, but Edward was in no mood for chatting, his eyes shooting sparks. Gervais couldn’t help himself though—ever the risky venture for him. He glanced at the woman again and made a ribald comment; he might even have said he would like to try his luck with her if Edward would introduce them. Then he laughed recklessly at the fury on Edward’s face. Clapping him on the shoulder, Gervais said it was a joke, and after gaining a muttered promise from Edward of where and when they would meet, he’d gone on his way.

      Alone and waiting for the coach on Hounslow Heath, he remembered those moments and the look on Edward’s face, and suddenly he felt very uncomfortable. But there was no time to make any sort of decision for the coach was now approaching. It was only as he rode out to intercept it that he saw the Bow Street boys coming out of the woods opposite, where they had been lying in wait for him. Someone had given him up.

      Edward Prime had given him up.

      After his arrest he’d sent his lawyer to the inn to find Edward, but by then he’d flown. The mistress wasn’t there either, he was told. Edward’s family had accused her of running up debts or stealing or some such thing, and rid themselves of her. Gervais didn’t think Edward would like that. Perhaps he would come back for her? But even if he did, by then it would be too late for Gervais. He knew what the penalty was for highway robbery.

      And now the time had
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