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To all the charming residents of Beaulieu, my thanks. It’s a small place, barely more than several intersecting lanes, but it holds history quietly in the palm of its hand. The Abbey, for which it is most famous, dates back nearly a thousand years. Sitting in the well-tended gardens, amongst the ruins of the original walls, it is easy to believe they have been standing for a millennium. Moss crawls softly over some of the ancient stones, others are smooth and bleached by the sun. Chestnut trees tower over smooth grass although they are probably hundreds of years younger than the Abbey itself.

There is a spiritual tranquility there that I have never experienced anywhere else. It is as if the touch of time and the quiet peacefulness of the Cistercian monks who built the original Abbey and monastery still linger to welcome travelers.

If you are ever in England, I recommend Beaulieu in Hampshire as a destination not to be missed. There are swans on the river...not the same ones my heroine refers to, but probably their descendants. Some things are eternal...Beaulieu is one of them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One
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La Diamanté watched from the carriage as her servant took the knocker off the door. She’d called this small suite of apartments home for longer than she’d expected. But now it was done.

She was packed, the carriage containing her possessions on its way south. It was time for her and her maid Harriet to leave London, to bid farewell to this discreet little cul-de-sac on the fringes of Mayfair. To turn her back on the life that had been and look toward what was to come.

She sighed and leaned back into the soft squabs. “’Tis done, Harriet. ‘Tis over.”

“And high time too.” Harriet nodded with emphasis. “I never liked what you did, my lady. You know it and I know it. I understand why, but I’m not sorry you’re done with it.”

La Diamanté grinned. “First off, as I’ve told you endless times before, I’m not your Lady anymore. Secondly, there was no other option. Thirdly, what I did has resulted in a tidy sum for us both to live on. You may not be sorry I’m done, but I’m not sorry I started in the first place.”

A snort greeted her words and the carriage jerked into motion, taking the two women away from the past and into their future.

What it would be—well, that was anyone’s guess.

In truth, she was not sorry to be done with that life either. She’d accumulated a solid nest egg, enjoyed the favors of several wealthy and overall not unpleasant lovers, and could now quietly retire, knowing that her name would linger amongst the ranks of famous courtesans for a while yet.

There was one unfinished piece of business, of course. There always was. One couldn’t drive away from one’s past scot-free. And this particular business would haunt her for the rest of her days, in all likelihood.

It had a name—Rogue Chambers.

La Diamanté rested her head on her hand and closed her eyes, allowing herself the rare luxury of remembering the one man who had touched more than her body.

They’d first met at the theater—a mere flash of intersecting gazes, she in Sir Henry Fowler’s ornate box and he across the huge space with friends in their own box. She’d shivered for a second or two but waited ‘til the interval to inquire casually about the tall man in uniform.

Colonel Carrick Chambers, she’d been told. Recently returned from the continent. Decorated hero, mentioned by Wellington in dispatches, all the usual encomiums heaped on returning soldiers.

She’d listened with half an ear, the rest of her brain wondering about the broad shoulders, the dark brown hair lit with streaks of red fire and his eyes—hot whiskey glittering with flecks of gold and green. How she knew that from across a theater she had no idea, but she’d been quite convinced of their color.

The next day a bouquet of flowers had arrived with his name on the card. Not the lush arrangement of heavily scented roses or tuberoses she was used to—no, this had been a small posy of violets in a silver holder.

Because they reminded me of your eyes, the note had said.

He’d noticed her as well. Even down to the unusual violet-blue of her eyes.

From the posy to an introduction was the matter of less than a week. From the introduction to her bed, mere hours. They’d shared a mutual awareness of the flaming desire that had erupted between them almost instantly. 

He knew who and what she was, yet did not offer her money immediately. He merely requested the chance to visit. Many did, few were accepted.

But as soon as he closed her door behind him, the veneer of polite courtesy had been ripped away. He’d walked to her, stared into her eyes, and spoken the least number of words possible.

“I want you. Now.”

Even today, cloistered in a carriage, six months after that momentous night, La Diamanté still felt her heart pick up its pace as she reviewed the memory. 

Had she replied? She couldn’t recall if she’d said anything or just gone straight to him and reached for his head, bringing her lips to hers. The fire had ignited in an instant, their lips touching then parting with a heat that shot straight to her breasts and then further down until her thighs ached to part and welcome him between them.

He was hard, his cock ramming against her silk covered belly as he devoured her mouth, stealing her breath from her, stealing her soul...

And when they were naked, mere seconds later, it only got better. Hotter, an explosive melding of hands and mouths and bodies. This man knew his way around a woman, but what was better—or worse—he knew his way around her.

His fingers found her clit, strumming it in that softly demanding way she adored. His mouth suckled her breasts with just the right amount of pressure at just the right time, gently at first then more harshly as her arousal grew beyond anything she could have imagined.

They rolled over each other, a tumble of fierce desire, a fight to see who would dominate the exchange of passion, a battle where both would claim victory. She’d taken his cock in her mouth, pleasuring him, making him groan as she found his particular sweet spot beneath the flaring rim. She’d licked away the drops of his moisture, tasting his unique flavor. She’d inhaled his scent, learned his body, and lost herself while she did it.

He’d followed her lead, pulling away from her to delve between her thighs, burying his face in her pussy with a laugh, teasing her clit, licking her swollen folds, driving her insane and making her writhe beneath him.

And finally the moment had arrived, the moment when his cock sought entrance, sliding its way past the slick honey and into her body where it filled and stretched her like no other cock had ever done.

They’d both frozen as their bodies touched, his cock buried to the hilt, her inner muscles holding it with a strength she’d never imagined possible. They shared a look, an instant of time that lasted for what seemed like an eternity.

Then he began to move and rode her slowly, not building the pace until he sensed she was with him, keeping in step to his every thrust, meeting his strokes with ripples of her own. 

The climax? Beyond imagining. A shattering of everything she was, every belief she’d held about her own sexuality.

And in that moment, La Diamanté knew it all had to end. There would never be another Rogue Chambers in her life. Every man after him would fall short.

Her life as an exclusive member of the demi-monde was about to conclude. 

She sent Sir Henry Fowler away the next night as politely but as firmly as possible.  She returned the diamonds Rogue had sent the following day. She contacted her man of business and abruptly told him to liquidate every asset she’d so carefully amassed. She took her jewel box to a discreet but honest jeweler and sold all the pieces she’d hoarded over the last few years.

And here she was, wearing only her mother’s simple wedding ring, with hardly any of the elegant gowns she’d made her trademark and not one of the diamonds that had given her the nickname “La Diamanté”. 

That woman, that glittering light of the half-world inhabited by the Ton and their mistresses, was now dead. Vanished like the unreal image she’d presented. A myth, a ghost, a vision of something that could never have sustained its existence.

La Diamanté was no more.

Ennis Cranborne, only child of the late Duke of Cranborne, was heading south to find herself a new life and leaving everything in her past behind. Except for one thing.

The memory of a pair of dark and wicked eyes and a night of passion that had changed her world forever.

*~~*~~*
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His horse was coming up lame.

Colonel Carrick Chambers cursed luridly, the words falling off his tongue with an ease he’d learned at an early age and perfected from time spent fighting Napoleon alongside brave men who never watched their language.

He’d made the ride from Buckler’s Hard to Beaulieu later than he’d anticipated, taking the route to check in with the tiny Regimental Headquarters located there and fully intending to make it back to Calshot before dark.

But Marcus and his wife had been entrancing company and his stay at their farm had become extended. 

He shrugged and dismounted. He might not find a blacksmith available at this hour, but he could probably snabble himself a room for the night
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