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          LONDON, ENGLAND 1814

        

      

    

    
      "Did you say three, Your Grace? Three thousand pounds?"

      The man's stammered question tailed into sudden silence.

      Gervase David Saint-Malo, seventh Duke of Diable Delamere, sat back and contemplated the shine on his outstretched boots. Even in the dim light of the impromptu gaming parlor, their deep polish satisfied him. The secret ingredient his valet used to achieve such perfection was worth every penny of his wage.

      The duke glanced across at his opponent, Mr. Forester, who was sweating profusely. Gervase shook back the ruffles from his wrist and stirred the crumpled pile of scrawled vouchers with one long finger.

      "You mistake me, m'sieur." Gervase allowed a moment of hope to lighten the wretched man's face before he dashed it. "I said three thousand guineas." He raised one eyebrow in a polite query. "You doubt my word?"

      Mr. Forester's face turned as sickly yellow as the stub of tallow candle that guttered between them on the card table.

      Gervase examined his fingernails as Mr. Forester leaned closer and muttered, "Your Grace, I beg of you, a private word."

      With a yawn, Gervase dropped his cards on the table and bowed to his erstwhile opponent. He smiled as he ventured deeper into the shabby rented house. The other guests at the ill-fated card party melted away into the shadows, leaving the duke to his prey.

      Mr. Forester held no surprises for him. By the time Gervase had inherited his father's title at the age of one and twenty, he had learned just how many men wished to relieve him of his fortune, and how to deal with them. He had also learned that money was not the only thing desperate men traded over the gambling tables.

      As Mr. Forester poured them both large brandies, he wondered idly what he would be offered next. If Mr. Forester were as big a fool as he looked, he would probably plead for time to pay. Not that three thousand guineas mattered to Gervase. He had more than enough money. Unlike the most recent wave of impoverished and dispossessed French émigrés, the Diable Delamere family owned land in both England and France, and had settled in England during the reign of the first Henry Tudor. But Gervase refused to be fleeced, and he had a nagging suspicion he had been allowed to win.

      Mr. Forester cleared his throat. "Your Grace, I regret that I don't have sufficient funds to pay my debt this evening."

      Gervase's mouth twisted and he downed the cheap brandy in one swallow. So much for a gentleman honoring his debts.

      Mr. Forester hurried on with his speech, perhaps anticipating the denial that hovered on Gervase's lips.

      "However, Your Grace, my stepdaughter has, in the past, offered certain services to my creditors in lieu of direct payment."

      Gervase paused in the act of pouring himself another brandy. It was the first time he had been offered a woman to repay a debt. Had Mr. Forester deliberately lost at cards in order to foist his stepdaughter on Gervase? He suspected that Mr. Forester was involved with the revolutionary French, which explained his presence at the gaming party. He had hoped Mr. Forester would offer him valuable information in exchange for the cancellation of the debt.

      Although it was not the outcome Gervase had anticipated, a faint whisper of interest stirred the layers of boredom and distaste wrapped around his soul.

      Mr. Forester bowed. "I will allow my stepdaughter to reside in your house and fulfill any wishes or desires you might have until my funding arrives."

      The man was serious. Gervase stared at Mr. Forester's smooth, bland face and marveled at such blatant self-interest.

      He set his glass down on the scarred oak table. "An interesting proposition, Mr. Forester. Of course, I would wish to meet this paragon before I make my decision."

      Almost before Gervase finished speaking, Mr. Forester disappeared, leaving Gervase to help himself to the brandy bottle. He caught a glimpse of his dark profile in a rusted mirror over the mantelpiece and raised his glass in an ironic salute. The silver thread in his black coat set off his raven hair and gray eyes to perfection. His wife's demise had gifted him his perfect color palette. Since the end of the formal mourning period, he rarely bothered to dress in any other colors.

      He grimaced as he noticed how the darkness of his clothing suited the shabbiness of the room. Was he beginning to merge with the shadows he hunted? He suppressed a sudden urge to leave before Mr. Forester returned. He was tired of this game and weary of the subterfuge.

      The door creaked and Mr. Forester ushered his stepdaughter into the room. Gervase slowly straightened, his attention caught by her respectable buttoned-up gown and tightly braided brown hair. He judged her to be in her mid-twenties. She could easily have passed for a governess in her outmoded gown. His suspicions flared anew.

      Drawn by a strange compulsion, he placed his fingers under her chin and forced her to look up at him. She was above average height and her eyes were large and gray. Her skin was excellent and she had all her teeth. He almost smiled as he caught a hint of disapproval in her narrowed gaze. Despite her dowdy exterior, he was pleased to see that she was no milk and water miss.

      Without releasing her gaze, he said over his shoulder, "Does she come willingly? I've no patience with tears and tantrums."

      As Gervase hoped, she answered for herself, her voice low-pitched and well-bred. "I will come with you, Your Grace. I hope I can be of service." Her firm tone was at odds with her wary expression.

      An unaccustomed sense of heat pulsed through his loins as he released her. She stepped away and brushed at the dark brown wool of her limp skirts as though he had somehow contaminated her. The notion served to intrigue him even more. He loved deciphering a puzzle.

      With a small bow in Forester's direction, Gervase headed for the door. "I will wait to hear from you then, sir." He held out his hand to the woman. "You may come with me, now."

      He wondered if she would balk at the calm assumption in his voice, but she merely nodded. She paused in the hall to pick up her cloak and bag, raised her chin in the air, and followed him out into the inky star-studded night. His coach appeared at the curb and he handed her into it.

      The effect of the brandy trickled through his senses as he sprawled on the seat opposite her. She sat upright, her back not touching the seat. Her gloved fingers gripped a shabby reticule, which was all the baggage she brought with her.

      Gervase caught her eye and smiled. What would she do if he reached across the small space, pulled her into his lap, and thrust his tongue into her mouth? The tantalizing thought caused him to shift in his seat. His outstretched leg brushed her ankle and she moved away with a disdainful flick of her skirts.

      "You have no need to be alarmed, Miss Forester. My staff is very discreet."

      She looked confused. "Thank you, Your Grace, but my name is not Miss Forester. I'm Miss Waterstone."

      "Forgive me for mentioning it, Miss Waterstone, but you seem remarkably composed for a woman who has been dragged from her bed in the middle of the night."

      Her mouth tightened. "Unfortunately, I'm dependent on Mr. Forester's good will. It is not the first time he has compelled my obedience."

      Gervase sat back. She sounded quite bitter. Had she and Mr. Forester quarreled? Was Miss Waterstone his mistress and partner in deceit and not his step-daughter? Women were often indiscreet in bed; Gervase might learn a great deal if he pleasured Miss Waterstone well. The thought of her naked beneath him made him hard. Taking her clenched fist, he kissed her wrist on the pulse point where her glove met bare skin.

      "Miss Waterstone, then. I'm pleased to make your acquaintance and hope our liaison will be everything we could both wish for."

      Her brow crinkled, but before she could speak, the carriage drew to a stop. She rushed to descend without waiting for his assistance. Gervase halted her flight, took her elbow and led her up the steps to the darkened house.

      By his command, there was no one to greet him in the echoing black and white marbled hallway. Picking up the solitary candle, which awaited his return, he gestured for Miss Waterstone to follow him. He led her up the stairs and into the suite that adjoined his, pausing only long enough to light more candles and set the fire burning.

      With a bow he turned back toward the door. "I will leave you for now. Please make yourself comfortable."

      After ascertaining that the connecting door to his suite was unlocked, he let himself out into the main corridor. He would give her time to undress and then slip back into her room to see what awaited him.

      His fingers were slightly unsteady as he unwound his cravat and unbuttoned his shirt. He stank of cheap brandy and the desperation that permeated the play of the cards. His nostrils quivered in disgust. When he was naked, he splashed cold water over as much of his body as he could bear. He emptied out his pockets and put on his black silk dressing gown.

      He didn't bother to knock as he re-entered Miss Waterstone's bedroom. She sat at the dressing table, garbed in an unflattering threadbare nightgown. Unlike some of her kind, she had not succumbed to the temptation to steal any of the small but expensive knick-knacks scattered around the room.

      She had gathered her brown hair into a single childish braid that hung down to her waist. For a moment, he hesitated, until the heat of the brandy and his suspicions lured him on.

      She brought her hand to her throat. "Your Grace, whatever are you doing in here?"

      God, she was clever. She'd even managed to inject a small quaver of fear into her voice. Gervase smiled as his body came to sudden shocking life. He sat down by the fire and crooked a finger at her.

      "Come here, into the light. Don't you wish to discuss your duties?"

      Back ramrod straight, she came toward him, her hands clasped in front of her like a schoolmistress. She seemed unaware of the way the fire illuminated her luscious body through the thin nightgown, but Gervase had learned to be wary. His eyes lingered on the curve of her hip and his long fingers flexed with the desire to caress her there. He realized she was speaking.

      "Your Grace, perhaps we should talk in the morning when you are feeling more the thing. I fear you misunderstood my position."

      Gervase shook his head. "I can assure you, my dear, I'm perfectly capable of performing in any position you desire."

      He caught her fingers as she tried to back away and urged her closer. She wrenched one hand out of his grasp. Suddenly weary of her games, he jerked hard and pulled her into his lap. As she fought to regain her balance he maneuvered her long legs astride him.

      "Your Grace!" she cried as she tried to push away his questing hands. He wrapped his arm around her hips and held her still. "Stop it immediately!"

      Gervase kissed her cheek. "It's all right, my dear, you can stop acting now. I'm still not quite sure why your stepfather sent you here, but I intend to enjoy the moment. You can explain yourself in the morning."

      She started to speak again but he was beyond listening. He silenced her by taking her mouth in a deep kiss as he inched the fabric of her nightgown up to her waist. Her lips tasted of caramel and yielded to his questing tongue with soft ease. He groaned as her tongue brushed his and her hands flattened on his chest.

      He spread his knees and the belt on his dressing gown slipped open. With one swift motion, he lifted her and was about to ease her down onto his hardening flesh when her teeth crashed into his lower lip. Staring intently up at her, he realized her wide eyes reflected panic rather than passion.

      She was no light skirt.

      Dear God--had he almost raped an innocent?

      He clenched his teeth and began to lift her away from him. "Don't move, Miss Waterstone. I will..."

      Her fingernails raked down his cheek, his back arched in protest, and he tried desperately to push her away. She slid from his slackened grasp to the floor. Gervase pulled his dressing gown around his waist and knotted the sash. Bile rose in his throat as he stared down at her and he shuddered. Had he lived amongst the depths of human depravity for too long to recognize the truth?

      "Miss Waterstone, there has clearly been a misunderstanding." He held out his hand to her. "I swear I will not touch you again. You must let me help you."

      She stumbled to her feet and continued to retreat until she reached the connecting doorway to his suite.

      "Don't you dare come any closer, you...you disgusting reprobate!"

      As she turned to run through the open door to his suite and into the freedom of the hallway beyond, Gervase gathered himself and made a lunge for her. With a cry, she crashed against his dressing table, knocked the contents to the floor, and went down on her knees. Her fingers closed around a small travelling clock. Straightening, she aimed it right at his head.

      Gervase came to an abrupt stop and held up his hands.

      "Miss Waterstone, please put the clock down. It is made of solid brass and you might injure yourself if you attempt to throw it. I'm sure we can sort out this very unpleasant situation to your satisfaction."

      Her mouth worked and she swallowed twice before she was able to speak. "I'm well aware of how heavy the clock is, Your Grace. I am the one holding it, after all. My brothers taught me how to throw properly when I was a little girl, and I'm quite capable of hitting my target."

      Her brave statement impressed him more than he cared to admit. Any other woman of his acquaintance would have been in floods of tears by now, not calmly threatening to brain him with his own clock. He fought an absurd desire to laugh.

      "Well, if you wish to throw something at me, please go ahead."

      He advanced a step toward her, one hand held out, and then froze as she drew her arm back.

      "I don't think I could kill you, even though you deserve it. They would probably behead me at the Tower if I murdered a duke." She eyed him with great consideration as though he were a paper target. "No, I think if I winged you, it would be enough to stop you from following me."

      Gervase laughed then and took another step forward. "Stop this foolishness, my dear. Give me the clock and we will talk. You have my word I won't lay a finger on you."

      She took aim as he crossed the carpeted space between them and the heavy clock connected with his shoulder, ripping his dressing gown and making him reel backward.

      "That," he said with deep appreciation, "was indeed an excellent shot." The shocking pain caught him unawares and he staggered to the side and fell against the marble mantelpiece, striking his head.

      Eventually, he heard his valet's worried voice over the roaring in his ears. When Jacques bent over him, Gervase managed to grasp his sleeve.

      "Don't let her leave."

      Jacques's voice sounded puzzled and increasingly faint. "Who, Your Grace? You are the only person here."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Mr. Forester tightened his grip on Elizabeth Waterstone's upper arm as he knocked on the door of the Duke of Diable Delamere's London townhouse. The brass knocker was designed to resemble a writhing fish. Its greenish patina added life to the sinuous casting and echoed the faint color on Elizabeth's face. A sharp breeze swirled around the square, dislodging the few leaves that clung to the tree branches and fluttered the limp ribbons on Elizabeth's bonnet.

      "Thank God," Mr. Forester muttered. "It's already noon and the house isn't hung with black crepe, so we can safely assume the duke still lives despite your efforts."

      Elizabeth drew in a hard-won breath as the door of the mansion opened to reveal a silver-haired butler. Her stepfather managed to insinuate his foot inside the door.

      "We wish to see the duke. Is he available?"

      Elizabeth cringed at Mr. Forester's arrogant tone and tried to put as much distance between them as possible.

      The butler inclined his head. "His Grace is not receiving visitors this morning, sir. May I take a message or do you wish to leave your card?"

      Dennis Forester frowned and fumbled in his pocket before handing the butler a dog-eared card. After a quick glance at the card, the butler surprised her by moving aside and motioning them in.

      "Mr. Forester, I believe that His Grace will make an exception in your case. Please follow me."

      The black and white marble hall was horribly familiar and twice as overwhelming in the harsh daylight. Elizabeth found it difficult to believe she had fled down that very staircase not ten hours earlier. An image of the duke's horrified expression as he tried to push her away from him burned in her mind.

      She came to an abrupt halt as the butler bowed and opened the door into the duke's library. The carpet was so thick that her feet sank into it and made no sound. It took a great deal of her remaining courage to raise her eyes and look at the man behind the desk.

      Her breath caught at his stillness. Sea Devil, the English translation of his French family name, suited him well this morning. His skin was pale and in startling contrast to the blackness of his hair and the cat-like slant of his gray eyes. He wore no coat. Her gaze flew to his right arm and the sling that protected his shoulder.

      Elizabeth sank into the nearest chair and looked down at her half boots. Her head pounded from the incessant arguments and accusations her stepfather had flung at her since her unprecedented return home the night before. In her mind, her mother's tears and lamentations dueted with his threats in an endless circle of despair.

      She silently raged as she listened to her stepfather apologize for her behavior to the duke, who sat back in his chair, apparently bored by the whole affair. She hadn't realized she had been sent into the home of an infamous rake until her stepfather had told her this morning. Elizabeth clenched her jaw and winced.

      The duke's cold eyes flicked in her direction and he slammed his hand down on the desk, making her jump. "Mr. Forester, I don't wish to speak to you. I wish to speak to Miss Waterstone. Get out. I will inform you when I require your assistance."

      As a set down, it was masterly, and if Elizabeth hadn't been so steeped in misery she might have applauded the sight of her stepfather silenced and evicted in a few curt sentences.

      The duke waited until Mr. Forester backed out of the room and then came around to sit on the front of his desk. His booted foot swung close to Elizabeth's skirts and she struggled to take her eyes away from the rhythmic movement. She remembered the muscled strength of his arm around her hips, the surprising heat of his fingers on her skin.

      "What services have you provided for your stepfather's debtor's in the past?"

      His question lacked all emotion and bore no hint of an apology, but somehow it helped to steady her shredded nerves. She made herself meet his cool gaze.

      "I...I've aided their wives, usually in a social capacity," she struggled to explain. "Many of my stepfather's acquaintances have recently become wealthy. I helped them with cards of invitation, note writing, advice on etiquette ..."

      She licked her lips as the subtle hint of his citrus fragrance stole toward her. She tried to breathe through her mouth and eased back in her chair. His faint French accent was less pronounced in the daylight. Probably because he wasn't in his cups.

      Unwillingly, her gaze shifted to his mouth. Her unguarded response to his open-mouthed kiss had led to her undoing. By the time she'd regained her wits, he'd moved on to more carnal matters and taught her far more than she wanted to know about a man's brutal desires. She hoped her bonnet shielded the blush that rose unbidden to her cheeks.

      "Perhaps that explains why you came with me so willingly last night." The duke paused. "You did not expect to share my bed, did you?"

      Elizabeth shook her head, beyond speech now, as the horror of her predicament flooded her anew. Her mother and stepfather had given her to this man to pay a debt.

      "Then why in damnation did you come back here this morning? Did you expect your stepfather to insist that I marry you, or for him to call me out?"

      He didn't wait for her to respond. Instead, he walked across to the window, which overlooked the square, his back turned to her, his shoulders rigid. Without a coat, Elizabeth could clearly see the tight fit of his buckskin breeches and the elegant length of his legs. After a long moment he looked at her over his shoulder.

      "You are sadly mistaken, if you think that scoundrel wishes to protect your reputation. The wretched man is probably beside himself with glee. He assumes the price of your virginity will cancel his debt to me."

      "You did not take my virginity, you..."

      He silenced her with a gesture. "I hesitate to correct you, but by the rules of polite society, I dishonored you." He swung around. "If you had heeded my advice and not taken a pot shot at me with the clock, we might have stood a chance of repairing the damage. Unfortunately, by running home to your stepfather, you've given him the opportunity to ruin us both."

      Elizabeth tried not to cry at his contemptuous statement and forced herself to remain calm. As she stared into the abyss her life had become, a sudden recklessness claimed her. "I will throw something else at you if you give him money."

      The duke's eyes narrowed as he considered her.

      Elizabeth stood up; no longer content to be towered over. "If anyone deserves to benefit from your despicable behavior, it is me."

      Appalled by her own daring, Elizabeth bit her lip. If she wasn't careful she would blurt out her desperate need to find a way to support herself and her invalid brother, and that would never do.

      The duke nodded and resumed his seat behind his paper-strewn desk. His long fingers toyed with a quill pen as he continued to study Elizabeth.

      Unable to understand his silence, Elizabeth started to shiver. Her normal good sense seemed to have deserted her. The duke thrust a glass of brandy into her hands and closed her fingers around it.

      "Drink this, it will calm you."

      She repressed a hysterical desire to laugh and obediently sipped at the strong spirit. It raced into her empty stomach, warming her body, making her cough. The duke patted her back, his strong fingers stirring the soft hairs at the nape of her neck. He took the glass and placed it on the desk.

      "Miss Waterstone, may I ask you yet another favor? Will you take off your bonnet? It is most fatiguing to converse with a bunch of faded yellow primroses and a threadbare green bow."

      She removed the offending bonnet and tossed it aside. She flinched as the duke's breath hissed out. Elizabeth closed her eyes as his cool fingers touched the purple bruises that covered her right cheekbone and eye.

      "Your stepfather did this?"

      Her eyes flew open at the iciness of his tone and the harshness of his expression. Fearing she had stirred the devil, panic swamped her senses and she struggled to breathe.

      He moved away. "So you did not tell him the truth very easily." He took a deep breath and resumed his position behind the desk. "Miss Waterstone, your association with Mr. Forester led me to make certain assumptions about your character, assumptions which proved to be false." He paused. "Be assured that I shall do everything in my power to remedy the situation."

      Elizabeth stared at him, surprised by his unexpected explanation and unsure of how to deal with it.

      "Do you wish to return home with Mr. Forester?"

      The duke's soft question caused the remainder of Elizabeth's stored courage to crumble. "My mother has forbidden me the house. She fears I might tarnish my half-sister's reputation."

      The duke stood and crossed to the fireplace. He tugged on the bell. "You need to rest. For the moment, consider my house your own. When you awaken, we will talk again, I promise you."

      She nodded, too weary to resist him and too weary to care. As they waited for the summons to be answered, the duke returned to his desk, took up a sheet of parchment, and began to write.

      Elizabeth stared at his bent head. In repose, he had long eyelashes and high cheekbones Elizabeth wished were her own.

      "I'm sorry I hurt you. I didn't know what else to do."

      His pen stopped moving and he raised his head. For the first time, his eyes met hers without a hint of disdain.

      "You did nothing I did not deserve. And that, my dear, is why I'm prepared to help you."

      Elizabeth allowed herself to be escorted from the room by his housekeeper. Her stepfather waited in the hall, hands clasped behind his back, as he studied an immense portrait of the present duke. His shrewd eyes sought Elizabeth's, an anxious question in them, but she swept past him without a word. She would take the duke's offer of a refuge and pray that some solution would present itself to her troubled mind by the calm light of morning.
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      Gervase lounged in his chair, his fingers drumming on the armrest, as he awaited the return of Mr. Forester. His first instinct was to beat the man half to death for his treatment of his stepdaughter. Hard-won maturity and wiser counsel prevailed as Gervase admitted that his own treatment of Miss Waterstone had been nearly as brutal.

      The clock struck the hour as Mr. Forester strolled into the library to stand before the duke.

      Gervase nodded him to a seat then sat back, fingers steepled in front of him. He let the silence lengthen until beads of sweat sprang out on Mr. Forester's forehead.

      "Your stepdaughter is of the opinion that you should call me out for my... how did she put it? Ah yes, for my despicable behavior."

      Mr. Forester's confident smile froze on his face.

      "Your Grace, you must have misunderstood her. I wish no such thing." He hesitated. "However, if you wish to compensate my family for your grievous mistake, I'm sure we can come to some arrangement."

      Gervase gave a harsh laugh. The man was irrepressible. He shook his head and leaned across the desk in one sudden, threatening movement. Mr. Forester clutched the arms of his chair.

      "My mistake? I beg to disagree, Mr. Forester. You sold her to me like a common trollop." He dipped his quill in the inkwell and scratched his signature onto the document in front of him. He pushed the parchment across his desk.

      "These are the terms for the repayment of your debt. But mark me well, if I hear a single whisper about Miss Waterstone's reputation, I will demand payment in full. In return for my leniency, you will allow Miss Waterstone to visit with her mother and half-sister once a week. Is that clear?"

      Mr. Forester nodded, his eyes transfixed by the promise of the letter. "Yes, Your Grace. Thank you, Your Grace."

      Gervase held out the quill and Mr. Forester signed. Gervase reclaimed the document and nodded a dismissal.

      "I will send you a copy of this on the morrow." His brows rose as Mr. Forester headed for the door. "Are you not interested in the fate of your stepdaughter, Mr. Forester?"

      Mr. Forester shrugged. "I'm sure that you will find some use for Elizabeth, Your Grace. And quite frankly, I'm relieved not to have the care of her."

      Gervase stared at the closed door for several minutes after Mr. Forester's departure. His wounded arm throbbed in time to the pulse of his headache and he suspected he had a fever. With a soft curse he rang the bell and awaited the appearance of his secretary.

      Elizabeth. The name of a great queen and somehow a suitable one for a woman who had the courage to outwit him. She deserved better than the life of deception Mr. Forester offered her.

      He stretched and caught his breath as pain rippled through his arm. He would cancel his visit to Emilia's tonight. A short note and a large diamond should placate his rapacious mistress until he was well enough to perform to her satisfaction.

      Gervase sat up as his secretary as Sir John Harrington entered the room. He turned his mind to the business of the day and refused to consider what the hell he planned to do with the prim and proper Miss Elizabeth Waterstone when she finally came to her senses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Money. Didn't it always come down to that? Gervase frowned as he tried to calculate how much financial compensation a well-brought-up young lady might require for the loss of her reputation. Despite Dennis Forester's atrocious lack of breeding, it was obvious Elizabeth Waterstone had been sired in a different stable.

      He stretched his shoulders, wincing at the slight ache in his upper arm, and stared up at the ornate gilded ceiling where a luscious naked goddess beckoned to a coy-looking centaur. If only life were so simple. Gervase scowled at the besotted painted faces above him.

      He hated any situation that hinted at disorder in his private life. He had enough problems maintaining a rakish reputation without dealing with the complicated emotions of a female. The sexual escapades of his late and unlamented wife, Imelda, had provided enough gossip for the courts of both England and France. He had no intention of allowing his recent mistake with Elizabeth Waterstone to escalate into another messy scandal. He sighed and glanced at the mountain of papers on his desk. The timing could not have been worse.

      But Miss Waterstone refused to quit his mind. She seemed a symbol of all that he hated about his current existence. It had come as something of a relief to discover that he still had a conscience where a woman was concerned. His smile disappeared as he refocused on the letter and its generous financial offer.

      His housekeeper had already informed him that Miss Waterstone was awake and had partaken of a hearty breakfast. Had he expected her to fall into a maidenly decline overnight? Gervase recalled her determination when she faced him with the clock and knew he would have been disappointed if she had failed to recover.

      He rubbed the bridge of his nose in an effort to halt the suggestion of a headache and glanced at the figure he had scrawled on the letter to Childes, his banker. As a knock came on his door, he scratched out the figure and doubled it. He did not have the patience to negotiate a settlement. He wanted her gone from his newly-activated conscience and out of his life.

      He stood as Elizabeth Waterstone entered and returned a short bow to her more elaborate curtsey. She looked less like a wax doll today, although the rainbow colors of a bruise still disfigured her cheek. She was dressed in an unflattering woolen gown and had braided her nut-brown hair tightly to her head.

      To his immense relief, she seemed calm. Yesterday he had sensed she was close to breaking point. Experience had taught him the cost of becoming involved with hysterical females and he had endeavored to keep her at a distance. He was not known for his sweetness of will or for the length of his patience. As he studied Miss Waterstone's unflustered countenance, his hopes for a speedy conclusion to their discussions rose.

      "Miss Waterstone, I trust you are feeling better?"

      She inclined her head and he continued. "I've given a great deal of thought to the predicament in which you find yourself and your claim for financial remuneration."

      Gervase drew breath and checked to see if Miss Waterstone was attending. She nodded politely as if to encourage him to proceed.

      "I'm willing to settle a lump sum of money on you if you promise to leave me in peace."

      He frowned. He hadn't meant to say that. It sounded as though she were an unwanted nuisance or as if he were trying to buy her off. He held out the letter he had struggled to draft for the past hour.

      "I intend to settle five thousand pounds on you." He paused for her reaction but there was none. He raised his eyebrows, quill poised over the inkwell. "That is not to your liking? I promise you that the money will be held in your name and cannot be touched by your stepfather. Surely, it is sufficient for your needs."

      Miss Waterstone bit her lip and gave a small shake of her head. Gervase lowered his pen and drew in a slow breath.

      "Miss Waterstone?"

      "I'm sorry, Your Grace, but I don't feel that any sum of money, however generous, will give me back my ruined reputation."

      Gervase went still as visions of blackmail and deceit flooded his senses. "Go on."

      She leaned forward in her chair, hands clasped. "As you have already remarked, too many people will know by now that I've spent at least one night in your house without adequate chaperonage."

      Gervase shrugged. "So?"

      "So, if I appear with a dowry at my disposal, people will talk. You are known as the biggest rake in London-"

      "And Paris." Gervase couldn't help himself.

      An answering smile flickered across Miss Waterstone's face. "And Paris. I apologize for underestimating your renown, Your Grace."

      He bowed and let her continue, his interest piqued.

      "I imagine you will next suggest that I pose as a widow. I'm four and twenty and it would not be unreasonable to suppose that I had been married before." She made a face. "But I'm such a poor liar and I would hate to begin a new life based on a deception."

      She raised her lovely, candid eyes to his. "How would I face a man I loved and wished to marry without telling him the truth? And how would any honorable man feel about taking on one of your cast-offs?"

      Gervase had nothing suitable to say to that. He suspected his belief that for most men the size of her dowry would definitely outweigh her possible lack of virginity would fail to convince her.

      "Anyway," Miss Waterstone took in a deep breath. "I don't want your money, I want your expertise."

      Gervase stared at her, his quick mind for once caught unprepared. "My expertise?"

      "I can't go home, I won't take your money without earning it, and I refuse to end up walking the streets. I wish you to teach me how to become a high flyer." She wrinkled her brow and looked at him a trifle anxiously. "Is that the correct term for a courtesan or a high class mistress? Forgive me; I'm lamentably ignorant on the subject."

      Gervase could only stare at her until she began to blush. "You wish me to instruct you in the role of a prostitute?" He gave a short humorless laugh and pointed down into the square. "My dear, if you wish to learn that trade, go and loiter in the back streets behind my house for ten minutes. I can guarantee some man will be willing to enlighten you."

      He allowed a few seconds of absolute quiet to elapse, broken only by the ticking of the Sevres clock on the mantelpiece.

      He slammed his palm on the desk. "You are a lady! Don't be such a fool."

      She colored a little but her gaze remained on his. "I don't understand your hesitation, Your Grace. We are agreed, are we not, that you are the greatest rake in two sovereign nations? Who better to instruct me than you?" She sat back in her chair, hands folded in her lap and waited, the picture of propriety.

      Gervase got up and walked to the window. He stared down into the windswept desolation of the square. Was she mad? Despite his instant refusal, a worm of interest slithered into his mind and beckoned him with all its unsavory possibilities. If any man could turn the shy, uptight Miss Waterstone into a courtesan, it would be him.

      He swung around to face her. "And what of your relatives, Miss Waterstone? Don't you think that they might object to having a prostitute, high flying or not, in the family?"

      "I've very little family left, Your Grace. My father's relatives refused to have anything more to do with us when my mother remarried and it is not as though I've made my debut in society."

      Gervase wondered why she hadn't had a London Season. Had the family's finances always been precarious? Was that why Mr. Forester was involved in so many dubious activities? It might be in his best interests to keep Miss Waterstone close.

      He continued to stare at her as his fertile brain worked on several schemes to manufacture her a new past. She had no idea how easily he could grant her wish. He crossed the room, pulled her to her feet, and placed his fingers under her chin.

      "Elizabeth." He used her first name in an intimate attempt to undermine her. "I almost took your virginity. I forced you. How in God's name do you expect me to believe you are not afraid of me?"

      She met his gaze head on. "Of course I'm afraid of you, but I'm more afraid of allowing you to buy me off as if I've somehow disgraced myself. I would rather work for my money."

      He brushed the corner of her mouth with his thumb and her lips parted as she swallowed. With deliberate intent, Gervase took possession of her mouth, his tongue thrusting deep. He waited for her to recoil but although she didn't respond, she didn't fight him either.

      He gentled the kiss, using his years of expertise to draw her into his mouth, to make her react. He curved his hands over her hips and drew her close until he could feel the frantic pounding of her heart. When he released her, she tried to move away, but he caught her elbow.

      "You are either very brave or very foolish. I'm damned if I know which."

      She rested her forehead against his waistcoat. "Don't you understand? If I can learn to bear your touch, after what you did to me, then I believe I will be able to bear any man's."

      Gervase breathed in the sweet smell of her skin and fought the temptation to explore how far she would bear his touch before she panicked again. He retreated behind his desk to cultivate a more business-like manner.

      "I need to think about this. If you are set on this madness, I will expect complete obedience from you, do you understand?"

      Elizabeth almost smiled as she dropped into a stately curtsey before she headed for the door.

      Gervase waited until her hand rested on the door handle. "This is far from being settled. I will require your presence at dinner tonight and we will discuss how we wish to go on."
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        * * *

      

      Elizabeth paced the luxurious bedroom the duke had allotted her, scarcely aware of its sumptuous comforts and warmth. She bathed and a maid appeared and arranged her hair in an artful knot of curls that tumbled around her shoulders. The silent maid also laid out an evening gown that Elizabeth knew was not hers. Before she could question the girl, she retreated with Elizabeth's patched underclothes and only other gown over her arm.

      Elizabeth's tension mounted as she walked an endless square around the border of the fine Turkish carpet. What had she done? It had seemed a fine and heroic thing, to offer herself on a platter to the duke. But now, after hours of lonely contemplation, her certainty had disappeared.

      She picked up the ice-blue gown and held it against herself. The ripple of silk felt light and supple under her fingers compared to her homespun woolen dress. Her reflection showed that the gown was the right length. She almost smiled. Trust the duke to have accurately gauged her measurements.

      After a moment of indecision, she stepped into the dress and slipped her arms through the tiny puffed sleeves. The bodice fastened at the front in a series of delicate mother-of-pearl buttons. Despite tugging and pulling, her unrestrained bosom overflowed the embroidered blue bodice. She searched for a shawl or lace fichu to cover her exposed skin but found nothing.

      "It will have to do."

      With a sigh she put on her worn kid slippers and straightened the small golden cross her brother Michael had brought her from Portugal. Michael was the source of all her worries and the reason she had to go through with her plan.

      Elizabeth stroked the ruby in the center of the cross. Her stepfather had sworn to her that if she returned to the duke and stayed until the debt was paid, he would continue to care for Michael.

      Elizabeth could scarcely remember Michael before he had been injured. He'd left to fight in the Peninsula with Wellington's army, a dashing hero in his sister's eyes, and returned a broken gray-faced wreck, crippled from the waist down.

      If it weren't for Elizabeth, Michael would have been left to die in the claustrophobic prison of his bedroom. Despite Elizabeth's pleas, her mother had found herself unable to care for the son she no longer recognized.

      As the clock struck six, Elizabeth got to her feet. She had no choice. With the duke to teach her, she would be able to earn her own way in the world. With money, and the duke's protection, she could be assured of Michael receiving the best care and attention for the rest of his life.

      Her resolve strengthened as she came down the grand staircase and followed the butler along another interminable corridor toward the dining room. The butler bowed and left her.

      There was no sign of her host.

      Some of her misgivings trickled back as she explored the huge, paneled room. Despite her brave words to the duke, if either of her brothers ever found out how she planned to earn her living, they would be horrified. Another doubt assailed her. Maybe she should have taken the duke up on his first offer of five thousand pounds. She and Michael might have been able to manage on the income from the interest. Maybe it was not too late to change her mind.

      "Good evening, Miss Waterstone. Are you admiring the portrait of my scandalously-departed wife?"

      Elizabeth refocused her gaze onto the huge oil painting above the fireplace where she had come to an abrupt stop. The black-haired woman in the portrait was depicted as Diana, the goddess of the hunt. She wore a swathe of white silk that bared a shoulder, most of her voluptuous breasts, and her plump left leg. The painter had caught a hint of wildness and arrogance in his subject's expression that reached out beyond the canvas to challenge Elizabeth.

      The duke smiled and advanced toward Elizabeth, two wine glasses in his hand. "It was painted just after our marriage. The painter and I had a devil of a job trying to persuade her to wear any clothing at all." With a slight bow, he handed her one of the glasses. "Of course, the painter got to see her naked on more than one occasion during their sessions. My wife was a great believer in patronizing the arts."

      Elizabeth sipped hastily at the contents of her glass as the meaning of his deliberately flippant comments sunk in. How could she hope to deal with a man who treated his late wife's infidelity as a slightly boring joke? She took another gulp of champagne and sneezed as the bubbles crowded up her nose.

      The duke patted her on the back, his palm warm against her exposed skin. "I've embarrassed you. Please forget about my wife and let us enjoy our dinner." He took her hand and led her toward the table. "I thought we might serve ourselves."

      With supreme disregard for any protest Elizabeth might have made, the duke began to ladle soup into her bowl. The alluring aroma of turtle caught at Elizabeth's nose and she obediently picked up her spoon.

      The candlelight picked out the silver threads that ran through the duke's embroidered waistcoat. His coat was molded to his broad shoulders like a well-made piece of medieval body armor. Elizabeth blushed as she realized she was staring and that the duke watched her.

      He carved her a slice of duck and she sought vainly for a topic of conversation. He seemed supremely unaware of her tension as he refilled her wine glass and handed her a linen napkin.

      "The blue of that gown doesn't really suit you, but I didn't know of anything else in the house that would fit."

      His eyes lingered on the low cut bodice and Elizabeth blushed and hunched her shoulders. She'd forgotten her breasts threatened to overflow the skimpy fabric. He frowned and reached across to trail his finger along her shoulder blades. "You should not hunch your shoulders like that. Good God, woman, do you not realize how fine a pair of assets you have there?"

      Elizabeth choked on her duck. To make him stop, she said the first thing that came into her head. "Whom does the gown belong to, Your Grace? One of your mistresses?"

      The amusement fled from his face, replaced by something she couldn't interpret. "You did not know? The gown belongs to my eighteen-year-old daughter. My dear wife blessed me with a child four months after we married."

      "Your daughter is eighteen?" Elizabeth gaped at him as her mind struggled with the ramifications of his remark. "I don't understand. You could scarce have been old enough to ..." She stopped talking, mortified by her blatant curiosity and appalled by her lack of manners.

      His fingers whitened as he gripped his glass and brought it to his lips. "I was fifteen when I married and, though perhaps old enough to have produced a child, my wife was already pregnant--unbeknownst to me." His mouth twisted. "Imelda was eighteen when we wed, and at the peak of her beauty." He shrugged and refilled his glass from the decanter. "I was as naïve then as you are now, but even I realized I had been cuckolded and that the child could not be mine."

      His gaze hardened as his eyes met hers through the candlelight. "My family betrayed me by wedding me to that promiscuous bitch." He leaned forward and took her hand. "If you decide to stay with me, it will be on my terms. Don't make the mistake of falling in love with me, or feeling sorry for me. I will never love you. I will indulge you for as long as it amuses me and then you must leave."

      The food in Elizabeth's mouth took on the consistency of thick porridge and she struggled to swallow. "That will suit me perfectly, Your Grace. I've no intention of hanging on your apron strings, bemoaning my fate for the rest of my life. I intend to keep this a business arrangement."

      He squeezed her fingers, drew them to his lips, and brushed a light kiss across her knuckles. "Good. Now, shall we finish this excellent duck while I explain how things will progress?"

      Elizabeth picked up her fork, bemused by the sudden business-like tone of his voice.

      "I agree to your bargain. I will teach you the skills necessary for your new profession."

      Elizabeth gave a relieved smile, but the duke held up his hand. "However, I'm not convinced you will see this ridiculous arrangement through. I will teach you how to please a man but I don't intend to bed you. We will attempt to keep this arrangement relatively civilized, which will allow you to return to your real life when you come to your senses."

      "I don't intend to return to my old life, Your Grace. I truly meant what I said." He sat back and his skeptical expression goaded Elizabeth to continue. "This bargain is hardly fair to you though. What will you gain from it, if not a new mistress?"

      "What will I gain?" he said idly, his attention fixed on her face. "The opportunity to make sure that at least one woman in England knows what a man truly wants in bed and the pleasure of bestowing such a gift onto one of my companions." His eyebrow shot up. "What more could a man ask?"

      Elizabeth looked down at her plate. She felt herself begin to blush and prayed that the duke would end the embarrassing conversation.

      "My daughter, Eloise, arrived in London today from France. I've decided that you can pose as her companion, a recent widow and a poor relation of the Diable Delamere family whilst she is in London. I will provide you with all the necessary documents and background information to substantiate your story if anyone should ask."

      Elizabeth went to interrupt and he frowned. "You wished to speak?"

      No, Your Grace, you seem to have thought of...everything."

      "My daughter is staying at Grillons hotel. You will meet her there and assume your new duties. You will travel with her to Bath where she will be attending school for the next year to improve her English." He sipped at his wine. "When you return it will seem perfectly natural to the ton for you to take up residence here."

      "I know little of society. How can I possibly teach your daughter when I haven't the slightest notion myself?"

      The duke smiled and raised his glass to her. "I don't expect you to teach Eloise a thing. You will only be with her for a few days." He clinked his glass against hers. "Your education will begin when you reside in my house and I, my dear, will be the only teacher you ever need."
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      Elizabeth swallowed another half glass of the excellent wine and wondered dreamily why the room seemed to shimmer and dance in the candlelight. She angled her head in a vain attempt to alleviate the effect and then shut her eyes as the swaying became even more pronounced.

      "Miss Waterstone, may I suggest you stop gulping my fine French wine as if it were lemonade? I fear you don't have a strong head. I assure you I've no intention of commencing your education tonight."

      His smile deepened. "The process of seduction should be slow and subtle. When I've finished teaching you, you will understand that anticipation--" his thumb crept up to graze her lower lip "--and suppressed desire adds spice to any liaison."

      He drew her to her feet and she rocked against him, hands settling against his embroidered waistcoat. He righted her with a soft murmur of encouragement as his fingers swept her ribcage just below her breasts. She resisted an unexpected urge to grab hold of his fingers and bring them to her mouth.

      "I need you to stay awake, my dear. We have an appointment at Madame Charles, the dressmaker."

      "But it is almost nine o'clock at night," Elizabeth protested. "No dressmaker will be open at this hour."

      The duke bore her inexorably toward the door, his hand firm on her elbow. "My dear, I'm the Duke of Diable Delamere. Everything remains open for me."
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        * * *

      

      Madame Charles awaited them as they swept into the showroom of her exclusive Bruton Street address. Elizabeth tried to look inconspicuous as the duke and Madame Charles conversed in French, too rapid and colloquial even for her excellent understanding.

      Elizabeth was escorted into a fitting room lined with mirrors, furnished only with a large velvet couch and a single stool. The duke arranged himself on the couch as Madame clapped her hands and gestured for Elizabeth to stand on the stool.

      When Elizabeth stepped up, several sewing assistants advanced upon her like a flock of birds with their measuring tapes. A cool draught flowed up her skirt and with a gasp of pure horror she sought the duke's eyes. His brows rose and he snapped out an order. In an instant, the room emptied.

      "What is wrong, Miss Waterstone? Are you unwell?"

      Elizabeth almost blessed her over-indulgence of alcohol. It seemed to have loosened her tongue. From her elevated position on the stool, the duke's cool, amused eyes were on level with her own.

      "Your Grace, I've been foolish. I never dreamed you would bring me to a place like this and I'm not dressed properly." His eyes skimmed over her gown and then returned to her face.

      In desperation she hissed. "The maid took away all my underthings when she left this dress."

      The duke's eyes remained riveted to her face as he removed his gloves and let them fall to the floor. He drew in a slow breath. "Are you trying to tell me you sat through dinner without a stitch of clothing on under that gown?"

      "I have my corset on!" Elizabeth blurted out, then pressed her lips together. She almost fell from the stool as the duke's hand closed around her ankle. She steadied herself against his shoulders and refused to look at his warm fingers against her skin.

      The duke's voice took on the texture of velvet as his hand crept up her calf. "Nothing else? No petticoat, not even a pair of stockings?"

      His fingers moved upwards, past her knee and along her inner thigh until he touched the soft warmth between her legs. Elizabeth locked her knees but her action only served to bring his hand into closer contact with her body's secrets. She bit her lip as heat shuddered through her.

      After what seemed like an eternity, the duke exhaled and removed his hand.

      "I will speak to Madame Charles and ensure she brings you some underclothes. I had intended to concentrate on your day clothes this evening and leave the delights of your underthings and bed gowns for later."

      "Your Grace, if you tell her that I've no underthings she will think that you, that I, that..." Elizabeth couldn't complete her sentence and instead stared at the duke's profile in desperate appeal.

      The duke bent to retrieve his gloves. "Elizabeth, make up your mind. If you wish to indulge in maidenly fits of conscience, go back to your stepfather. I've no time for this."

      Silence fell as Elizabeth stared into his eyes where a hint of impatience lingered. She drew in a defeated breath. "Please inform Madame Charles that I'm at her convenience."

      He bowed. "I'm glad to see you display such excellent sense."

      "This is scarcely sensible, your Grace," Elizabeth muttered.

      By eleven o'clock, she was weary of being tweaked, tucked, and turned around like a life-size doll. The duke seemed to believe she required gowns for every possible social occasion. She had given up trying to object after enduring a particularly unpleasant set down over a lavender silk walking dress.

      At last, Madame Charles, face flushed with gratification, curtsied to the duke and withdrew with a promise to deliver some of the garments within a fortnight. As the excited tittering sales girls disappeared, the duke helped Elizabeth down from the stool.

      "Well?" He handed her a glass of wine and cocked an eyebrow at her. "You have been burning to get something off your chest for the past hour, so out with it."

      "Your Grace, how do you expect me to pay for all these gowns?"

      He shrugged, his shoulders elegant in his gray coat. "Of course, I forgot... a woman of principle would not allow me to give them to her as a gift." He touched the rim of his glass against hers, his expression bland. "How do you suggest you repay me then?"

      "From my salary as your daughter's companion?"

      The duke smiled down at his immaculately polished boots. "I'm supposed to be paying you, now, am I?" He paused, "I can think of much better ways for you to reimburse me."

      Even Elizabeth recognized the implication behind his words. "I will do what ever you wish me to, Your Grace."

      "Excellent," he said, seemingly unperturbed by the reluctance in her voice. "Then before you get dressed you can try this on for me." He leaned back over the couch and pulled out a large box stuffed with tissue paper. Elizabeth watched in consternation as his fingers hooked into a flimsy cream and lace garment and shook it free.

      "This, you will wear only for me."

      He tossed the insubstantial scrap of lace at her and she caught it on reflex. He nodded at the red curtain in the corner of the room. "Go and try it on. I will wait for you here." He settled back against the curve of the couch, one arm behind his head, and smiled.

      Elizabeth clenched her fingers into the butter-soft silk and headed toward the curtain at a snail's pace. The duke's voice reached her just as she parted the drapes.

      "This garment doesn't require underthings so you have no need to be embarrassed."

      Elizabeth swallowed hard. The slip of silk would barely cover her and was split up both sides almost to the waist. She stared at her white-faced reflection in the mirror. Was this another of the duke's tests? If she refused, would he walk out and leave her to the mercy of her family? She choked down a sob as
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