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To Loretta Chase

Who inspired this tale of Duke Ménage

 



Chapter One

1875, London

 


Lady Sophia Hodges wondered if she threw herself out
of the moving carriage just right, could she manage only a small
sprain instead of dashing her brains out on the cobblestone?
Although at the moment, that seemed a better fate than to go to
Lady Camden’s ball and be a wallflower while her father disappeared
into the gaming rooms with the other men.

“Try to look like you would make a good wife. You
have some of your mother’s looks, but not enough to overshadow
the…” Lord Hodge paused. She knew he wanted to say “odd” or
“bizarre” and was struggling to find the right word.
“…otherworldliness of your personality.”

Sophia was actually impressed. She didn’t mind being
otherworldly. In fact, the only time she felt normal was when she
was reading tea leaves or tarot cards. Fortunately, Queen Victoria
made spiritualism de rigueur, and she wasn’t shunned for
being interested in mysticism, otherwise her father would have no
one to gamble with because her nontraditional hobby frightened
people.

“Remember when you are dancing, no one wants to hear
you speak about anything but niceties. Compliment the music, the
décor.” He continued speaking, but Sophia stopped listening.

Why didn’t they throw library parties, where everyone
wore comfortable clothes and read books?

“And certainly don’t bore anyone with that 17th
century manuscript you’ve been poring over. Honestly, I’ll never
marry you off if you start with that nonsense.”

She thought longingly of The Convent Life
Chronicles she’d found at an auction. When she’d convinced her
father to buy it for her, they both assumed it was about the life
of nuns. And since Sophia hadn’t any marriage proposals, they both
thought it might be a good idea to read up on another choice for
her future. Except the book was a delightful and shocking tale of a
man who entered a convent dressed as a woman. His adventures were
not what a gently bred debutante should have been reading; however,
the passages she read were very informative and made her
eager for some of the experiences outlined in the book.

Unfortunately, one needed a husband for those things
outside of a fictitious novel, and it didn’t look as though Sophia
had any prospects at the moment. It didn’t help matters that she
had set her sights high in the matrimony department.

She had fallen in love with a duke. And dukes
generally didn’t like marriages that weren’t beneficial to
them.

 


* * *

 


Cromwell Stone, the duke of Kendal, found himself in
the library by accident. The tryst he had arranged with a widow,
who had been chasing after him long before her husband passed, was
in one of Lady Camden’s drawing rooms. But Stone was damned if he
could remember which one. At least in the library, he had a large
decanter of French brandy on a table. It would alleviate the ennui
until something better came along.

He didn’t have long to wait. When he heard footsteps,
he blew out the candles and hid in the shadows. The door creaked
open and a feminine form was lit up from behind. Ah, the delightful
widow had found him after all. But then she spoke, and rather than
the strident, nasal sounds of Lady Henrietta North, he heard the
dulcet tone of an angel instead.

“I am open to receiving your messages,” the woman
murmured.

She closed the door behind her, leaving them in
semidarkness. A rustle from the corner of the room caught his
attention and he squinted, making out one of Lady Camden’s cats
entering by squeezing its fat arse through a hole in the wall. Most
cats were graceful. This one, plump on wall mice, landed on the
table with a thump, nearly knocking the decanter over.

The woman gasped. “Mother, is that you? If it is, I’m
sorry about the wretched book. But I can’t stop reading it. Surely,
you can understand that I’m enticed its carnal mysteries.”

Stone took a large swallow of brandy. Now that was a
book he’d like to read. Her voice was familiar, and it warmed his
insides better than the brandy. He knew her, but he couldn’t place
her in the dark. He also wasn’t sure what the deuce she was talking
about.

“Lady Camden said this room is haunted,” she said
hesitantly, as though she was trying to convince herself.

Stone bit back a laugh. Only by rakes looking to
seduce young women.

“I am prepared to hear you, spirits from the
beyond.”

This was too much. It was bad enough his dotty old
aunt Frances got taken in by charlatans who wanted her money in
exchange for delivering messages from her dead relatives; Stone was
not about to let an innocent young girl get trapped into that type
of mess. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulled out his matches
and lit a candle with one.

The girl shrieked and pressed back against the wall,
her hand over her heart. As he relit each of the lamps, he was
delighted to recognize Lady Sophia Hodges. Her white-blond hair was
piled up on her head. While it exposed the long line of her throat,
he preferred to see women with their hair down. Her figure was
delectable, soft curves and creamy skin. She was odd, though. Her
mother, Catherine, had been even more so. There had been a scandal
about her passing, but he couldn’t remember what it was.

“Y-your Grace,” Sophia stammered and sank into a
curtsy.

Stone knew she wasn’t well favored in society because
of her peculiarities and because her father was a hot-tempered
dolt. But she was lovely enough. His friend, Huxley, liked blondes
with curves in all the right places, and since he and Huxley liked
to share their women, Stone had developed a taste for them as
well.

“You were looking for your mother?” he asked.

She grew even more flushed. A patch of reddened skin
across her décolletage drew his attention. He had only seen Sophia
at one other event—on her coming-out party a few years ago. At the
time, he had been enamored with an actress Huxley had taken up
with, and the three of them were more interested in other matters
than a sweet, innocent girl with little money and fewer prospects.
But Huxley had pointed her out, claiming he rescued her from some
brigands the previous night. He played up being the hero, and their
actress oohed and aahed in all the right places. She had been a
very good actress in other ways as well. Stone couldn’t remember
her name. But after all this time, he remembered Sophia’s.

“I was…that is, I thought there was a spirit present
here,” she said, looking everywhere but at him.

“Just Lord Camden’s,” he said, motioning to the
decanter and the fat cat who was cleaning himself right next to it.
He frowned at it and moved the bottle to a more secure
location.

“It was the cat all along, wasn’t it?” She sighed and
pressed the heel of her hand against her forehead. “I’m sorry, Your
Grace. I saw shadows moving, and I felt called to this room.”
Straightening her shoulders, she looked him dead in the eye for the
first time. A jolt went through him when he met her gaze. Her eyes
were the clear blue of a summer’s day. He took another swig of
brandy. Hells, she was turning him into a poet. Romance. He
sneered. He had no time for that.

He didn’t like sweet little virgins. He liked lusty
widows.

But there was something about that cute pink bow of
her mouth that made him want to ravage it. He wondered what sounds
she would make when he caressed every inch of her lily-white skin
and licked every secret spot that made her squirm. His eyelids
drooped as he imagined the color of her nipples. Would they be the
same pink as her lips or darker? And while he was on the topic of
color, he imagined the curls between her legs would be the same
silky blond as her hair.

“I’ll be quiet now, before you’re convinced I’m a
lunatic.” She dropped another curtsy. “Your Grace.”

“Wait,” he ordered. Just thinking about her made him
hard as a rock.

She paused, her hand on the doorknob.

“Tell me more about this book,” he said, watching her
face flame.

Her mouth opened and closed very fast before she
lunged out into the hallway. Topping off his drink, he said to the
cat, “I love mysteries.”

He followed after her, unhurriedly. The tail end of
her skirt disappeared as she darted into a drawing room, only to
come barreling out of it moments later. Sophia spotted him and
hurried down the hall to the stairs. He glanced in the room to find
Huxley and the widow Henrietta North in a state of disarray.

“You bastard,” Stone said, without heat. “Starting
without me.”

“Why are you chasing Sophia Hodges?” Huxley asked,
smoothing his shirt.

“Why not?”

“Leave her alone,” Huxley ordered.

“No.” Stone closed the door on them. Bugger
him. Huxley could have the widow all to himself. Stone wanted
to hear about Sophia’s book.

He caught up with her in the gardens. She was talking
to herself while trying to catch her breath. It must be difficult
to walk that fast in a corset and all those petticoats.

Leaning up against the wall, he listened in.

“Haunted? Really?” She groaned. “How could I have
been so stupid?” Sophia started to pace and then caught herself up
short when she saw Stone watching her. “Did they put you up to
this?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” he said.
“But you’ve managed to put some life back into this party.”

“I think Lady Camden’s friends told me a story about
the library being haunted, just so they could see what I would do.”
She crossed her arms over her ample bosom, and since she was
distracted, Stone looked his fill.

“It sounds like something those biddies would come up
with. But I assure you, I was not part of their amusement.”

She peered at him as if she would search his soul. He
could have saved her the trouble—he didn’t have one. The only thing
he feared was boredom. He lived for the pleasure that his title and
his money provided him. In fact, if she could see what he was
thinking right now, she’d probably run off screaming. Or maybe
not.

“Tell me more about this book,” he said, and her face
flamed again. “The one you were apologizing to your dead mother
about.”

She pressed her hands to her cheeks. “I beg you, Your
Grace. Do not tell anyone about that. Forget what you heard. If my
father finds out…if anyone finds out…I’ll be ruined.”

“The cost of my silence is information, my dear.” He
finished his drink and nodded to a couple walking by in the garden
ahead of them.

Lady Camden’s guests whispered as they glanced at
whom he was talking to. Maybe these few moments with him would stir
up some marriage prospects for her. Feeling noble, Stone stuck out
his chest. It was almost like he was doing a charitable deed. It
was bound to be more than entertaining than helping orphans, at
least.

After making sure there wasn’t anyone close enough to
overhear, Sophia said, “It’s a 17th century manuscript called
The Convent Life Chronicles.”

“Sounds dreadful,” he drawled. Apparently, he and the
virgin had a different idea about what happened between a man and a
woman.

She lowered her voice. “It’s about a man disguised as
a nun and how the lovely novices are…”

Sophia whispered the last word, and Stone leaned
forward. He couldn’t possibly have heard that correctly. “I’m
sorry, what did you say?”

“Punished, Your Grace. How they are punished. In a
most base and vulgar fashion.”

She was looking up at his eyebrow again.

Stone bit his cheek to keep from laughing. “My dear,
are you reading erotic manuscripts?”

Lowering her head, she mumbled, “Yes, Your
Grace.”

“Well, tell me more.” He hadn’t had this much fun in
ages. The black shell he had surrounded himself in since his
father’s passing cracked, and he could see his salvation in her
shimmering eyes.

Sophia looked at him askance. “I most certainly
cannot.”

“I would hate to have to tell your father about
this.” This time, Stone couldn’t stop the laugh. Who knew there was
such a thing as a lusty virgin?

“There are shocking things,” she admitted, glancing
around again for eavesdroppers. “Shocking and wonderful.” The
far-off look and indulgent smile on her face hardened his cock.
Well, that was inconvenient. Perhaps he’d go back to Lady North and
wait his turn.

“I daresay you won’t be able to shock me,” he
challenged, not ready to leave Sophia just yet. She was the
opposite of boredom.

Lifting her chin at his tone, she raised her eyebrow.
“There are pairings in them that are most sinful.”

He held up his hand. “If they involve animals, I’ve
changed my mind. I do not want to hear them.”

“What are you talking about?” She frowned at him.

“Never mind. Forget I mentioned it. What type of
pairings?”

“Well, there’s a priest and a young novice. The man
was disguised as a nun, of course, and well, he paired with pretty
much everyone. The abbess, the milkmaid, you name it, he…” She
looked up and coughed. Her face turned a fetching shade of pink.
“He paired with it,” she finished quietly.

Stone snorted in laughter and covered it up with
another drink from Lord Camden’s excellent brandy.

“And then, there was when the priest and the young
man are with the novice. Both of them pleasuring her at once. Have
you ever heard of such a glorious thing, Your Grace?”

He swallowed hard. Her face was open and awestruck.
The longing in her eyes was too much for him to bear.

In that moment, Stone knew she was going to be his.
This fey creature of spirits and erotic poetry would have to be
his—his and Huxley’s. If he could only figure out a way to convince
her, he could stop with the dalliances that were getting
monotonous. With Sophia, he could train her to be everything he’d
ever dreamed of in a woman. Of course, she was a virgin and there
wasn’t a chance in hell she’d let him take her outside of marriage.
Huxley, however, had mentioned Lady Sophia more than once and
mooned after her when he thought no one was looking.

Stone once asked him why the hell didn’t he just
marry the chit, but Huxley denied the attraction. Neither of them
had expressed any interest in marriage, so he let it go.

Then again, perhaps it was time he settled down. His
brother would have kittens at the thought. Wishing to claim the
title, his brother was hoping Stone would die in a drunken carriage
ride or at the wrong end of a duel. It would probably happen that
way, which was the only way his brother would become duke: over
Stone’s dead body.

So, if marriage was the only way to get the virginal
Sophia into his bed, perhaps he could get an heir or two out of it
to ensure his line continued the title and frustrate his sibling.
Especially since she seemed to have the curiosity and dare he say,
desire, to share two men. He never thought he’d find such a woman
amongst the debutantes of the ton.

“I was wrong, my dear,” he said, stroking her cheek.
“You have surprised me very much.”

Of course, that oaf Huxley took this moment to come
charging out at him. Stone was distracted, which could only have
been the reason Huxley landed the first punch.

“What did I tell you?” Huxley snarled.

Stone recovered and dodged the second blow, doubling
up Huxley with a shot to the gut. The brandy snifter shattered on
the top steps, and Sophia took off at a run.

“Huxley, you ass. Do you know what just got away?”
Stone gritted out.

“Stay away from her.” Huxley tackled him into the
gardens.

And then the brawl was on, and there were no more
words.


Chapter Two

 


A fortnight later

 


Lady Sophia Hodges gaped at her father. He couldn’t
be serious.

Taking a shaky breath, she composed herself. “I
believe I heard you wrong.”

Please let this be a terrible joke.

Her father blushed crimson and tugged on his ears.
“It was just a run of bad luck.”

No. Bad luck was dropping a dish. It was breaking a
mirror. It wasn’t losing everything betting on horse racing.

“And I’ve already got a plan to come back from
this.”

Of course he did. Sophia gave up and sagged into the
nearest armchair. Lord Charles Hodges always had a plan. It wasn’t
necessarily a good plan. Or a well thought out one. But he
generally had a plan. Ever since her mother had passed away, he’d
pursued one activity after another in a desperate attempt to stave
off grief. Sophia had been the same way, but her obsession ran
toward her mother’s spiritualism, harmless unless you counted the
skeptics wanting to argue with you over dinner. Gambling, however,
was his newest obsession, and it was going to ruin them.

Sophia’s fingers plucked the loose threads of the
antimacassar that was protecting the arm of the chair. She braced
herself and nodded at him encouragingly.

“I’ve arranged for you to marry a duke.” He beamed at
her and opened his arms wide, as if he wanted her to rush into
them.

She choked on air. Shock rendered her temporarily
speechless. “W-which one?” Sophia managed to get out. Pressing her
hand over her heart, she was afraid it would slam out of her chest.
What were the odds her father picked the right one?

Please say Huxley Brigmore, the Duke of Bedford.

When she’d caught Huxley kissing Lady North at the
disastrous party a few weeks ago, she’d nearly cried. But the pain
and mortification at seeing the beautiful woman in Huxley’s arms
was drowned out by the dread of wondering if the Duke of Kendal
would tell her father about The Convent Life Chronicles. Or
worse, tell all his society friends. Then instead of sending her to
chase ghosts, the ton would shun her in public.

Fortunately, everything had been quiet and
eventually, she’d assumed Kendal found another young miss to
torture or flip up her skirts. If she were to be engaged to a duke,
she would have to see Kendal again, since she would be a duchess.
He might bring up her scandalous reading material. A part of her,
though, en-joyed his conversation and his rugged good looks. He was
no Huxley, but Kendal’s sheer masculinity spoke to her on a base
level she recognized from her erotic readings.

She bit her lip. This couldn’t be good.

But the Duke of Kendal hated England and traveled
often, so it was possible by the time they saw each other again, he
would have forgotten completely about her and her reading
habits.

Frowning, her father lowered his arms. “I thought
you’d be overjoyed.”

“I hadn’t known you were actively brokering for a
duchy.” Sophia didn’t want to be a duchess. Unless she was Huxley’s
wife. “You could have asked me my opinion. I thought I’d have a say
in the matter of my marriage.”

Her father snorted. “Whyever did you think that?”

Whyever indeed?

“Besides, you and he are well suited. I saw you
laughing together at Lady Camden’s ball last week.”

Sophia frowned. She didn’t remember sharing a joke
with any duke at… Choking on her quick indrawn breath, she covered
her mouth with her hand. Oh no. Oh please, not him.

Obviously not realizing the dawning look of
incredulity that must be on her face was not one of joy, her father
grinned at her.

“My little girl, the Duchess of Kendal.”

There wasn’t any air in the room. She couldn’t
breathe.

She loved Huxley. She couldn’t marry the Duke of
Kendal—he was Huxley’s worst enemy. Huxley would have to hate her
as well by association. Tears flooded her eyes.

“Excuse me,” she squeaked out before fleeing.

Sophia made it to her room and shut the door behind
her. Leaning against it, she looked around frantically for her
morning tea tray. Relieved the maid hadn’t taken it away yet, she
hurried over to it.

Cromwell Stone, the Duke of Kendal, was a rake and a
lecher. He was far too good-looking and his charm was a thing of
legend. Even Sophia wasn’t immune to it, although she loved another
man. His black hair and blue eyes were striking, even in boredom.
When he was angry, the color deepened and turned heads from the
newest ingénue to the oldest matron in the ballroom. And he was
Huxley’s archenemy. Huxley Brigmore, the Duke of Bedford, had been
battling the Duke of Kendal all his life. There was so much bad
blood between the two families that the men could barely be in each
other’s company before coming to blows. No one knew exactly why the
two families were feuding, but since one couldn’t shun a duke, a
hostess had to resign herself to an inevitable brawl at her
ball.
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