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      A wicked game

      

      Bored with yet another London Season, Lady Mercy Spencer and her friends challenge each other to steal a kiss from one of a select number of rogues, preferably as wicked a man as possible. Who better to choose among than the members of the elite club known as The Wicked Earls?

      

      A tempting distraction

      

      When his finances take a crashing blow, William Young, Eighth Earl of Woodcliffe has little choice but to lie low while he searches for the man who stole all his money. As he hunts down Eli Graingerdodging those to whom he owes money all the whilehe realizes he’s being pursued, too, by one Lady Mercy Spencer. Of all the young ladies in Town for the Season, Lady Mercy is the most dangerous, owing to her overprotective brother. She’s determined to trap him in a scandal, it seems. As beautiful as she is sly, avoiding her could prove more difficult than restoring his funds. Why won’t she find some other poor sod to marry and allow him to continue his glorious, hedonistic ways?
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        April 1817

        London

      

      

      

      The burning sensation in William, Earl of Woodcliffe’s gut had nothing to do with the amount of liquor he’d imbibed the night before. It wasn’t the result of eating too many petit fours in Lady Billingfield’s card room. No, the sole reason for his distress was the size of the vowels he’d been forced to render to the Marquess of Markham in said card room.

      With his pockets to let, he had no means to pay even a portion of the sum, and Markham expected payment in full today. Woodcliffe couldn’t ask his best friend Jonas Tatum for a loan—he owed the man too much already. No, the only thing to be done was approach Father once again and admit how he’d lost all his money.

      He rode to Mayfair shortly after rising, before he could come to his senses and leave Town. Simpson, Father’s butler, greeted him as he entered the house. “My lord, you’re here early today.”

      “Too early for my tastes. Is Father in his office?”

      “Yes, sir. Shall I tell him you’re here?”

      “No. Better I surprise him so he can’t turn me away.” Drawing a confidence-building breath, Woodcliffe strode upstairs and down the hallway, pausing just before reaching the door to his father’s office. There was still time to turn around. He could go home to Middlecroft and hide until he had some funds.

      If only he believed Markham would let him off that easily.

      The double doors were open, and the sweet fragrance of Father’s pipe tobacco filled the air as he entered. The massive desk and dark wainscoting added an austere look to the dark room with its deep green paint and tall bookcases. It suited the man, the second Duke of Cainbridge. He took himself quite seriously, rarely smiled, and he expected more from his son than Woodcliffe could ever supply. Love was there, he supposed, but it wasn’t demonstrated and never spoken of.

      “Good morning,” Woodcliffe said with all the cheeriness he could muster.

      Glancing up from his newspaper, Father wordlessly lifted a fuzzy, black caterpillar eyebrow.

      “I was out for a ride and thought I’d say hello.”

      “Don’t give me that falderal. If you’re here for breakfast, have Simpson order a plate from the kitchen.” He lifted the paper, screening his son from his view.

      “No, thank you. I ate at the club.” He hadn’t gone anywhere near the club in fear Markham would still be playing cards and would insist on payment of Woodcliffe’s debt, but he hoped the idea of a proper meal made him appear more of a capable adult, which he was. Anyone could have landed in his position. Anyone except Father, that is.

      “Get on with it, then. Why are you really here?”

      “I’ve come for an advance on my allowance.”

      “You have. Well then.” Neatly folding his newspaper and setting it aside, Father pulled out a drawer and withdrew a slim black leather binder. Opening it on the desk, he thumbed through the pages filled with his scrawled columns. “Ah, here we are. Let’s see…yes…carry the five…Well, adding up your prior advances, you’ve spent your income until you’re forty-three.”

      Woodcliffe coughed, lowering his gaze. Surely, he hadn’t asked for as much as that. “My need is rather urgent. If you could give me even half of my quarterly, it would suffice.”

      “What do you need it for this time? Damages from a brawl? Behind on your rent? Or have you lost another wager?” His father’s scowl made Woodcliffe flinch. “This is the very reason I haven’t turned over the management of the money to you. I fear what a mess you’ll make of things when I’m gone. Everything I’ve acquired, everything not entailed, will be thrown away within months, I have no doubt.”

      “Cards, sir. I was certain my luck was turning if I just played one more hand.”

      Drumming his fingers on the polished wood of his desk, Father studied him for a bit before asking, “And how many more hands did you play after your money ran out?”

      “I lost count after ten.”

      Father leaned back in his chair, rested his elbows on the arms and steepled his fingers. “I’m not going to ask who you owe this time. It doesn’t matter. I’m not rescuing you.”

      Woodcliffe’s eyes widened and he broke into a cold sweat. “But, sir⁠—”

      “You’re thirty years old⁠—”

      “Twenty-nine,” Woodcliffe inserted.

      “And it’s time you took some responsibility. Pay your own debts. Settle down and find a nice, respectable young lady to marry. Not too rich, or you’ll drain her accounts, too. Grow up, my boy, it’s past time.”

      “But…” He couldn’t come up with a reasonable excuse to delay the inevitable. One day he’d marry, just not today…or this year. Father was wrong about one thing, though. He was too proud to spend his wife’s money.

      Try as he might, he was unable to admit what had actually happened to his money. Yes, when he was in his early twenties, he’d had a bad gambling habit. Since he only played cards at the private club he and his friends belonged to, the losses had been easy to control. He won as often as he lost, and only toward the end of a quarter did his allowance run dry.

      By the time he was twenty-five, he’d learned to read his opponents better and took his gambling to other tables, clubs and private card games, it didn’t matter. He was good, and he made money. A goodly sum, most of which he placed in a private account in a different bank than his father used, so his father had no control over the funds. No one could access them except Woodcliffe and his secretary, Eli Grainger.

      Yes, Woodcliffe was excellent at reading a man’s expression at the card table. But he was deplorably naïve when it came to knowing whom he could trust.

      Common sense told him that when he found Grainger the money would be gone, but he was determined to find the man and see that he was duly punished. In the meantime, there were bills due and a need for trivial items such as food. As he’d expected, his father wasn’t going to help him. He rose without comment.

      Woodcliffe left as gracefully as he could, tossed a coin to the boy holding the reins of his horse, and trotted off with no destination in mind. There must be a way to borrow money from someone. Who hadn’t he borrowed from lately, and which among those didn’t he already owe money to? Failing that, he’d find some poor fool to play cards with and win enough to appease Markham for a time. Markham was not a patient man.
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      Drowning in a sea of muslin, lustring, taffeta, and silk, Lady Mercy Spencer sighed. “I’m bored.”

      “How can you be bored with all we’ve bought? Here, try on my peach sarcenet.” Lady Selena Cornett held out the gown she was holding up in front of the cheval mirror. It matched her pretty, warm features perfectly. Her group of friends were all of similar size so they could wear each other’s’ clothing, but their coloring varied enough to limit the times they actually borrowed from one of the other girls in their clique.

      “Peach isn’t my color.” Mercy approached the mirror and tucked in place a few hair pins that had loosened while trying on hats. She wished her thin, plain brown hair was as thick as Clara’s or curly like Selena’s, but at least it was biddable and willing to stay in whatever style her maid choose, whether simple or elaborate. For the most part she was pleased with her looks. Gentlemen paid enough compliments to make it clear she was one of the prettiest unmarried ladies in Town in a given year, but their praise didn’t excite her. She’d much rather discuss a new novel than listen to a man prattle on in a manner that he hoped would make her fall in love. When she found a man who complimented her mind, then she’d know he was the only man for her.

      She and her friends had spent the afternoon ordering clothes for the Season and picking up a few items they’d ordered months ago. With packages, wrapping paper, and garment strewn about her bedchamber, she hardly had room to walk. Her friends scurried about edging in front of each other to see themselves in the mirror. Their chatter was bright as it always was when they gathered together. Mercy took a moment to observe them with a smile. This was what pleased her most, being in the company of these girls.

      “My puce spencer would look quite well with your sprigged cotton, Mercy.” Changing her topic quickly, Lady Clara Armstrong held up her new bonnet in one hand and several ribbons in the other. “Which one suits these flowers better, the pink or the yellow?”

      “Don’t you have a green ribbon?” asked Lady Matilda Franklin. “If not, I have some at home.”

      As happy as she was to be with her friends, Mercy needed something more. She yawned with no pretense of trying to mask it. “I don’t care for more gowns, or hats, or slippers. I want to do something.”
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