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      From inside the ballroom, a screech of violin strings shattered the melodious song the party-goers danced to. Out on the balcony, Verity Stanhope shivered, the best she could do to mask the whole-body shudder the sound created within her. The entire night was off, the champagne not as dry as she preferred, the punch not sweet enough. The air was too warm, and there was no breeze to wash away the mood she was in.

      Why had she agreed to come to Lord St. Ervan’s home with Miles Uppingham? She never did that. Never travelled with an assignation, never met with one on multiple nights in the same week, and never wasted what could be a prime opportunity to meet a fresh, young lordling to seduce. Yet here she was, three nights into a week of what could be carnal debauchery and Miles wouldn’t let her out of his sight.

      She drew in a breath and ran her silk gloves over her arms to calm the gooseflesh. Standing in the shadowy corner of the small balcony, she debated her options. She could retire to her bedchamber, of course, but that was the cowards’ way. In addition to dancing, guests mingled in the dining room where dishes of delights were kept hot or cold as required, and the punch bowl seemed to magically refill itself. Men could always be found in the billiards room. And there was always someone looking for a partner in a card game in yet another room. All she needed to do was decide where to escape, and then make her way across the ballroom, down the staircase, through various hallways…

      Doing so without Miles seeing her was as likely as her discovering the Northwest Passage.

      Yet she wasn’t a coward, and certainly not a missish virgin who was afraid to assert her own desires—or lack thereof, when the situation warranted. And that situation was now.

      She didn’t lack courage, she told herself as she smoothed the curls framing her forehead. Lifting her chin, straightening her posture, she turned and re-entered the ballroom.

      No one spoke to her as she circled the room, remaining as close to the wall as possible. Many of the dancers and others lingering about the room were neighbors who likely didn’t know her, rather than the guests staying the week, and for that she was grateful.

      Verity was within ten steps of the door when Miles stepped in her path.

      “There you are, my dear.” The young man grasped her hand in both of his as if he’d found a cherished treasure. He was so sweet, so handsome with his pale blond hair swept back from a strong brow that guarded over gentle blue eyes. What had she been thinking when she picked him as her next delicacy?

      “Here I am.” Verity tugged her hand free. “I was just leaving.”

      Miles stepped beside her and placed his hand on her back almost territorially. Rather than cause a scene, Verity continued to walk to the door, but he fell into step. “Shall we have some punch?”

      “No, thank you,” she said as she stepped into the hallway. Another couple glided past them into the ballroom, then Verity strode to the stairs.

      Her escort kept up.

      Deciding the card room would have the greatest number of options with which to busy herself, she turned to the right on the second floor and hurried down the well-lit hallway. Miles remained at her side. Laughter rose above the conversation volume spilling from the open door on the left, and she rushed inside.

      A quick scan of the room revealed her friends, the Duke of Abingdon, and the Duke of Dainsfield, playing cards with their host, the Earl of St. Ervan, and another man. They’d come to her aid if needed.

      Miles had other ideas and took her elbow, leading her to a table for two. “Do you wish to play a game or two?”

      “No,” she said, freeing her arm. “I must speak to our host.”

      Verity tried to catch the eye of any of the men at that table, but they were either being discreet or simply paying attention to their game. She wasn’t used to having men ignore her and felt a bit insulted. “Lord St. Ervan,” she said as she drew near the table.

      He glanced up from his cards. “Mrs. Stanhope, how lovely you look this evening. Do you require a deck of cards, or a chess table, perhaps?” He motioned to a footman standing next to a cabinet on one long wall.

      Chess, she thought. That would be an excellent deterrent to Miles’ amorous intentions, but it was also the furthest thing from an entertaining pastime that she could imagine at the moment. “Thank you, no.”

      Frustrated, she couldn’t think of an excuse to get Miles to leave. “I, that is…I wish for you to allow me a second chance at our wager.” She smiled brightly and batted her lashes as her thoughts scrambled for the explanation she knew he’d ask for.

      “Our wager, yes, of course.” Lord St. Ervan exchanged glances with Abingdon and Dainsfield. “Must it be now? As you see, I’m in the middle of a game with these gentlemen.”

      “Forgive me, Your Graces, how thoughtless of me. You know how I hate to lose, and when I saw St. Ervan I could think of nothing else than a second chance.”

      Abingdon watched her through narrowed eyelids as if trying to ascertain what she was up to. He made some signal to the dealer. “Yes, you are a determined minx, aren’t you? As you can see, I’m winning at the moment. Why should I allow St. Ervan to leave the game?”

      Verity clasped her hand around Miles’ arm, or as much of it as she could. Memories of those muscular arms flexed and bulged in her head as they did when he held himself above her while he filled her with his—oh, blast it all! She released his arm and fought the urge to fan herself. “Mr. Uppingham could step in for St. Ervan.”

      “Mrs. Stanhope,” Miles said quickly. “I’d rather⁠—”

      “Excellent idea.” St. Ervan stood, setting aside his cards. He strode around the table and tucked Verity’s gloved hand into the bend of his arm. “Good evening, gentlemen.”

      Offering a weak apologetic smile to Abingdon and Dainsfield, Verity fell into step beside the tall earl as they quickly left the room.

      St. Ervan led her down the hallway past the last of the burning lamps and into a dark room and closed the door behind them. Dropping her hand, he pulled back the drapes over the one large window, throwing moonlight into the small room, and crossed to a desk where he lit a candle. He motioned for her to sit in one of the chairs in front of the desk, before sitting in the large wooden chair behind it. “Now, remind me of this wager of ours.”

      “My lord, you know there’s no wager. I didn’t know what else to do in the situation. Mr. Uppingham has turned into a puppy who won’t leave my side.” Verity smiled flirtatiously, lowering her eyes for a long moment before peering up at the earl from beneath her lashes.

      “Don’t play your games with me, Mrs. Stanhope.” St. Ervan’s voice was deep, but soft, his tone somewhere between warning and seductive. It sent a frisson through her insides.

      She relaxed into the chair, realizing how naturally she was falling into her seductive wiles. She had no intention of sleeping with St. Ervan. He was much too old for her tastes, easily at least five years older than her thirty-three years, if not ten. She preferred her lovers young and innocent. “I apologize for disrupting your game. I didn’t want to cause a scene in front of your guests, but Miles wouldn’t go away.”

      “He’s hoping for more of the entertainment he’s shared with you the past two nights,” the earl said flatly. “I doubt any man would walk away from such an offer.”

      Verity didn’t know whether to be flattered or insulted. Yes, she’d seduced Miles, but St. Ervan had a way of making her sound like a woman for hire. She enjoyed sleeping with men, just as the other female guests did. It was why one sought an invitation to a party such as this. “I wasn’t offering anything tonight. And I was clear with him the first time that we wouldn’t repeat the act.”

      And they hadn’t. In a manner of speaking. She’d taught him several positions that night, and sampled a few other entertainments the next…

      Even in the dim candlelight, Verity caught the slight lift of the corner of St. Ervan’s lips that told her he knew exactly what she meant. Those lips, so full, would feel exquisite pursed around a nipple⁠—

      Verity gasped at the ember that stirred low inside her at that thought. She had no desire for St. Ervan. There were several men staying at the house who tempted her, so she didn’t need to look outside her usual preferences. Why, even one of the footmen had caught her eye. A single, titled, man in need of a wife, such as the earl, was the last man she’d ever seduce.

      St. Ervan waited patiently for the conversation to continue, but Verity didn’t know what he expected her to say. “Thank you for your assistance,” she said simply.

      He nodded once.

      Shifting her weight to rise, Verity said, “I won’t keep you any longer from your guests.”

      “We aren’t finished.”

      She stiffened.

      “There’s still the wager to be discussed.”

      Forcing a light laugh, she waved a hand. “You know there’s no wager.”

      “Ah, but there is, now. You agreed to it when you took my arm.” He smiled and her heart melted.

      “My lord, surely one of your younger guests would be more appealing⁠—”

      “They have their appeal, but none of them purr quite the way you do when kissed.”

      She couldn’t hide the widening of her eyelids. Had she and Miles made love somewhere when the earl had been nearby? Surely not. She enjoyed spontaneity but was careful to avoid an audience.

      His lips twitched at the corners before he continued. “I’ve wondered what sound you make when your breasts are kissed.”

      Verity’s nipples tightened and she held her breath to make certain no sound escaped her lips.

      “I long to hear my name cried out when I’m between your legs.”

      “My lord⁠—”

      “My name,” he corrected her.

      “Lord St. Ervan, please…”

      “Oliver.”

      She blinked, lost. “What are you up to?”

      “I thought I was quite plain in my intent. I wish to love you.”

      Her gown was suddenly too warm, and Verity wished she had her fan. “And I suggested you enquire elsewhere.” Those had to be the most difficult words she’d ever spoken. Had she gone mad? She should throw herself onto his desk and let him discover what utterings she made when a man performed well. Surely, he had enough experience to perform well. While she enjoyed teaching her lovers new ways to please a woman, St. Ervan might have a few surprises for her.

      Some of the humor left his smile, but he hid his feelings well if she’d insulted him. “No, Verity. Only you will do.”

      They were at a stalemate, and she hadn’t a clue what to do or say next. He clearly wasn’t accepting her refusal, but he wasn’t forcing her, either. She didn’t feel threatened. They were close enough to the game room that either of the dukes would come to her rescue if she called out.

      But she didn’t feel the need to call out. She wasn’t sure what she felt, honestly. Her breasts still tingled at the thought of his lips on them. Warmth still pooled lower, and of all foolish notions she could have, she was tempted to say yes. If nothing else, doing so would tell Miles she meant what she’d said about there being nothing more between them.

      She’d never sleep with any man for that reason, especially not one she respected like St. Ervan. He’d mentioned a wager though…

      “You realize my saying we had a wager was merely an excuse to speak to you,” she said, hoping to lead to less stimulating conversation. “There’s nothing between us.”

      “Ah, but there will be.”

      Verity had no words. The earl must be playing some sort of game, and while she was familiar with most games of chance, she had so little experience when it came to games of the heart. She’d only ever loved one man. Before she and Levi married, she’d only kissed one other man, and that was a brief, stolen moment at a masquerade. “You confuse me. Do you believe we’re going to fuck?”

      St. Ervan’s beautiful lips twitched, and an eyebrow lifted briefly. “Not until our wedding.”

      A rude laugh bubbled out before she could stop it. “Our what? Dear man, don’t waste your time on me. I have no intentions to ever marry again.”

      “Was your first marriage so awful?” he asked, surprising her.

      Verity sighed as her sweet husband Levi’s face came to mind. “It was the opposite. Every moment was bliss. I could never love again the way I did Mr. Stanhope, and I have no need for a man to support me.”

      “What about children?”

      The word brought pain, but she quickly tamped it down. “I couldn’t raise children with a man I don’t love.”

      He watched her silently, studying her, although in the shadows of the candlelight there couldn’t be much he saw. She told herself that but felt as if he saw straight to her soul. “You’re so young to miss out on the richness life has to offer.”

      “I’m enjoying exactly what I wish to. Not one man has complained when we have an assignation. There’s nothing marriage can give me that I don’t already have.” Her brow furled and she leaned forward a bit as she continued. “As a man, you should understand what I say. You’re free to take a mistress or entertain yourself with as many women as you wish. Of course, you’ll need a wife and an heir at some point, but there are any number of marriageable misses who’d be a biddable bride and look the other way when you tire of her. You have nothing to offer me that I can’t find elsewhere.”

      St. Ervan was silent again, giving no sign of his feelings about her refusal. What had she refused? There was no wager, merely a proposition for a moment’s pleasure. He hadn’t proposed marriage. The very use of the word wager meant he knew the outcome would be in question.

      Suddenly the notion he might have been proposing made her squirm. Why, they were practically strangers, barely having spoken more than polite phrases in passing when her husband was alive. St. Ervan had come to her house with Abingdon and Dainsfield after Levi’s burial, along with so many other friends and acquaintances, but nothing more until she’d received his invitation to join the others this week at his house.

      Even when she’d arrived here at his home earlier in the week, St. Ervan hadn’t paid her any special attention. He had no interest in her.

      He sat watching her thoughts tumble through her mind. Did he expect her to suddenly weep tears of joy that she’d be a widow no more? Was she to thank him for ending her dissolute ways?

      “As I said, my lord, you’re wasting your time. I will not marry you, nor any other man.” There, that should end the conversation once and for all.

      “We shall see,” he said.

      “What must I do to convince you of the truth?” she asked.

      “No, it is I who must convince you you won’t be truly happy until we are married. But that won’t happen in one night. Come, let’s return to the party.” He rose, blew out the candle and offered his arm in the waning moonlight streaming through the window.

      Deep inside her, Verity realized this matter wouldn’t be settled easily, and she wasn’t sure if that filled her with excitement or dread. Taking his arm, she followed him toward whatever the future would bring.
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