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Content Disclaimer

This book is a work of fiction intended for mature adult readers aged 18 and older only. It contains explicit depictions of consensual BDSM practices, domestic discipline, spanking, and graphic sexual content. These elements include power exchange dynamics, impact play, and other adult themes that may be triggering, offensive, or uncomfortable for some readers.

All activities portrayed are between consenting adults and are fictional. The author does not endorse or condone any non-consensual acts, abuse, or unsafe practices in real life. Readers are strongly encouraged to prioritize open communication, enthusiastic consent, and personal safety in any real-world exploration of similar themes.

If you are sensitive to intense erotic content, power imbalances, or disciplinary scenarios, please consider whether this book is right for you before proceeding. Reader discretion is advised.

To Wed a Duke

Emma Andersen

Book Description

In the opulent shadows of Regency England, where scandal whispers through gilded ballrooms and forbidden desires ignite behind closed doors, Sophie Weston clings to her fragile sanctuary as companion to the Dowager Duchess of Ryder. Haunted by her family's ruin and a tarnished reputation, Sophie vows to remain unseen—until the enigmatic Duke of Ryder returns, his commanding presence unraveling her carefully guarded world.

William Hugo Farnsworth, Duke of Ryder, is no stranger to society's underbelly. Tormented by a hunger for control and dark pleasures, he seeks a dutiful wife to secure his legacy, never expecting the quiet companion to awaken his deepest cravings. As Sophie is drawn into his web of dominance and submission, their union becomes a tempest of passion, punishment, and redemption. From the hushed halls of Ryder Manor to the decadent excesses of secret clubs, she must confront her own forbidden longings—spankings that sting yet seduce, domestic discipline that binds them closer, and explicit encounters that shatter every boundary.

Will Sophie surrender to the Duke's unyielding command, or will the flames of their erotic entanglement consume them both? Perfect for fans of steamy historical romance with BDSM elements, this tale of alpha duke and reluctant submissive explores power exchange, consensual kink, and enduring love in a world of Regency scandal.

Dive into this scorching Regency BDSM romance today—where pain meets pleasure, and submission leads to ultimate freedom. Ideal for readers seeking duke romance, spanking stories, domestic discipline fiction, erotic historical novels, forbidden desire, and alpha hero tales.
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Author’s Note

I love hearing from my readers, your thoughts, favorite moments, and reflections mean the world to me. If you’d like to reach out, you can email me anytime at EmmaAndersenBooks@proton.me. I read every message and truly appreciate your support.
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Chapter One
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Ryder Manor, Dorsetshire, 1793

Sophie Weston had been born into elegance, swaddled in silks and sunlight, her days a procession of roses and polished shoes and the careful, loving attention of a world designed to favor her. She had not been born for shadows, not meant to know the weight of silence or the chill of isolation, yet the darkness had found her all the same. It came without warning during her sixteenth year, folding around her life in a single breathless instant, claiming her before she fully understood how swiftly light could vanish when no one was looking.

Once upon a time, she had drifted along the fragile edge of London society with hope and wonder that she would find a suitable match to complement her and give her children and a future. Those dreams had been stitched into every borrowed ribbon, her gowns altered just finely enough to disguise the wear, her father’s purse frayed but still respectable, able to furnish the illusion of belonging. There had been mornings filled with anxious expectation and candlelit evenings where she had danced without breathing too deeply, always aware that the life she lived clung by a thread. 

Then, in but a moment, ruin had arrived with neither warning nor mercy. Her father’s debts revealed themselves like wolves unmasked at a masquerade, and the whispers that once circled gently turned to scorn sharp enough to wound. Before her father could face the full breadth of his disgrace, he had been caught in the most compromising of positions with a young man of questionable morals. He had denied what the ton had seen, but before he could clear his name, death carried him off with such haste that Sophie was left to manage the wreckage alone, her name stained beyond repair and her heart trained far too early in the art of silence.

It was the Dowager Duchess of Ryder who had offered her a place, in her employ and in her home. The hand extended had been cool and precise, mistaken by many for kindness, but Sophie had known better than to look for sentiment. She had taken the post with gratitude wrapped in need, grateful for the distinction the Dowager Duchess gave her. 

“You are not a servant,” she had said, “you shall be my trusted companion.” And the word had carried more care than her father had given her. 

The last three years at the Duke of Ryder’s country estate passed like a long exhale after drowning, each morning filled with the scent of damp grass and hawthorn, each afternoon spent near the hearth with books resting in her lap and the Dowager Duchess’s quiet presence nearby. At night, the house fell so still that she could hear her own breath again and believe, if only faintly, that she had outrun the city that had unmade her.

But London had not forgotten, she was quite sure of that. London society seemed to never forget something such as this. Its memory was orderly and cold, its recollection of scandal too precise to fade. Sophie knew that to return to that place was to step once more into velvet draped confinement where every smile came sharp-edged, where a glance could slice deeper than any blade, where the lift of a brow or the brush of a fan might whisper all she had lost. 

The Dowager called it a homecoming, but to Sophie, it felt more like returning to hang by the noose. That’s all she was certain to endure, just a brutal punishment dressed in brocade and chandeliers, with bars that gleamed and tongues that drew blood with just a mere tilt of a smile.

From the dowager’s dressing room window above the garden, Sophie watched the footmen carry the first trunk toward the waiting carriage. The air outside held the thin veil of late winter where the mist suspended between the trees like breath. Frost clung where the sun had not reached, silvering the stone path, softening the shapes of the hedges. Sophie stood with her hands clasped at her waist, and though her face betrayed nothing, every echoing footstep across the gravel struck her chest like a warning unspoken.

Behind her, the Dowager Duchess of Ryder sat before the looking glass as Mrs. Alder wound a length of pearl-edged ribbon through her coiffure. The scent of beeswax and lavender hung gently in the air, broken only by the faint sound of a drawer being closed and the soft clink of silver brushes being returned to their tray.

“Tell Barker to leave space for the walking sticks,” the Dowager said as she reached for a pair of gloves that lay folded on the arm of the chair. “My grandson fancies himself a gentleman sportsman these days. It will amuse him to see I have not entirely surrendered to age.”

Sophie turned from the window without replying and crossed to the hearth where her cloak had been set out. She smoothed the fabric with the side of her hand, the gesture deliberate, though her thoughts moved elsewhere, drawn by the rising weight in her chest that the act of packing had only sharpened. The season would begin in earnest within weeks. The townhouses in London would fill with people. The drawing rooms would be dusted, polished, and opened. Faces she had not seen in three years would turn toward her with curiosity, and then far worse, the recognition would dawn and they would all turn away with haste.

The Dowager dismissed the maid with a nod and reached for her cane where it rested against the cabinet. She rose and crossed the room with quiet assurance, her steps muffled by the wool carpet. She stopped before Sophie and her eyes moved over her in a long, measuring glance before she spoke.

“You have not packed your green gown,” she said as she slipped one glove over her fingers. “It suits you. And it is appropriate.”

Sophie met her eyes. “It is too fine for London, especially for a companion,” she said, her voice even though her stomach felt tight.

The Dowager’s look did not waver. “Do you believe they will see a difference between green satin and grey wool once they have remembered who you are.”

Sophie kept her silence. The pause that followed was not empty but filled with the weight of unspoken things.

The Dowager went to the window and drew back the curtain to look at the sky. “You are not a prisoner here,” she said, her voice steady as she spoke to the pane. “You may remain here at the country estate if you wish. But there is no use hiding in the country forever. London will forget if you let it.”

Sophie reached for her gloves where they lay across the chair and drew one over her hand with careful precision. “I do not believe it will ever forget,” she murmured, and the Dowager did not answer.

The morning went on in preparation of their journey. Valises were buckled and coats brushed. The writing desk had been cleared. The steward had already sent notice to Grosvenor Square. Sophie checked the library once more, not for duty but to just see it, the windows fogging as the warmth rose and the scent of the winter fires lingering in the paneling.

When she returned to the entryway the Dowager was already being assisted into her traveling cloak by Barker. She turned to Sophie and took in her gloves, her bonnet, and the small satchel in her hand. “Are you ready?”

Sophie inclined her head and stepped forward. “Yes, Your Grace.”

They passed beneath the front door as the footman opened it wide. The wind tugged faintly at Sophie’s cloak as her boots touched the step. The drive stretched before them between dark trees and the narrow road beyond. A single bird called out overhead, sharp against the hush. The Dowager said nothing as she climbed into the waiting carriage. Sophie followed with her back straight and her gaze steady though her pulse beat hard beneath her skin, London was waiting, and Sophie had no way to escape what she was certain would come...true and utter torture.

––––––––
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The Duke of Ryder’s Townhouse, London, 1793

William Hugo Farnsworth, Duke of Ryder, did not belong to the world of idle chatter and powdered grace, though he wore the trappings well enough when duty required it. The weight of his title had pressed him into ballrooms since boyhood, had taught him how to stand at the edge of a dance floor with that particular brand of noble indifference, how to nod to matrons and escort debutantes through waltzes that bored him before the second turn. But beneath the polished veneer lay a man forged not by Society’s light, but by its shadows.

He did not seek admiration at Almack’s nor linger in drawing rooms where fans fluttered and gossip clung like perfume. He had learned long ago that pleasure did not come wrapped in lace and pearls, that true satisfaction was never served on porcelain dishes beside teacakes and trembling smiles.

No, true pleasure, the kind that was able to reach the depths of his depravity waited for him elsewhere. That true pleasure was found in clubs and chambers where the air ran thick with brandy and expectation, where laughter wasn’t composed of wit or grace but of something far more primal, where his needs were able to run unbound. Where no one bowed and curtsied, they only obeyed or failed to, and failure was never left unanswered.

There, in those chambers and exhibitions, far beyond the reach of civility, was where he truly came alive and was finally able to be himself.

It was those nights that had shaped him. the darkened corridors of the White Horse Club, the muffled gasps behind closed doors, the way a woman’s shoulders curved when she could no longer hold herself upright, her screams and sobs, her voice unraveling into something raw and honest as pain carved through the remnants of pretense. The rooms themselves had changed over the years, names forgotten, walls redecorated, but the thrill never dimmed, it only grew bolder. It was definitely the cruelty he thrilled at, and the power for power’s sake, but it wasn’t only that. It was also the clarity and the intention. The delicious weight of control meeting surrender in its most unvarnished form.

And it was there, among the velvet drapes and flickering candlelight, where his hunger had met its echo. He had found a means to release this growing need that he had built the part of himself no one in the ton dared speak of, though many suspected, and some, he had no doubt, quietly envied.

He was not a man of London, not truly. Not of the season’s flirtations or the dukedom’s endless obligations. But London was where he was needed and he would not bemoan the fact that the club would not only be available to him, but would gladly occupy all of his time there, if he allowed it.

The fire in his study burned low, throwing a restless glow across the ledgers stacked like accusations upon his desk. Ryder leaned back, his shoulders taut beneath his coat, one hand on the armrest, the other upon a letter folded apart from the rest. Not from creditors. Not from Parliament. More dangerous than either.

The White Horse Club.

The wax had been broken two days past, and still he read the invitation over and over, as if the words themselves carried the lash that haunted his sleep. Lord Rowley’s hand was unmistakable, elegant and sharp, offering what only men like them understood. 

The invitation was a gathering of like-minded appetites, a week where the strictures of society dissolved, where wives and mistresses were left behind and every dark hunger was permitted. The week would occur following the London season, which just gave all the men something to think about and anticipate in the long and hurried season. Of course this likely resulted in more frenzied attendance at the club during the season, good for the girls there earning their money, but for Ryder it would be nothing more than a nuisance he needed to avoid as much as possible. 

Ryder had never intended to marry, had actually despised the whole institute of marriage. It was just there to gain political, financial, or social favor. Ryder had no time for games when he could gladly spend the rest of his years punishing and bedding the women at the club, indulging himself at every whim, but now that his cousin had so tragically passed and saddled him with the title, Ryder well knew that he was honor bound to continue the title, which meant finding a nice respectable lady and bedding with her until he had his heir. 

Ryder’s mouth tightened as the chamber at the club rose in his mind, whole and vivid. The heavy velvet drapes shut tight against the world. The air thick with candle smoke and brandy. The scent of leather warmed by hands that knew exactly how to wield it. Women stripped, bent, bound. The whistle of a cane through the air. The crack of it landing on bare flesh, leaving the sharp bloom of welts that glistened under the light. Men stood in clusters, glasses in hand, laughing, wagering, praising the artistry of a stroke as if it were fencing or music. That was the White Horse Club. A temple to cruelty, yes, but also to dark and depraved desires. It was the one place in England where Ryder could breathe without disguise, but he knew finding a respectable woman would be difficult with rumors of his less than desirable escapades circling through gossiped whispers. 

No, he could not mix the two, he would find the woman to bear his heirs and once the child seed was planted, he would return to the club with gusto, but in the meantime he vowed to remain celibate.  

His hand clenched around his glass until the stem creaked. God help him, he wanted it still. He had tried to bury that part of himself beneath duty, beneath the solemn weight of the coronet thrust upon him when his cousin died. London believed him reformed, steadied, respectable at last. But the truth crouched inside him like a beast in a cage, restless, gnawing, begging to be let out. The beast did not want smiles across a ballroom. It wanted to hear a woman beg. It wanted to see tears spill unchecked. It wanted to feel the raw sting in his palm after striking flesh again and again until he alone decided when to stop.

He loathed himself for it, even as his body stirred. He had driven away more women than he could count with his appetites, he had worn them out, he had frightened them into silence. Yet none of it had changed what lived inside of him. The beast that could only be quieted with the screams of a woman and the bruising of flesh. He had tried to reform once upon a time, but his desires had never faded. At this point in his life, he knew it never would.

The letter for Rowley’s White Horse Club Winter party lay before him, silent as a dare. Ryder lifted his glass and drank deep, the claret burning his throat, though it dulled nothing. The hunger remained. It always remained. And he knew, as surely as he knew the weight of his title, that the White Horse Club would claim him again, far sooner than he liked.

He would go tonight. He told himself it was only to prove the door was not closed to him, only to show that his restraint was still a matter of choice rather than weakness. Yet even as he drained the last of his brandy and summoned his carriage, he knew it was a lie. What drew him was not curiosity but hunger, the same hollow ache that had gnawed at him for months, the same restless pulse that no estate ledger or Parliamentary debate could quiet.

Within less than ten minutes, the carriage jolted into motion, the wheels striking sharp against the cobblestone as Grosvenor Square receded into shadow. Ryder leaned back against the leather seat, one gloved hand at the curtain’s edge, his chest tight with a heat and anticipation of what he was about to experience, if not for the last time, it would be the last for awhile. The lamps of London flickered past in a blur, each brief flare of light catching his reflection in the glass before plunging him back into darkness, as though the city itself judged him with every passing shadow.

He tried to cloak the truth in reason. He told himself it was enough to remember what lay beyond those doors, enough to test himself against temptation and walk away unchanged. But his body betrayed him. His mind betrayed him. Memory rose in all its force, wrapping him like the smoke that clung to the Club’s air. He heard again the hiss and crack of cane on bare skin, the sharp breath of a woman biting back a cry before it broke free, piercing the air, or the rustle of silk tangling at her ankles as she writhed against polished wood. He smelled the mingling of candle wax, sweat, and spilled brandy, and beneath it the copper sting of tears left upon a floor no one dared wipe away.

Shame throbbed in him with every turn of the wheels. He was a duke now. He should stand in halls of Parliament, host dinners for statesmen, keep his household steady with measured dignity. Yet beneath the fine cloth of his coat, beneath the name and the title that sat heavy upon his shoulders, there lived another man entirely. That man could not fully breathe unless he heard a cry break loose under his hand. That man could not find rest unless he saw defiance bend into trembling obedience under a leather strap or cane. That man was alive tonight, clawing at the cage Ryder had built around him, straining toward the one place where he had never been judged, where his hungers were not only excused but exalted.

The horses quickened as if fueled by Ryder’s desires, their breath steaming in the night, and Ryder closed his eyes as the sway of the carriage worked through him. The wheels clattered over a final stretch of stones, the reins cracked, and then the carriage slowed. 

Ryder’s hand clenched against the seat beside him, caught between dread and need. The carriage halted and the door opened to the chill night. He stepped down onto a street that seemed hushed by complicity. The row of buildings stood blank and respectable, their facades dark, their windows shuttered. Nothing marked the tall building where he paused. No crest, no light, no sign for the curious passerby. Only those invited knew what waited beyond. And Ryder knew it all too well.

Inside the White Horse Club the servant who admitted him wore plain livery and said nothing. He bowed once, removed Ryder’s cloak and melted back into the shadows as though swallowed by them. The vestibule pressed warmth against Ryder’s face after the night air, its hush deeper than any church. Candle smoke rolled above his head and drifted in slow currents. The smell of wax hung heavy with spiced brandy, tobacco, and the faint metallic tang of leather and tears. Passing through that small space was like stepping into a sealed world where nothing from London could reach him, where names and titles dissolved at the door and appetite was the only true currency.

He had been back in London for months but ledgers and solicitors had taken every evening from him. Now he crossed the threshold like a man crossing a border. It had been too long since he had indulged. He told himself he had come for cards and company, something to dull the sour taste left by dismissing his solicitor just that morning, but the moment he entered the club, the old hunger rose inside him like an animal scenting blood.

The hall opened wide, its ceiling lost in shadow. Gilt mirrors caught the flicker of chandeliers, and crimson draperies absorbed their glow until the air seemed thick with velvet. Behind the nearest curtain came the rhythm he had known too well, a cane cutting through the air, the strike landing on bare flesh, a muffled cry rising and breaking against the hush. His body tightened before he could stop it. The ache he had starved too long stirred awake.

Madam Angelina appeared as if conjured by his deviant ache. Her gown swept the carpet and the years had carved her face into a sharper kind of beauty. Her painted mouth curved in a smile that had profited from his hunger before and promised to do so again. Her eyes travelled over him with the intimacy of a woman who had seen him at his most unguarded and made coin of it.

“You have been absent far too long, Your Grace,” she said, her voice pitched low and rich so it brushed the ear like fingers. “London is poorer when you deprive it of your pleasures. Shall I tempt you back into the fold.”

“Ruby,” Ryder said, the single word a clipped demand.

Angelina tilted her head as if she had been waiting for it. She laid one gloved hand lightly on his sleeve, a touch both deferential and daring. “Ah, Ruby. Always Ruby. She has her admirers and her time tonight is already spoken for. Actually she is busy for at least five weeks, perhaps longer. Yet surely a man of your tastes does not starve himself for a single woman when I can offer you such variety. There are other women here, stronger than you imagine, soft as silk to the touch, eager to please and eager to suffer. They would bend for you, break for you, even weep for you in ways that would make your blood sing.”

Her words stirred memory like smoke from embers. Ryder saw again the curtained rooms lit by candles gleaming on bare flesh, the arch of a back beneath his hand, the tremor before the first strike, the guttural sob that followed, the heat of his own body straining for more. With Ruby it had always been real, her resistance sharp enough to spark him, her collapse honest enough to quiet him. The substitutes Angelina offered would flutter and act, their cries rehearsed, their surrender unearned. He had no patience for theatre.

His mouth curved faintly but there was no warmth in it. “I want Ruby or nothing. I am not indulging in training another girl.”

Angelina’s laugh was low and sultry. She leaned close enough that her breath brushed his throat. “So severe, Your Grace. You ask for famine when I would serve you a feast. Think what you deny yourself.”

Ryder’s hand tightened until his knuckles whitened. The ache twisted inside him. He hated himself for the hunger that flared, hated how the thought of pain and tears brought his body to life, yet it was as much a part of him as breath. He let the silence stand, his refusal firm while every nerve screamed at him to relent.

At last Angelina drew back, knowing she had pushed him to his limit, her smile slipping into something sly. “Then you shall wait for her. And when you take her again the walls will shake with it.”

He inclined his head in cold acknowledgment, though inside the coil strained against its leash. Ruby or no one. The decision left him hollow but he clung to it because indulgence without truth disgusted him more than denial ever could.

Ryder moved past her without another word, his boots sinking into the carpet as he entered the corridor beyond. Candlelight flickered against velvet draperies, the air growing heavier with each step, steeped in perfume, smoke, and the raw tang of sweat. The sounds reached him faint at first, then sharpened as he passed the closed doors that lined the passage. From one room came the sharp rhythm of a birch rod striking bare flesh, each blow followed by a muffled whimper that broke into a cry before falling into silence. His hand flexed at his side, the ache in him answering like a hound at the scent.

Another door stood slightly ajar and curiosity drew his glance. Inside a woman bent across a table, her hair falling forward, her wrists pinned by a man whose coat glittered with braiding. Her gown had been stripped away to the waist, her back marked crimson by the lash that had just fallen. A cluster of men stood nearby with glasses in hand, their eyes avid, their lips curved in knowing smiles. Ryder’s pulse hammered. He remembered too well the rush of holding court in such a chamber, the way admiration fed him as surely as the woman’s gasps.

He turned away, his jaw set, but the next door was worse. There he caught the sound of sobbing that had not been swallowed but poured forth freely, harsh and unbroken. The rawness of it made his throat tighten, shame rising hot and unbidden. He had sought that very sound in the past, had taken pleasure in forcing it from unwilling lips, and even now the memory of it brought him to hardness. The truth of it disgusted him, yet he craved it still.

Ryder reached the end of the corridor and paused beneath the heavy gilt mirror that hung there. His own reflection stared back, dark-eyed, his mouth hard, his shoulders rigid with restraint. A duke should not hunger for what these walls contained. Yet he did. He drew a long breath, forcing composure into place, then turned back toward the stair. He had made his choice. Ruby or no one. Anything else would be a mockery of his hunger and a degradation of himself. Still, as he descended, the sounds lingered, echoing in his skull like a bell tolling without end.

He knew this place too well. Every room held its own secrets. There was the gallery where wagers were placed on how long a woman might endure. The antechamber with its array of implements polished and waiting. The lower hall where a handful of men sat at cards while screams echoed faintly from above as though it were no more than rain at a window. The White Horse Club had no master but appetite and it fed on silence. No man spoke of it beyond these walls. To do so was to end more than membership. Ryder had seen the ruin of one who tried, though no one ever named the hand that had broken him. The knowledge hung in the air like smoke, a warning and a bond.

“Ryder.” The greeting came from Lord Linley who rose from a divan near the hearth with a smile too knowing. His hair gleamed fair in the candlelight, his coat unbuttoned as though restraint had never been invented. “You are a stranger among us,” Linley said, offering his hand. “We feared the world had tamed you at last.”

Ryder clasped his hand briefly. “Not tamed. Only occupied.”

Linley laughed and drew him further in. “Rowley held the floor last week. A wager of fifty guineas and the whip employed most handsomely. You should have seen it. The girl fainted twice. We thought you might have enjoyed it.”

Ryder’s mouth curved faintly though he did not answer. His gaze shifted to where the Prince of Snowden stood by the wall, tall and still, his expression cold enough to turn the air. Near him Sir Friedlund conversed with a knot of men, his voice smooth as silk. Magistrate Moss sat at the card table already, his eyes sharp above the neat stack of chips. Each man belonged here as much as the gilded sconces and velvet curtains. Ryder allowed Linley to press a glass of brandy into his hand and followed him toward the table. The room was rich with smoke and murmured laughter, the air punctuated by the cry of a woman carried faintly from behind a curtain. This time the sound stretched longer, rising raw before breaking into silence so complete it seemed to vibrate against the walls. No one at the table faltered. Conversation moved smoothly on, the clink of glasses and the shuffle of cards as steady as if nothing had disturbed the air.

Ryder lifted his glass and drank. The brandy burned deep yet did nothing to quench the restless ache twisting low in his body. He played his hand with practiced ease, watching the men laugh and wager, each of them so perfectly at home in this theatre of cruelty. He, too, had once been as careless, once claimed the stage for himself with a woman broken across his knee, her sobs echoing through velvet hangings, but that was before his cousin died. That was before he had been saddled with responsibility. Memory stung hot and sweet. Still he did not rise. He did not summon a woman to bear his appetite. He let the hunger tighten its hold, coiling within him like a serpent, each card he turned drawing the knot tighter until it was almost unbearable. His restraint became its own punishment, a private torment that left him both proud and desperate.

Ryder drank and placed his cards on the table. The cries from behind rose and fell. Conversation scarcely faltered. Linley’s laugh rang out, Rowley leaned forward with his sly smile, Friedlund’s smooth voice carried through the smoke, and Magistrate Moss studied the play with the calm precision of a man who missed nothing. Snowden stood with one hand resting on the back of a chair, his face composed, his eyes watchful but distant. The Club breathed around them. Ryder felt the place coil around him like a living thing, seductive and patient.

Linley gathered the deck with a flourish and dealt the next hand. His grin had the careless charm of a man who had never felt the weight of consequence. “We should end this rumor that Ryder has turned respectable. The man has too much blood in him for virtue. Tell us, how long will you go on pretending.”

Ryder arranged his cards without glancing up. “As long as it pleases me.”

Rowley leaned back, his smile quick and sharp. “A dangerous promise. A man who denies himself too long will break apart when he finally gives in. Far wiser to keep a mistress tucked away. A discreet one. She asks little and spares a man the effort.”

Sir Friedlund lifted his glass and sipped with deliberate elegance. “Mistresses grow tedious. They beg for affection. They make demands. A wife is simpler if she is chosen well. She is bound by law, by name, by duty. You may keep her behind closed doors and when the need for novelty returns, you come here.”

Laughter rippled around the table though Ryder did not join it. Snowden’s lips did not move either. He stood with his arms folded, his face composed, his voice quiet when at last he spoke. “A wife is not a shield against appetite. She is another trial. If she is strong, she will fight. If she is weak, she will wither. Neither is easy to manage.”

The words were spoken without heat, only with the even cadence of a man stating fact. His gaze moved briefly across the room. Magistrate Moss laid down a card with measured precision. “Marriage is tolerable only if the woman knows her place. Otherwise it is another debt a man must pay and debts are chains.”

Linley laughed and lifted his glass. “Then choose wisely. The wrong wife will bleed a man dry faster than the tables ever could.”

Rowley smirked, his eyes on Ryder. “And what of you, Ryder. You play at reformation. Tell us, will you follow Friedlund’s advice and tie some lady to your house. Or will you drift back here every night until your restraint cracks wide open.”

Ryder met his gaze with a faint smile that gave nothing away. “I will do what serves me best.”

Linley chuckled and shook his head. “You always did guard your answers. You will not guard them forever.”

The cries behind the curtain rose again, longer this time, breaking into ragged pleas that turned to silence. The card table fell quiet for a moment as each man listened in his own way. Linley smiled as though amused. Rowley’s eyes brightened. Friedlund’s fingers tapped once against his glass before stilling. Moss did not lift his head from his hand of cards. Snowden’s face remained calm though a flicker of something unreadable moved behind his eyes. Ryder studied his own hand and placed a card. The White Horse Club closed in around them, velvet and smoke and silence that was never quite silence. It lived. It breathed. It waited.

––––––––
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Several hours later, the Dowager’s coach rattled over uneven cobblestones as dusk settled heavy upon the city. Smoke curled thick from chimneys and the smell of coal pressed through the seams of the windows. Sophie sat opposite the Dowager with her hands folded tightly in her lap, her gloves cool against her trembling fingers.

“Nearly home,” the Dowager said with a satisfied sigh, her veil pinned back, her lined face softened as she gazed through the glass. “It has been far too long since I saw the square. My grandson will hardly know what to do with himself when we descend upon him.”

Sophie shaped a polite smile and turned her face toward the row of houses shouldering one another in the murk. Lamps glowed faintly through narrow panes, halos blurred by fog, while hawkers’ cries rose thin and insistent above the roll of carriage wheels. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked, sharp and unwelcoming, and the sound made her spine stiffen as though London itself had raised its head to announce her return. She pressed her fingers tighter in her lap, willing her pulse into stillness, reminding herself that composure was the only armor she possessed.

“It has been more than a year, your grace,” she said at last.

The Dowager touched Sophie’s sleeve with gloved fingers. “So much can alter in a year, and yet London never does.”

Sophie inclined her head in acknowledgment though no words came. Her mind clung to the country manor, to the chill of fields in early morning, to evenings where twilight gathered around her like a benediction. London offered no such benediction. It breathed only echoes, whispers, and mirrors that reflected every wound a hundredfold.

The Dowager’s voice softened with pride. “I am told my grandson carries the title with distinction. He has steadied now. His youthful wildness lies behind him.”

Sophie lowered her gaze. Distinction. Others had chosen darker words whispered behind painted fans about the man who had taken over the title. Sophie had heard a few. Libertine. Rake. Scoundrel. The Dowager dismissed them as idle spite, but Sophie had lived long enough to know that indulgence was too often a mask for cruelty.

The carriage slowed and turned into Grosvenor Square where lamps gleamed beside broad stone steps, their light glinting across marble scrubbed to a sheen for the Dowager’s return. The Ryder townhouse rose solemn and immense, its fanlight glowing like a pale moon above the great door.

“We are arrived,” the Dowager said, pride swelling in her voice.

Sophie gathered composure about her shoulders like a cloak as the footman opened the door. The air struck her at once, sharp with smoke and damp stone. She longed suddenly for the country’s wide sky, for fields that had sheltered her, for hawthorn drifting in the dusk. For the Dowager this house was triumph and homecoming. For Sophie it was confinement, walls waiting to close around her, walls that would not let her breathe.
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