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Chapter One




May 1, 1821, London

The grandeur of Sutcliffe’s gaming hell was unparalleled, a testament to the opulent dreams of the original owner, who sadly went to his grave three months after opening his restaurant and exclusive men’s club. The lavish ballroom, with its high gilded ceilings and intricate chandeliers casting a warm glow upon the guests, exuded an atmosphere of festivity and indulgence. Spring blossoms adorned the tables that dotted one wall, bearing punch bowls and glasses, filling the air with a heady fragrance that mingled with the soft strains of a string quartet playing in the corner. 

Amidst the sea of elegantly dressed ladies and gentlemen, Betty, Lady Frimley, moved through the crowd with the grace of a seasoned socialite, her laughter ringing melodiously as she exchanged pleasantries with acquaintances old and new. Betty’s keen gaze scanned the elegantly dressed May Day revelers in search of a partner. She had already dismissed half a dozen prospective partners. They were either too young, too old, too portly—or already claimed by another woman.

Although she was at the May Day Ball, it wasn’t a dance partner she sought. She needed a lover, one who was generous with his passion and stingy with his heart. Just the way she was. Her last paramour was recently forced to marry by his father, so she found herself alone once again. This type of parting didn’t upset her much, especially when compared to the loss of her husband three years ago. It was simply a nuisance finding another lover who could satisfy her and not get designs on marrying her for her inheritance.

Added to the challenge was the fact they all were masked. Would she be able to identify anyone she wished to avoid approaching? She decided not to worry overmuch on that matter. She could easily talk her way out of an unpleasant situation if she tried to seduce the wrong man.

She sighed, catching a glimpse of her reflection in one of the tall mirrors lining the walls. The scarlet silk gown she had chosen so carefully now seemed glaringly conspicuous as if she were a poppy in a field of daisies. The dancers here were much more colorful than somewhere such as Almack’s, and older than the debutantes one expected to see at a ball. No young women who wished to avoid sullying their reputations ever entered the halls of Sutcliffe’s. Every young man with a pocketful of his allowance rushed there to drink, gamble, and if he was lucky, bed a wench.

Betty continued her leisurely stroll around the edges of the ballroom, her gaze flitting from one elegantly dressed gentleman to another. Each man seemed more handsome than the last—a veritable parade of well-tailored coats and finely chiseled features that beckoned her forward. She knew she should be content with the simple pleasure of dancing and engaging in polite conversation, but tonight, Betty yearned for something more. A tantalizing liaison that would leave her breathless and sated, if only for a moment.

“Good evening, Mr. Worthington,” she greeted a familiar face with a warm smile as they crossed paths. His tall stature and broad shoulders had always intrigued her, yet she knew his affections lay elsewhere. Their brief exchange was cordial, and as he moved away, Betty sighed softly, her eyes seeking out another potential suitor.

Perhaps I am being too particular, she mused internally, scanning the room once more. All she desired was a thrilling encounter, a passionate dalliance that would allow her to forget, if only briefly, that she was alone by choice.

Eventually, a figure near the door to the balcony caught her eye. He was tall and broad-shouldered, with tousled dark hair and a brooding expression. Betty’s heart quickened. Here was a man who didn’t seem inclined to frivolous chatter or vain preening. He looked as if he had stumbled into the ball by accident, drawn against his will from the cozy solitude of his library or perhaps he’d wandered upstairs from the gaming rooms. 

As she drew closer, she saw he was younger than she had first assumed, likely not yet thirty. But there was something very sure and self-possessed in his stance, a kind of quiet gravity that she found compelling. Something familiar in his air. He didn’t seem to require the admiration of others to sustain his consequence. 

Before she reached him, a familiar feminine voice rang through the chattering women around her. “Betty! You look delightful.”

Betty opened her arms to embrace her dear friend Verity, the Countess of St. Ervan. “As do you. Your apricot gown is perfect with your red hair. Where is your charming husband?”

“I left him at the Macau table with Nomansland and a few other men.”

Surprised to hear the duke’s name, Betty asked, “He’s playing with Nomansland? I never see Sutcliffe’s owners at the tables. I thought the three dukes avoid gambling here.” It made sense that Nomansland, Abingdon, and Dainsfield abstained from adding their own coin to the coffers of their club. She often saw them milling around the rooms, chatting with patrons, but never joining in a game of chance.

“My husband has an ongoing game with the dukes, but they only play in the private room. I’m not sure why Nomansland is playing in the main card room tonight. St. Ervan has been friends with them for many years. The dukes were at the party the week when St. Ervan and I . . . well, the week everything changed between us.”

Betty sighed. “Ah yes, the week he turned the tables on you and tricked you into a courtship. I am still in awe of how he swept you off your feet. Even my late husband wasn’t that romantic. It’s no wonder you fell for him.”

“My first husband wasn’t either,” Verity said, “and I loved him so deeply I didn’t think I was capable of letting another man into my heart. Yet here we are . . . ”

After noticing the gentleman she’d been watching had disappeared, Betty took Verity’s arm and began to take a turn about the room. She understood completely the type of love that left one unable to love again. Her marriage to Frimley was a once-in-a-lifetime love. She couldn’t imagine doing what Verity had done—remarrying. Between her dowry and the money Frimley left her when he died, she was lucky. She didn’t need a husband to support her.

And thanks to Sutcliffe’s, she didn’t lack for male companionship. Here, she had control over who she spent time with, and how much time. If a man’s company grew dull, she moved to a different table. Or politely turned down his offer of other entertainment.

If a man was a poor practitioner of bed sport, she didn’t sleep with him again. Honestly, once was enough for too many of these young bucks. She hadn’t the patience to teach them how to please a woman. She would rather enjoy the skills of certain other gentlemen more than once.

Then there were those few men who remained on her list of as-yet unattainable prizes. She didn’t understand why they politely changed the subject when she’d hinted at an assignation. None were married—she’d never trespass on another woman’s territory. None had rumors flitting about suggesting an interest in certain proclivities that would prevent them from desiring her.

Betty knew she wasn’t the prettiest woman in any room, yet she was far from plain. She hadn’t been a Diamond in her Seasons, but she’d had more than one suitor. She continued to keep her figure trim, which at twenty-eight years old wasn’t difficult, despite her penchant for sweets. There was no reason she could imagine for a man not to say yes, should she offer herself to him.

This perplexity always centered around the one name on the top of her list—the Duke of Mayweather. He seemed to enjoy her company at the card tables. He often joined a game she played, often striking up a conversation with her. That wasn’t to say he sought her company in particular, as she never saw him at assemblies or parties.

Now that she knew he wasn’t in the ballroom, there was no need for her to remain there. As they neared the staircase, she said, “I confess I don’t see anyone I wish to partner with on the dance floor.”

“Or anywhere else, I presume,” Verity said with a laugh. “If you were hoping to find the man I think you were, I’m surprised you even came in here. Come. I feel the need to speak to my husband. Let’s see who he’s playing with.”

Smiling, Betty picked up her step. “That sounds delightful. Perhaps I’ll find something in the cards that will revive my spirit.”








  
  
Chapter Two




Nash Chastain, Viscount Longford, grimaced when he saw the cards he was dealt, then slapped them on the table. When he looked up, he saw the Countess St. Ervan approaching with an enchanting, curvaceous woman at her side. “I should have remained at home.” He had vowed to avoid any interactions that could lead to romantic entanglements, and yet here he was, surrounded by beautiful women who would no doubt vie for his attention. 

“Where’s the fun in that?” Oliver, Earl of St. Ervan asked.

“Another loss, Longford?” one of the other gentlemen at the table chided as Nash reluctantly pushed his remaining chips toward the center of the table.

“Yes,” Nash replied tersely, attempting to hide his annoyance. “It would appear Lady Luck has deserted me this evening.”

“Perhaps you merely need a change of scenery, or company,” the masked young beauty who’d arrived with Lady St. Ervan suggested, and she offered the viscount a dazzling smile.

Nash’s gaze locked onto hers, and for a moment, he felt as if his world had been flipped on its axis. The magnetic pull of her brown eyes threatened to draw him in, but he quickly reminded himself of the danger that lay in succumbing to such allurements. He needed to maintain a safe distance—both physically and emotionally—lest he find himself entangled in yet another heartrending affair.

The woman slid gracefully onto the empty chair beside Nash, her skirts rustling softly as she settled. The scent of her perfume wafted toward him, a delicate blend of roses and jasmine that seemed to embody the essence of spring. He tried to ignore the way his pulse quickened at her proximity, focusing instead on the worn cards in his hand.

“Perhaps I could offer some assistance to improve your evening.”

Nash hesitated, fully aware of the dangers that lay in allowing the beguiling beauty to get too close, yet unable to resist the temptation she presented. “Very well,” he conceded, folding his hand and placing it on the table. “It can hardly make matters worse.”

“Excellent!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together in delight. She leaned in closer, her breath warm against his ear as she whispered her advice. “Now, I have it on good authority that when one’s fortune falters, it often helps to change tactics. Perhaps a different game, or a new strategy?”

Nash allowed himself a small chuckle, appreciating her playful spirit. “And do you have any particular suggestions in mind?”

“Let’s see,” she mused, tapping a finger against her chin. “How about a round of piquet? It’s said to be a game of skill rather than chance, after all.”

“Very well,” Nash agreed, intrigued by her proposal. Nodding farewell to the men at his table, he offered his arm to the mysterious woman, and they made their way to a piquet table. As the cards were dealt and the game commenced, he found himself increasingly captivated by her spirited conversation and quick wit. They bantered back and forth, exchanging playful jabs and flirtatious remarks in a manner that felt both exhilarating and dangerous.

“My, my,” she said after a particularly daring play, causing Nash to raise an eyebrow in amusement. “You are full of surprises.”

“Only when in good company,” he replied, meeting her gaze with a smile that held just a hint of challenge.

“Ah, but one must always be careful not to reveal too much,” she cautioned, her eyes shining with unspoken intrigue. “After all, a little mystery can be quite . . . enticing, wouldn’t you agree?”

“It can,” Nash said, his voice low and slightly husky as he struggled to maintain control over his mounting desire. Her playful manner was casting a spell on him. “But there is also something to be said for . . . restraint.”

Her lips curved upward in a knowing smile. “A wise observation. It’s important to find the perfect balance between revelation and discretion.”

With those words, she gracefully rose from her seat, leaving Nash to ponder the implications of their exchange. Was she leaving after flirting so outrageously? He couldn’t deny the allure she held, nor the way his pulse raced at her touch and her laughter. And yet, he knew better than to allow himself to become ensnared in her web of seduction—no matter how tempting it might be.

She leaned in closer, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “Tell me, good sir, do you have any interest in a wager?”

Nash regarded her with curiosity, his fingers drumming lightly on the polished surface of the card table. “What sort of wager?” he asked cautiously, acutely aware of the warmth radiating from the woman’s body as she edged nearer.

“Let’s play a game, just the two of us,” she proposed, her voice barely above a whisper. “A quick game of vingt et un. If you win, I shall leave you, if that’s what you prefer. However, if I win . . . ” She paused, allowing her words to hang in the air between them before continuing. “If I win, we shall retire to my private room upstairs.”

Nash’s pulse quickened at the suggestion, but he maintained his composure. He quirked an eyebrow and gave her a measured smile. “Very well. You have yourself a wager.”

As they began their intimate game, Nash found himself more focused on the way her fingers gracefully handled her cards than the actual outcome of their bet. He couldn’t help but watch as she tapped her fan against her chin in contemplation, or the way her lips curved in a teasing smile when she believed she held a winning hand.

The tension between them was palpable, and despite his reservations, Nash found it difficult to resist the allure of this spirited woman who so boldly challenged him.

With each passing moment, the stakes grew higher, and it soon became clear that fate had chosen its victor. As she laid down her final card, Nash couldn’t deny the thrill that coursed through him, even as he acknowledged defeat.

“Congratulations,” he said graciously, offering her a resigned smile.

“Thank you,” she replied, her eyes gleaming with triumph and something deeper, more enigmatic. She rose from her chair and inclined her head toward the stairs. “Shall we?”

Nash hesitated for a brief moment before nodding his assent, then rising to follow her. They ascended the staircase, their footsteps lost in the energetic sounds of Sutcliffe’s gaming hell.

As they reached the beauty’s private chamber, she opened the door, pausing only long enough to cast a sultry glance over her shoulder at Nash before disappearing inside. Steeling himself, Nash stepped across the threshold.

No sooner had the door closed behind him than she drew him into an impassioned embrace, capturing his lips with her own. The intensity of her kiss left him breathless, and he found himself unable to resist the allure of this daring woman who had so boldly claimed victory over his body. Her hands cupped the sides of his face, tangled in the curls of his hair, all while keeping him in place. He’d never had a woman take control like this, and it was driving him mad.

She stepped back far enough to deftly peel his coat from his shoulders, offering him a small, triumphant smile before turning her attention to the rest of his clothing.

“Is this what you desired when you challenged me to our little game?” Nash asked, his voice low.

“Perhaps,” she replied coyly, her fingers working efficiently to remove his cravat. “And perhaps not. Sometimes, it’s the thrill of the unknown that proves most enticing.”

“That’s true,” he said, feeling an unexpected vulnerability as her hands moved to unbutton his waistcoat, which she then tossed aside with his coat. He had never imagined he would find himself in such a situation with a woman like this, yet here they were, teetering on the precipice of something both exhilarating and scandalous.

After tossing aside his cravat, she tugged his shirt free of his trousers. He lifted his arms to allow her to finish, which she did, then her eyes lingered appreciatively on his broad chest. 

“Your turn,” she whispered, her gaze meeting his once more.

Nash’s hands trembled slightly as he reached for the ties of her mask first.

She ducked her head back and waved a finger at him. “Ah, ah, the thrill of the unknown, remember?”

That idea intrigued him, although he wondered why she wouldn’t let him see her face. But his cock was too hard, too ready for her to question the choice to continue. He tugged gently on the ties of her gown, the anticipation building within him like a storm about to break. The fabric of her garments fell away, piece by piece, revealing the flawless skin beneath.

As the last layer slipped from her shoulders, his lover stood before him, bare and unguarded—a vision of loveliness that left Nash breathless. The sight of her vulnerability stirred something deep within him, a sense of tenderness and protectiveness he hadn’t known he possessed.

Nash could wait no longer. Pressing his lips to hers, he caressed her soft, white shoulders and backed her toward the bed. As he lowered her onto the soft, silken sheets, he marveled at the beauty of her form. Her breasts were ripe but not overlarge, with small pink nipples taut with desire. Her waist was small, and her hips full.

“Come,” she whispered, holding out her hand. “Please.”

He shucked his trousers in record time, surprised he didn’t lose a button, then climbed onto the mattress beside her. Stretching out, he bent to continue their kisses.

In the midst of their passionate embrace, a sudden sound—the creak of the door—caught his attention. Lifting his head from her lips, he called, “This is a private room.”

“Who is that?” the woman beside him whispered.

Before he could answer, a figure emerged from the shadows, bathed in the soft glow of candlelight.

“Mary Travers?” Nash gasped, recognizing the young woman who stood before them, trembling and vulnerable. With one swift motion, she dropped her cloak to the floor, revealing her naked form beneath.

“Mary?” his paramour shrieked, scrambling to cover herself with the sheets. “What on earth are you doing here, in my room?”

Mary stood there, frozen, her arms stiff at her sides. Her pale flesh glowed golden in the candlelight.

“This is madness!” Nash exclaimed, leaping from the bed and hastily pulling on his trousers. He snatched up Mary’s cloak and wrapped it around her shivering frame, ensuring that she was decently covered just as footsteps echoed in the hallway outside.

“Mary? Are you in there?” a familiar voice demanded from the hallway. The door swung open, revealing Mary’s brother, Ed, his face flushed with anger and concern. “What is going on here?”

He took a step into the room. “You seduced her, didn’t you?” Ed spat bitterly at Nash. “I’ll see you at dawn for this.”

“You’ve got it all wrong,” Nash replied evenly, though his heart pounded. He searched for the right words to explain why he was undressed and in that room, but didn’t want to bring his lover into this mess.

Then another voice gasped and in burst Mary’s friend Lydia, her mouth forming a horrified O. “Mary, what have you done?”

Mary stood, still shivering beneath her cloak, as if she was afraid to move. “I . . . I . . . ”

Nash longed to shove them all out of the room and bar the door behind them. He knew any misstep could ruin Mary’s reputation forever, if word hadn’t already spread throughout Sutcliffe’s. He had to handle this delicately, find a way to get her out of the room without anyone else discovering her.

What on earth had the girl been thinking? Who did she expect to find in the room? Wearing nothing beneath her cloak meant she’d come to trap some man into marriage, Nash thought. Yet he was merely a viscount, and not a wealthy one. Mary’s father, the Earl of Radbourne, was much richer than he was. 

“This is all a misunderstanding,” Nash said evenly to Ed, holding up a hand in a placating gesture. Inside, his thoughts still raced. How had he gotten into this mess? 

Ed was not so easily appeased. “I’ll not stand by while you ruin my sister’s honor,” he shouted.

“I didn’t ask Mary to come to this room,” Nash said firmly. “It’s not even my room, so she must have made a mistake. I understand you want to protect your sister, but she is the one who must provide an explanation to your father.”

Ed’s face turned an even deeper shade of rageful red. “You’re a scoundrel and a coward. I demand satisfaction!”

Nash suppressed a frustrated sigh. He should have known Ed’s wounded pride would push him to challenge a duel. 

“Name the time and place,” Ed spat. “I’ll be there with pistol in hand.”

Nash’s patience threatened to explode. He abhorred senseless violence. “Look, Travers—” 

“Six o’clock tomorrow on Putney Heath,” Ed declared, his voice ringing into the hall. “We will settle this like men.”

With that, he turned on his heel and stormed away. Scurrying like frightened mice, Mary and Lydia followed.

Nash closed the door and leaned against it, scrubbing a hand over his face. What a mess. And how was he going to get out of this duel? He was a good shot, so he could easily miss Ed, but could he avoid getting hit himself?

Shivering, he suddenly realized he was less than half-dressed. His shirt and cravat lay where they’d been tossed, so he scooped them up. “It’s safe to come out from under the covers now. I must go, as I’m certain you understand.”

Silence filled the room. Nearing the bed, Nash realized the woman with the plush curves he’d been about to enjoy was gone. “Hello?” he called out, hoping she’d ducked behind the screen to dress. There was no one behind it, and nowhere else in the room for her to hide.

Such a strange night. He hadn’t wanted to leave home that evening as it was, and now he was doubly sure he should have stayed home.

Remembering back on some of the things the woman had said, he realized she called this “her” room. That meant she was known to at least one of the dukes who owned the club. He had other matters to rectify first, but then he’d find out who that buxom woman was. And, if he was lucky, he’d have the chance to finish what they’d begun.











