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            TO DARE THE DUKE OF DANGERFIELD

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To Dare the Duke of Dangerfield

        Let the Wicked Wagers Begin...

      

        

      
        Lady Caitlin Southall’s temper has finally got the better of her. She’s challenged Harlow Telford, the Duke of Dangerfield, the most notorious rake in all of England, to a wager. She wants her house back. The one her destitute father lost to Dangerfield in a card game. But if she doesn’t win their bet, she not only loses her home, she loses her dignity and pride and damn it all, maybe her heart... For the handsome Duke has decreed, when he wins, she must spend the night in his bed.

      

        

      
        Harlow Telford is amused by his hellion neighbor, Caitlin, or Cate to her friends, who seem to encompass everyone on earth except him. When she bursts into one of his private gatherings, he mistakes her for the entertainment. Her slap across his face sets him straight and raises the absurd desire to seduce the unconventional beauty into his bed. When she issues her daft challenge to win back her father’s pile of rubble, the terms are set. And he’ll do anything to win—except fall in love...

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for coming along on this journey. If you’d like to keep up with my other releases, my newsletter coupon codes for specials, or other news, feel free to join my newsletter and receive a FREE book too.
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      Shropshire, England, May 1821

      “If you are going to point that delectable rump at a man, you’re asking for trouble.”

      Caitlin cursed under her breath and ignored the cultured baritone voice goading her from behind. She remained bent, focused on her task, and determined to clear the stone from her horse’s hoof. Still, irritation dribbled down her back. If she were a cat, her hackles would have risen.

      She knew to who the voice belonged. She’d heard the melodically ducal tones in church and the village store often enough. Harlow Telford, the Duke of Dangerfield, consummate rake and the most powerful man in the Kingdom next to the Prince Regent.

      The man determined to see her father ruined.

      Of all the damnable luck. Why did she have to run into the likes of Dangerfield on her very first gallop upon Ace of Spades?

      She rarely rode her horses off the estate, and certainly not dressed in men’s clothing. Why did he spot her today of all days? She’d needed to put the stallion through rigorous race-condition tests and had ridden farther than she’d envisaged.

      “A woman with a derriere as luscious as yours should not wear trousers. It is most distracting.”

      He’d moved closer.

      She inwardly sneered at Dangerfield’s banal approach. She expected nothing less of him. The tall, arrogant Duke lived for pleasure and frivolous pursuits. He was a typical rakehell who cared for nothing but himself.

      She held in her sigh and would not let him distract, or unnerve her.

      With the stone removed from her horse’s hoof, she straightened and turned to face him. Too fast. She gripped her horse’s mane for support, the sudden rush of blood from her head making her dizzy. It certainly wasn’t his captivating, sensuous smile. She, of all women, was immune to the fancy ways of rakes.

      Yet her breath hitched as her traitorous eyes appreciated his beauty. She looked up, and then up further. Goodness, she’d forgotten how tall he was. Not too tall, though. Any shorter and his massive build would have made him look decidedly out of proportion. His glossy, black curls were tousled from his ride, and her immediate reaction was to tug them straight and watch them curl around her finger. They were wasted on a man.

      His eyes sparkled with amusement, the deep grey as beguiling as the man. A sensual mouth, creased in a knowing smile, had her licking her lips, wondering what his would feel like against her own.

      She took a step back.

      It would be so much easier to hate the man if he didn’t look like every woman’s wicked fantasy.

      And didn’t he just know it?

      It was definitely time to leave. “If I’m distracting, then the solution would appear simple. Don’t look.” And she made to move around him.

      He blocked her path. “But where would be the fun in that?”

      Caitlin gritted her teeth, wishing for the millionth time she’d been born a man. Then she could punch him on his too-perfect nose. A little dent might make him look more human.

      “I’m not here for your amusement, sir.”

      He moved to stand directly in front of her with the languid grace of a large panther. Dark and dangerous.

      “More’s the pity.”

      “If you’ll step back, I’d like to mount my horse.”

      “I know what I’d like to mount,” she heard him say under his breath. A scandalous utterance that she wisely chose to ignore.

      He gave a smile that she suspected melted the resistance of the majority of women and, if she were honest, had too much impact even on her. He rubbed Ace of Spades’s nose. It appeared her finely bred stallion wasn’t impervious to the wretched man’s charms either. Her horse snorted and pressed his head toward the enemy as if longing for Dangerfield’s touch.

      Caitlin longed for no man’s touch, especially not the tempting touch of the Duke of Dangerfield.

      “This is quite a piece of horseflesh for a woman to be riding. Who does he belong to?”

      Ace of Spades was to be her ace in the fight to hold on to her home. Her father might try to gamble away everything they owned, but she would not lose Mansfield Manor. It had been her mother’s. As the eldest and, as it turned out, only daughter, Caitlin would inherit the Manor upon either her marriage or her twenty-fifth birthday.

      That birthday was still two years away and, with no suitor in sight, Caitlin intended to make sure there was still a house left to inherit. She refused to allow her father, trustee or not, to run it into the ground.

      The three-year-old stallion would win the Two-Thousand Guineas race at Newmarket, even if she had to use her father’s name to enter. Once she won, the stud fees she’d earn from her champion stallion would be worth a small fortune. That’s if she could keep her operation a secret from her money-hungry father.

      Dangerfield gave her another superior smile before looking her over in a thoroughly indecent perusal. His eyes lingered over certain parts of her anatomy, which in her groomsman’s clothes, were shown off more than she would have liked. Men’s trousers were the only outfit in which she could ride comfortably to test the stallion’s speed.

      “Ace of Spades belongs to me, Your Grace.”

      “Is that so?” His mouth tipped up at the corners as if he’d thought of a private joke. She sucked in a breath. They should not allow a man to own a smile such as that.

      “Are you sure you can handle such a magnificent beast? You look as if a strong wind could blow you over.”

      He stood so close her body found it difficult to remain upright. Her legs certainly felt as if they were wobbling and wouldn’t hold her weight.

      Damn the man.

      A gloveless finger stroked her face. “Who is your protector? He must value you very highly to have ‘given’ you such a horse.” His eyes drank her in once more. “Given your attire, and the way it deliciously displays your abundant bounty, I can clearly see why.”

      “I don’t have a protector.” She pulled her riding crop from its slot in her saddle, feeling more in control as soon as she fisted it in her hand.

      “I’m in luck then.” He drew her other hand off Ace’s mane and raised it to his lips. His kiss on her bare knuckles was like a brand—hot and sizzling. Gloves stopped her from being able to feel Ace of Spades response when she held the reins.

      She quickly pulled her hand away. “You misunderstand me, Your Grace. I don’t need a protector, and I certainly don’t desire one.” She turned her back on him and swung herself up into the saddle. “And you would be the last man on earth I’d ever let in my bed.”

      “Ah, but you do let men into your bed?”

      Her face flooded with heat at his jibe, while he simply chuckled.

      He showed no surprise that she knew his identity. The arrogance of the man. He reached out and stayed Ace, gripping the bridle close to the bit.

      “You do realize men love a challenge and you, my lovely, are a challenge incarnate. I would have your name.”

      It was her turn to smile. “I’m surprised you don’t recognize me.”

      His brows drew together in a frown, making him look much younger than his thirty years. She knew his age. They shared the same birthday—April third—but he was seven years older than her.

      He let the bridle go and stepped back to study her. “We have never met. I’d remember. A local beauty like you would not have escaped my interest.”

      She wanted to laugh. The last time he’d talked with her was eight years ago, and she’d been covered in mud from head to toe. Hardly surprising he did not recognize her.

      She’d been fifteen. It was early on a spring morning. Fog covered the ground. She’d gotten stuck in the bog while trying to free a deer, and he’d stopped to help. He was still half foxed, probably from a night of drinking and whoring. He certainly stank of drink and women.

      “You must be getting old,” she said, sweet as honey. “Your memory is going.”

      Annoyance flickered over his face, sharpening his handsome features. “Well, pretty wench, don’t keep me in suspense. Who are you?”

      She lifted her nose in the air and whirled her stallion round so his rear was in Dangerfield’s face. He took a hurried step back.

      “I’m Lady Caitlin Southall,” she called over her shoulder and, filled with satisfaction at seeing his mouth drop open, she kicked Ace of Spades and tore off at a gallop—spraying His Grace with clods of earth.

      The string of curses behind her made her laugh out loud. Bumping into the Duke or, rather, leaving Dangerfield in a shower of dirt, made her day.

      

      Bloody hell. Goddamn the little hellion. He’d realized the plump bounty pointing to the sky—enticing enough to tempt a saint—was female from a dozen paces away. He’d studied, worshiped, and played with too many bottoms not to recognize one ripe for plucking. Besides, the long, black tresses cascading down her back like rivers of ink from a spilt inkpot left little doubt. But he’d not known it was the brat from the neighboring property.

      Perhaps brat was no longer the appropriate word to describe her. His body hummed with lust.

      The last time he’d interacted with Lady Caitlin, he’d also ended up covered in mud. Seeing her stuck in the bog he’d gallantly gone to her rescue. Unfortunately, having rescued the damsel in distress, he couldn’t rescue himself. The memory of his fall, facedown, into the very mud he’d rescued her from still mortified him. As did the look on the little wretch’s face as she’d stood there laughing at him.

      He shifted in discomfort and glanced around to see if anyone had overheard their latest exchange.

      Back then, he had been a tad overbearing. Grumpy. Angry at being laughed at by a slip of a girl. Especially since he was suffering from one of the worst self-inflicted headaches he could remember.

      Then, when she’d told him her name and he’d learned she was the daughter of his sworn enemy, the Earl of Bridgenorth, he’d been furious, accusing her of deliberately getting stuck in the mud to taunt him. Rubbish, of course, but he had not been at his best. Frankly, he’d been less than gracious, mocking her, and frightening her off.

      His last image of Cate-The-Waif was of her poking her tongue out at him as she ran off. Crying.

      He ran a hand over his face. At least today he hadn’t made her cry. He also wasn’t hung-over. However, while his temper wanted to see him ride after her and put her over his knee for a thorough spanking, he was shocked to realize he wanted to chase her for another reason altogether.

      Desire.

      Little Cate, as he remembered her, had grown up or, rather, filled out. In all the right places. She was still a waif. Thin and willowy. “Delicate” described her, outwardly at any rate. Her inner core looked to be of iron. She appeared self-assured and confident. Mocking a duke, especially “Lord Danger” as he was often called, was daring and risky, considering her inappropriate attire.

      Gone was the skinny child with drawn and rather plain features.

      Why hadn’t he noticed her eyes before? The pale green, an unusual shade, gave her face an ethereal glow, especially against that hair as black as a starless night. The combination was intoxicatingly sensuous. He’d found it impossible not to look at her.

      When she’d spoken in that soft, breathy voice, his gaze reluctantly dropped to her mouth, only to be enchanted there too. Her lips were a perfect pout that made a man want to dive in for a taste.

      As for the luscious curves under those breeches and jacket… He’d taken one look at the round globes poking up at him and known he’d find heaven when seated there. Never had his body roared to life so quickly.

      He was still hard, imagining in detail what lay beneath the clothes. Her legs were long and slender, and he pictured them wrapped round him. The pleasure he’d feel when running his hands up those long lengths of silken skin would no doubt unman him. The purr of satisfaction she’d give as he kissed from her feet all the way to the hidden treasure between her thighs...

      Christ. Stop it. He refused to lust after Lady Caitlin. It was not honorable. There was no way he’d marry the daughter of the man who’d seduced and disgraced his widowed mother.

      Fourteen years ago, shortly after his father passed, his mother had been lost in grief. As a boy of sixteen, he thought that the support and condolences of their neighbor, the Earl of Bridgenorth, a great kindness. He had no idea how vulnerable his mother had been to a complete and utter cad.

      Over the following months, the long-widowed Bridgenorth had preyed on her fear of having to raise her son and run an estate alone, seducing her in every way possible. But when she found herself with child and the Earl learned “her” money was not only entailed on Harlow but also controlled by sharp and upright lawyers, the man showed his true colors.

      Harlow’s gut clenched as it always did when his anger mounted. He’d been far too young to protect her from the spiteful gossip, or the shame that followed Bridgenorth’s ruination and desertion.

      But he protected her now. And his younger half-brother, Jeremy.

      He’d tried to speak with the Earl over the years. Why would Bridgenorth not acknowledge his son? The Earl only had Caitlin. If Bridgenorth had been a gentleman and married his mother, the estate would belong to Jeremy. It was not entailed, he’d checked.

      One way or another Harlow was determined to procure Jeremy his birthright, and soon he would have it. Harlow knew Bridgenorth’s weakness. Cards.

      Harlow would either win it from him in a game, or buy up his vowels until Bridgenorth had no choice but to hand over the estate to his unacknowledged son.

      It was only fair. It was Jeremy’s birthright. It was his, Harlow’s, duty to protect his brother and ensure he got what he was entitled to.

      He clenched his fists, and with willpower he didn’t realize he possessed, he stilled the roaring desire in his blood.

      After several painful minutes, he was finally back in control of every part of his body. He whistled for Champers, his trusty steed, who grazed behind him on the grass. As he swung up onto the saddle, he thanked God he was off to London that night. A turn at the gaming tables and a visit with his lovely mistress, Larissa, would take his mind off the annoying Southall vixen.

      He swore into the breeze. Lady Caitlin could unseat his plans. She should be the last woman on this earth he desired. As he rode toward Telford Court, he tried to talk his body into recognizing the danger of such a dalliance. However, since he’d grown harder by the time he’d reached home, it appeared his body had refused to listen.
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      Shropshire, Telford Court, three months later

      If the Duke did not grant her an audience soon, Caitlin was going to be sick all over his expensive Persian carpet.

      She knew calling on him so late at night was scandalous, but his mother and younger brother were still in London, and she did not wish anyone, especially her father, to learn why she was here. The entire village knew the Duke was a night owl, rarely to bed before dawn. So, when the clock struck midnight at Mansfield Manor, she had crept out of her home and ridden across the gully to Telford Court.

      Caitlin tried to sit demurely and wait for His Grace to deign an audience, but he had kept her waiting for hours and it was now almost three in the morning. She flicked her gaze to the window. She didn’t have much time. Caitlin still had to sneak home before dawn. Her hope was fading with the dark night.

      Her stomach churned from nerves and tiredness—and the fact she’d had nothing to eat or drink since earlier in the afternoon, too sick with apprehension to face dinner. However, the only reason she cared about losing the contents of her stomach was that His Grace wouldn’t be the one cleaning it up.

      Over and over she’d rehearsed what she would say to him. Now she just wanted it finished. She was not leaving his huge, imposing residence without gaining his agreement.

      The only good thing to come from the enforced wait was that her rising temper had displaced her taut nerves.

      The cheek of the man. Even a duke should have manners.

      Her pique, having reached its tipping point, had her walking to the door and opening it. The footman, placed strategically in the hall, leaned back against the wall, eyes closed, snoring softly. How inconsiderate of the Duke to keep his staff up so late. And how dare he keep her waiting hours as if she, too, were a servant?

      She’d had enough.

      From further down the hall came the sound of raised male voices. Inebriated voices. Before she lost her courage, Caitlin stepped out of the room and marched toward the ruckus. Without allowing herself time to think, she threw the door open wide and walked straight into the room.

      The heat hit her first. A fire blazed in the hearth, yet the night, when she’d ridden across the gully separating the Duke’s estate from Bridgenorth, had been mild. She also found it difficult to breathe for the haze from three smoking cheroots.

      The Duke had visitors.

      Her face felt as if it was on fire too, but not from the heat. She stood in the middle of a room where three very large males sprawled about in a state of undress—cravats undone, waistcoats off, and shirts half open.

      “Look,” one of them drawled. “Additional entertainment. How thoughtful of you, Harlow. She’s come dressed as a man. Should I infer anything from that?”

      Only then did she notice the women. Given their sparse clothing and designation of ‘entertainment’ she quickly understood their profession. Mortified, she did not know where to look.

      She turned to the man who’d spoken and her mouth went dry. He lounged in his chair with a half-naked woman on his knee. One of his hands held a nearly empty brandy balloon. The other appeared to be glued to the woman’s breast. He looked like the Devil himself—with his dark brown hair and darker, hooded eyes, regarding her with bored amusement.

      This, Caitlin thought frantically, had been a terrible mistake. Her body had already come to that conclusion and begun its retreat.

      But Dangerfield was too fast. He reached the door first and shut it. Inside the room, the heat seemed to double.

      “Are you the entertainment?” Dangerfield asked. “I’m never sure what to expect when you are in my presence, Lady Caitlin.”

      The other two men threw startled and worried looks at each other.

      “Lady Caitlin?” The third man, the fair-haired man, sat up straighter and began to retie his cravat.

      His Grace ignored his friend’s concern. He moved until he stood quite close behind her.

      “Yes, I am Lady Caitlin Southall.” She shivered even though she could feel the heat from his broad chest through her light jacket. “And no, I most certainly am not part of the entertainment.”

      “I struggle to see what purpose, other than for our entertainment, you’d have for arriving at my home, without a chaperone, this late at night. Or should I say ‘early in the morning’? And dressed in such a provocative fashion. You know how much I admire you in trousers.”

      Late? Provocative? She was the one decently dressed, even if she was in men’s clothing. “I came for a private word with you over three hours ago. I grew tired of waiting. I must get home before dawn.”

      “I was not told you were here.” A gentle touch on her back made her jump. “A private word?” The pressure of his touch grew. Glided slowly down her spine. “Now that sounds promising. However, my friends and I share everything. Don’t we, ladies?”

      Two of women giggled and crooned. The third simply sent her a frosty stare. Caitlin reached behind and swatted Dangerfield’s finger away.

      “Harlow,” his fair-haired friend warned. “This is not a good idea,”

      The Duke moved to her side. “Henry is worried about my reputation, given you’ve walked into one of my private bachelor parties.”

      “Your reputation?” Caitlin couldn’t help herself.

      “Yes, mine. A lady discovered in this room, at this moment, would be compromised beyond repair. It would likely mean I’d have to offer her marriage—and that is something a man of my reputation fears most of all.”

      She almost snorted. “Then your reputation is quite safe. I have no intention of allowing myself to become wed to a man such as you.”

      His two friends burst out laughing, and the, as yet, unnamed man said, “Oh, my. She’s priceless. Wherever did you find her?”

      “Marcus doesn’t know you as well as I do.” His Grace continued, “Lady Caitlin has a terrible habit of bothering me.”

      She couldn’t suppress her shiver of awareness as he moved to stand over her, brushing her with his body. Blocking her view of the others in the room, he looked down his perfect nose at her. “Did you come for your pleasure?” he purred. “Or mine?”

      It was the arrogant smile that did it. Her hand, apparently operating on its own initiative, whipped up like a snake. The sharp crack of flesh meeting flesh—together with the pain in her palm—brought Caitlin to her senses. She gasped and stumbled back as the marks of her fingers appeared on Dangerfield’s cheek.

      Dangerfield touched fingers to his face and winced. “As usual, for no one’s pleasure, I see.” He turned round to face the room. “Gentleman, may I present Lady Caitlin Southall, my neighbor.”

      The fair-haired man rose to his feet and gave a slight bow before retaking his chair. The brown-haired man simply stayed seated and nodded his head in her direction.

      “I’m sorry for the slap.” Caitlin couldn’t believe she had actually done it. She felt appalled. Terrified. Furious. “It’s just you have the annoying habit of making me want to punch you.”

      “Really?” Dangerfield’s eyes narrowed. “You, my lady, make me want to do many things. Hitting you isn’t one of them.”

      She ignored his remark and glanced once more out the window. It would get light soon. How could she get the Duke alone?

      She turned back to Dangerfield. “Your Grace, I—”

      At her pointed stares at the other gentleman, Dangerfield gave a brief grin. “Of course. Introductions. Lady Caitlin, I hesitate to introduce you to such rakehells. However, this,”—he gestured to the man in the chair—“is Lord Marcus Danvers, the Marquis of Wolverstone. The reprobate busy straightening his clothes is the archangel of our group, Lord Henry St. Giles, the Earl of Cravenswood. Would you like me to introduce you to the other... ladies in the room?”

      Her face warmed until she assumed it glowed as bright as the coals in the grate.

      Refusing to be distracted by his deliberate intention to make her uncomfortable—ladies indeed—she said, “Since I am here, may I have a private word? If you have time.” Sarcasm dripped from every syllable. “If you aren’t too busy. I must speak with you.”

      He gave an overly dramatic sigh. “Ladies, please excuse us. Perhaps you would wait for us above stairs. I’m sure this won’t take long.”

      Muttering, two of the women stood and made their way out the door. The third did not.

      “I’m staying.” The stunning fair-haired woman, her daringly cut silk gown shimmering as she moved, glided to Dangerfield’s side and put her hand on his arm. “The sooner she delivers her message, the sooner she can leave. I’m sure we have more pleasant activities to enjoy than talking with this,”—she waved a dismissive hand—“smelly urchin.”

      His Grace laughed and scooped her up in his arms. “I swear, Larissa, you’re good for a man’s soul.” He carried her back to his chair and sat with her on his lap, looking like a king who’d claimed his bounty.

      “Speak, then, Lady Caitlin,” he commanded.

      Caitlin swallowed her pride. This was her chance—probably her only chance—and she would not let pride prevent her from receiving her due.

      “I have come to demand my home be returned to me.”

      Dangerfield frowned. “Your home?”

      “Mansfield Manor. My father had no right to stake a game with it. The house belonged to my mother and, according to her will, is to pass to me.”

      “I gather your father was the trustee.”

      She wanted to squirm where she stood and wring her hands. But she didn’t. “A mistake my mother made.” She rushed on. “She did not understand my father’s weaknesses. Mother died before she learned of them, thank God, and saw his penchant for gambling destroy him. She would never have made him my trustee if she’d known. The house was to be left to the eldest daughter—as it has been for several generations.”

      Dangerfield’s expression didn’t change. “Then, as the trustee, your father had a legal right to stake the house. I’m sorry, but I cannot help you. The house belongs to me. I’ve explained to your father I want him out by the end of the month.”

      What right did Dangerfield have to sound so angry? He wasn’t the one being evicted from his own home. And why? Why did he hate her father so much? Because he did—and no one would explain the cause. Her father would not give any reason why she was never to set foot on Dangerfield land. When she tried to ask the servants, they’d looked embarrassed and hurried away. No one in the village would speak of the rift—not to her, anyway.

      She couldn’t stem the welling tears of frustration. “What of our tenants, Your Grace? Do you propose to honor my father’s obligations to them?”

      “Of course. I’m a fair man. I’m not a cold-hearted bastard like your father.”

      Fair? She saw her chance and took it. She stepped forward. “You’re a fair man? Then you’ll give me a chance to win the house back.”

      The room became deathly silent. Dangerfield’s steel-grey eyes bored into her, assessing the trap he’d allowed himself to walk into. “I don’t wager with women.”

      “Why not?” she flashed back. “Afraid you’ll lose?”

      Marcus snorted. “She has you there, Harlow.” He appraised her, head to toe, with the inbred arrogance of the aristocracy. “I’d love to see what she’s going to challenge you to do.”

      “Shut up, Marcus.”

      “A horse race.” Caitlin lifted her chin. “I challenge you to a horse race to be held over a mile. If I win, I get back my house.”

      Dangerfield sat studying her for several minutes. “I’ve seen your stallion. I’ve also seen you ride him. Why would I be foolish enough to accept that wager?”

      “I’ve heard it said you never refuse a dare. So,”—she drew in breath—“if you refuse this time it must be that you are afraid to lose to a woman.”

      Her taunt found its mark. His eyes darkened almost to black and his face closed, all expression gone.

      “I’ll consider your challenge, but only if you win back your house the same way your father lost it. By playing faro.”
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      Dangerfield knew himself to be the best faro player in all of England, and he’d be damned if this little hellion bested him again.

      “That’s hardly fair,” she said. “I don’t really know how to play.”

      He shrugged. “Don’t play, then. I don’t care. You’re the one desperate to win your house back.” He paused and flicked lint from his sleeve. “Besides, you haven’t told me what I would win when you lose.”

      She frowned, and it made her pretty nose screw up into a delightful button. “You simply get to keep the house.”

      He wanted more than that. “I already have the house.”

      “I don’t have anything else of value.”

      He looked her over and, as it had previously—and did even now, with a stunningly gorgeous, sexually experienced woman on his lap—his body hungered for her. Only her.

      “I want you.”

      In his lap Larissa gasped, her affected boredom gone.

      Harlow watched Caitlin closely and saw the instant she understood what he was saying. Her face went pale. Then red.

      Then, “No.” She shook her head. “No. Definitely not. No. Never.”

      “You can’t be serious, Harlow,” Larissa cried. “Think of the scandal. Do you want to end up married? To her?”

      His mistress’s passionate appeal drew his attention back to her. God, she was beautiful. It was why he’d procured her services—that and the fact she knew how to pleasure a man better than any woman he’d ever known. But Caitlin, even dressed as a stable boy, tugged at every one of his senses. His body recognized her. And wanted her.

      He smiled down at Larissa. “It won’t come to that, my dear. Will it, Lady Caitlin? You have as little desire to marry me as I have to marry you.” He looked his lovely neighbor over. “When you lose, I’ll be discreet. No one but those present here tonight will be aware you’ve come to my bed. And who knows? If you’re good, I may give you your house, anyway.”

      He ignored the expression of growing horror on Caitlin’s face. It was probably an act. She was twenty-three years old. She ran round at all hours of the night, unaccompanied, and in men’s trousers. He wondered if she was indeed still a virgin.

      Women were all the same. He knew that. Most used their beauty and bodies to get what they wanted in this world. He hardly blamed them, for they had little else with which to make their way. It surprised him Caitlin hadn’t offered herself in exchange for the house to begin with. Simpler and more effective. He’d have seriously considered it. She must be aware of how much he lusted after her.

      As a young man, he’d believed in love. Bridgenorth’s seduction of his mother had dented his faith, but it was Margaret Crompton who had filled his heart with stone and made it impossible for him to love any woman.

      Since the day he’d put on long trousers, females had thrown themselves at him. But always for his dukedom, or his wealth. Or his looks. No one really wanted him… Harlow… the man behind the title. No one except Margaret.

      And that had almost destroyed him.

      Ten years ago he’d become a wiser man. Women were merely objects of beauty. He took what he wanted from them and was careful to only engage in mutual pleasure, passion, and desire.

      When he eventually married—and he would marry to beget his heir—it would be a marriage of convenience only.

      His convenience.

      He looked round the room. At his friends’ faces. Henry’s horrified, Marcus’s amused.

      He clenched his fists by his side and refused to let any soft feelings for Caitlin’s plight enter his heart. Jeremy deserved the estate. He would certainly be a better landowner than a slip of a girl who, if her behavior was anything to go by, was destined to remain a spinster.

      She’d remained silent a long time. Apparently he’d rendered her mute. “Well, do you accept my terms? If you win, you get your house. If I win, you come to my bed—and you might earn your house back. It would seem a fair wager. You could end up with the house either way.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Caitlin had hated no one more than she hated Dangerfield at this moment. He held the power to simply give her the house, yet he intended to take everything from her—including her dignity, pride, and self-respect.

      Struggling with both temper and despair, she blinked back the tears that threatened behind her eyes. She would not cry in front of him. She knew deep in her soul that she had little choice. This was the only way she’d ever have a chance of taking back Mansfield Manor.

      Damn the man. It might be just a house to him, but to her it was—had been—her mother’s pride and joy. It was her own security; an estate to ensure her financial independence so she would never be forced into a hateful marriage, but could take her time and choose her husband. Choose a man who met all the requirements on her list. A man so far removed from the Duke of Dangerfield it was laughable. She had worked all her life to preserve that security, to keep it intact, to pass on to her own daughter. Now? She shivered. At least she need not worry about ending up married to Dangerfield. The man obviously had no honor.

      She would not, could not, let Mansfield Manor go. God forgive her.

      “Only if we race—over a mile.” If he agreed to race her, she would not lose. Not on Ace of Spades.

      “I distinctly recall that I offered to play cards for the house.”

      “May I suggest,” Marcus interjected, “that the wager is the best of three challenges? Lady Caitlin has chosen a horse race. Harlow has chosen a game of Faro. Now there should be a third challenge in case of a tie.”

      “But who gets to pick the last challenge?” Caitlin knew she had no friends in the room. “I am clearly at a disadvantage. No one here wants me to win.”

      “I do.” Larissa snaked an arm around Dangerfield’s waist and pressed against him. “May I select the last challenge?” The look she threw at Caitlin was cold enough to kill. “I don’t want you in his bed.”

      It wasn’t precisely friendship, but it was better than nothing. Dangerfield’s mistress had not been at all pleased when he’d declared his terms and been bristling with jealousy ever since. He was such a bastard.

      “I have no objection to...” Caitlin didn’t know what to call the woman. “I’m sorry. We have not been introduced.”

      “Larissa du Mar,” the beauty said, baring her teeth. “His Grace’s mistress.”

      “Then I have no objection to Miss du Mar choosing the last challenge, as long as I have a right of veto.”

      Both Marcus and Henry sat up straighter.

      “Now this,” Marcus muttered, “could be very interesting.”

      Henry shook his head. “It’s a terrible idea. And—quite frankly, Harlow—beneath you. Dishonorable. I realize you are thinking of Jeremy. What her father did to your mother was unforgivable, but Lady Caitlin is not to blame—oh damn.”

      Caitlin rounded swiftly on Henry. What her father did to your mother… “What do you mean?”

      But Henry, the tips of his ears growing pinker every second, was studying his feet with great attention and wouldn’t meet her eyes. So she turned instead to Dangerfield. Who simply returned her puzzled stare with cold indifference.

      “I don’t understand,” she said. “What did my father do?”

      The room stilled, as if in the eye of a tremendous storm. Everyone straining, readying for the final assault.

      Lord Dangerfield ignored her question. “There is no need to speak of it. Jeremy is the reason I cannot simply hand back the house.”

      “Your mother would not approve of this, Dangerfield,” Henry muttered.

      “Leave it, Henry.”

      There was such coldness in Dangerfield’s voice that Caitlin could feel any chance to reclaim her property freezing into impossibility.

      “This has nothing to do with our parents.” She wasn’t sure she believed that now, but it wasn’t the immediate issue. “This is now between Dangerfield and me. I want the opportunity to win back my home. Please.” She stepped forward, closer to where he sat, and placed her hand gently on his sleeve. “Don’t deny me this chance.”

      At her touch, Dangerfield started and looked at her as if only really seeing her for the first time. Their gazes locked and something passed between them.

      Caitlin’s breath hitched and her fingers tightened on his arm. His heat, his strength burned beneath her fingertips like some primal flame.

      What would it feel like, she wondered, to have to submit to this man? To lie in his bed. To lie naked and exposed and watch and feel him prowl over her...

      She gulped back her fears.

      “Larissa.” Dangerfield’s voice was rough, and he didn’t take his eyes off Caitlin’s face. “What is to be the last challenge?”

      “In a moment.” Larissa stared pointedly at Caitlin’s fingers where they still rested on Dangerfield’s arm. Caitlin withdrew her hand, but the heat and feel of him remained seared on her brain.

      The woman slid off Dangerfield’s lap, smoothed her gown, and then strolled round Caitlin, looking her over from top to bottom. “I have to find something you’re good at.”

      Caitlin’s hopes soared. She was about to open her mouth to explain exactly what she was very good at when Marcus interrupted.

      “Now, now, Larissa. You cannot ask Lady Southall questions that would give her an advantage. We must keep it fair.” And he laughed, as if the idea of Caitlin winning—fairly or not—was a tremendous joke.

      Caitlin had no intention of attempting to win by fraud. Nonetheless, she stood silently, praying Larissa would pick something like shooting or archery—things she excelled at. Please, she begged in her head, not sewing. Not playing the piano.

      Meanwhile, Larissa was talking. “… she’s the daughter of an earl. She must be accomplished. Harlow is always telling me how tedious it is to have to sit and listen to young ladies sing or play the harp.”

      Caitlin agreed with Harlow about recitals. And please! Please don’t pick those pursuits either.

      “Still, she is dressed in male attire, and she sought out Harlow at night, so she is most likely not like most young women of the ton.”

      Dangerfield’s face signified agreement. He cleared his throat and rose to his feet. “Very true.”

      Yes, Larissa was clever. She’d have to be. Caitlin could not imagine a woman remaining as His Grace’s mistress for very long if she did not have a brain.

      “So, perhaps I’m focusing on the wrong person.” Larissa turned a seductive smile upon Dangerfield. “All I have to do is find something that you, my darling Harlow, are terrible at doing.”

      A flicker of unease crossed Dangerfield’s handsome face and he shifted on his feet. Only a slight movement, but Caitlin caught it. He was nervous. Good.

      Larissa laughed delightedly and clapped her hands. “I’ve got it—”

      —“Remember who keeps you, my girl.”

      “That’s not fair,” Caitlin cried. “You can’t threaten her. I can always veto, remember?”

      “He’s only teasing.” Larissa moved to stand in front of Dangerfield. Letting her hands slide up his chest and over his wide shoulders, she pressed her ample breasts against him. “He would never get rid of me.” Her fingers gripped his buttocks and pulled him tight against her.

      Caitlin felt as though her eyes would pop as she watched one of Larissa’s hands slide over Dangerfield’s hip and down toward his groin.

      “He knows the pleasure my body, my hands, and my mouth can give. I’m the best at what I do.” Larissa threw her a scornful look. “You don’t look as if you know the first thing about pleasuring a man. Perhaps I should help Harlow win. Once he’s had you, he’ll realize how much better off he is with me.”

      “Enough, Larissa.” Dangerfield removed Larissa’s hands from his body. “That’s enough.”

      It was certainly enough. Caitlin felt sick. Larissa was right. Hands and mouth? Mouth? What did she do with her mouth—kissing, perhaps? She had no idea what to expect to find in any man’s bed—let alone a man like Dangerfield. And she did not wish to know.

      Not much, anyway.
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      Caitlin had always believed that she would only give herself to a man she loved, her husband. She wanted to be important to him, not simply a childbearing necessity. She wanted to be wanted for who she was. In order to find a man who would complement her, she had devised a list of attributes her future husband must have—and she would not waiver from it.

      He had to be kind. Kind to all members of society, not just the wealthy. He would acknowledge that a woman was just as capable as a man. He would encourage her to be involved in the day-to-day running of Mansfield—the estate and the house. Her husband would be a true partner in life, not a dictator. He would not expect her to obey his every command. He would most definitely not be a gambler or a man who enjoyed any game of chance. And, last of all, he would love her above anyone else. No mistress. No other woman. He would have a true heart and forsake any other pleasure.

      Caitlin wanted love—true love—and this desire was the reason she thought she’d never marry. She didn’t know if true love even existed.

      Would she ever find a man who would cherish her and appreciate the fact she’d trusted and gifted him her virginity?

      A shiver skittered down her back. A man like Dangerfield did not understand the word ‘love’. Nor did he value a woman for anything other than his pleasure, or for begetting his heir. He would not appreciate her gift in his bed. In fact, Larissa was probably right. He’d scorn her inexperience. He’d be disappointed in her.

      Oh, he would pleasure her and himself, of that she was sure. But pleasure was fleeting. He’d soon move on, and think nothing more of the woman he’d bested in a dare, taken to his bed, and discarded as soon as he had what he wanted.

      Something of her thoughts must have shown on her face, for Dangerfield turned his head to the window and the approaching dawn.

      “There is still time to halt all this foolishness,” he said, quietly. “Go home and accept your circumstances, for if you agree to the wager, I cannot stop until I have won. I give you fair warning. If you value your reputation, or if the idea of sharing my bed holds such revulsion for you, leave.”

      She shook her head and stood straighter. “I will have my house.”

      He gave her a searching look. “So be it. You’ve made your bed, young lady. I pray you are prepared to lie in it.”

      “Cake baking!”

      Caitlin jumped at Larissa’s sudden cry and tried to conceal her horror. She’d never cooked anything in her life. She didn’t really take much notice of food. Cook always said she had the appetite of a sparrow.

      Dangerfield drew himself up. “I beg your pardon?”

      Marcus was laughing so hard tears appeared in the corner of his eyes.

      Larissa turned to her and winked. “You will both bake a cake, and the best cake wins.”

      “No,” Dangerfield snapped. “Absolutely not.”

      He didn’t want the challenge, so Caitlin jumped at it. “I do not believe you have the right of veto.”

      “She’s right. We only granted her the right of veto; it does not apply to you,” Marcus chortled.

      Larissa stood with hands on hips. “Well, do you agree?”

      Caitlin took her time and studied Dangerfield. He tried to school his features, but she saw real annoyance—and something else—hidden there. He stared her down, trying to make her nervous. He wanted her to veto the task.

      She smiled for the first time that evening. She might not cook but she knew where to find an excellent teacher. “The wager is perfectly acceptable.”

      Dangerfield rolled his eyes. “Christ.” And threw his hands in the air.

      “Who is going to judge this cake off,” Henry asked.

      Caitlin and Dangerfield exchanged glances.

      “The vicar?” Caitlin had no idea where the idea came from, but she thought the vicar a fair man.

      Every eye fixed on her in disbelief.

      “Are you mad?” Dangerfield said. “I can’t ask the vicar to judge this wager.”

      “Guilty conscience,” she taunted.
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      “Not at all.” Dangerfield ran his hand over his nape and felt like punching Marcus’s amused face. He did have a guilty conscience, and that’s what worried him. “But, while I may be lecherous, I put my foot down at involving the church in the affair.”

      Marcus coughed. “The vicar doesn’t need to know why he’s judging the cakes. You could say you’d like to appoint a new cook and you’d be honored if he would pick the best cake. We’ll think of something.” Marcus stood, walked to the sideboard, and then rummaged in a drawer before turning round to face them, a fresh pack of cards in his hand. “In the meantime, I’ve thought of a way to decide which challenge is completed first.”

      Harlow eyed the cards and prayed for faro. “How?”

      “Whoever draws the highest card gets to pick the first challenge, and so on.” Marcus spread the cards on the small side table and indicated to Caitlin. “Ladies first.”

      She picked one and Harlow noted her lips turn up slightly. He could read her like a book.

      At his turn he drew a card and, without looking, turned it face-up on the table. From the expression on Caitlin’s face, and Larissa’s sigh, he knew he’d drawn the higher card.

      “I should have warned you, Lady Caitlin,” Larissa purred. “He always wins. It’s one of his most annoying traits.”

      He let a hint of smugness enter his tone. “The game of faro will be the first challenge.”

      He watched Caitlin’s back straighten and her mouth firm into a grim line. “Then I demand a sennight to learn how to play.” She stared at him, animosity glittering in her eyes. “And I expect you to teach me. You boasted that you’re the best player. If that is true, then I want to learn from the best. What’s more,”—she lifted her chin—“St. Giles can be there to ensure you are teaching me properly.”

      Henry nodded his head in acquiescence.

      Harlow gritted his teeth. A week in her company was likely to drive him insane. “Where do you propose we meet in order for me to teach you? You cannot come here. My mother returns tomorrow.”

      “Well, you can’t come to the Manor. My father would likely shoot you on sight. We don’t have to vacate the property for another four weeks.”

      “My hunting lodge,” Henry said. “It’s only three miles from here at the base of Clee Hills. I could stay there until this dreadful wager is complete, and you could conduct the lessons under my watchful eye.” He raised his eyebrow at Caitlin. “Would that be agreeable?”

      She nodded.

      “Good,” Marcus said, sounding far too cheerful. “The first challenge has been accepted. A sennight from today we’ll adjourn to Henry’s hunting lodge for the Faro challenge.” He spread the cards across the table once more. “Perhaps you’ll be luckier this time, my lady.”

      Caitlin selected a second card, and her smile fled. Harlow chose a card from the top of the pile. The King of Hearts. He laid it face-up and thought he heard a very unladylike curse from Lady Caitlin’s direction. Once again, he’d won.

      “The cake baking.”

      Marcus raised his eyebrows. “Not the horse race?”

      “No.” Harlow wanted to win before the race. Her horse was good. He’d seen her ride Ace of Spades. Not only was she highly competent, her weight gave her an advantage. Over the longer course he might lose. He needed to know before the race what was at stake. If he had to win the last challenge, then he’d risk his finest three-year-old stallion. He’d pick a course that suited Hero. He’d been keeping the horse a secret, training him up for the Two Thousand Guinea’s race at Newmarket. The odds would be in his favor if no one realized just how good he was. But to win this confounded wager, he’d let his secret out.

      If he had to. For Jeremy’s sake.

      He turned to Caitlin. “I’m granting you a week to learn faro, so I’m asking for a week to learn how to bake a cake.”
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      Caitlin could hardly refuse. She’d need time to practice as well. She would get Mrs. Darcy to teach her. Mrs. Darcy had won the cake-baking contest at the village fete for the past five years.

      All the same, there was no way she wanted Dangerfield to know she couldn’t cook either, so she took her time before she answered as though she were assessing his request. Slowly, she nodded. “I suppose that’s fair.”

      Marcus collected the cards. “Which leaves the mile long horse race for the following weekend. Perfect. Caitlin will know before the end of the month whether she and her father must vacate their home.” He put the cards back on the desk. “I shall organize the horse race.” He bowed in Caitlin’s direction. “Over a mile, as requested. I shall pick the course, the starting point, and the end point.”

      She frowned, doubting his motivation. “I’m not sure I trust you. It must be run locally.”

      “I think it’s a trifle late to negotiate terms. You agreed to race Harlow over a mile. You didn’t specify where the race was to take place.”

      She sent Henry an appealing look, but he simply shook his head and held up his palms. Marcus Danvers was right. She had forgotten to specify terms. She swallowed down her plea.

      The handsome Marquis was enjoying her discomfiture. “I’m open to persuasion,” he murmured, a sensuous smile on his lips as he moved to stand before her. Taking her hand, he raised it to his lips and pressed a long kiss to her knuckles. “I find it difficult to deny a beautiful woman anything.”

      Before she could respond, Dangerfield was at her side prying her fingers from Danvers hold. “That’s enough, Marcus. She is not a toy to play with.”

      “But perhaps a woman to fight over, eh?” Marcus replied with a light laugh. “My, we seem rather possessive for a man who, in the last ten years, has shown no interest in a lady of quality.”

      While the men argued, Caitlin took the opportunity to move toward the door. There was nothing more to be gained here. She’d accomplished what she’d set out to do—obtain a chance to win Mansfield Manor back, and right the wrong her father had perpetrated against her.

      Once at the door, she cleared her throat. “Good evening, gentlemen.”

      Lords Wolverstone and Dangerfield stopped their low-toned discussion, and Henry stood.

      “I’ll see you out,” he said. “Shall we say mid afternoon at my lodge to begin the lessons?”

      Dangerfield looked at Larissa and then back to Caitlin. His eyes bored into hers and she felt her heart squeeze in her chest as he gave a dazzling smile. “I should be compos mentis by then.”

      She hated the spear of jealousy that lodged in her chest. Why should she care that the heartless rake would no doubt spend the rest of the night with Larissa in his bed? She had to stop this ridiculous hold he had on her senses. There was no way she could win if she couldn’t think straight.

      “I shall look forward to teaching you—many things—over the course of the week.” His voice, filled with a husky promise of all things decadent, plucked its way down her spine.

      Caitlin sent up a silent prayer for forbearance. What an impossible man! It was difficult to concentrate when he stood there looking so rumpled, and unrepentant, and utterly gorgeous. Her eyes kept sliding toward the sliver of tanned neck and chest exposed by his open shirt. The absence of a civilizing cravat, or a waistcoat, lent him a reckless air of danger.

      She’d best remember that when one played with fire, the burns hurt. Her stomach pitched; her hands trembled. Her heart seemed to have slipped its moorings and anchored in her throat.

      Lord help her. She tried to resist, but she couldn’t stop herself from taking one last lingering look at his chest.

      “Lady Caitlin?” The amusement in his voice told her he knew exactly what she was thinking, and the effect he had on her.

      Her face flooded with heat. She straightened and held her head up high. “I look forward to teaching you how to lose—and I don’t care if it’s gracefully—just so long as you lose.”

      With that, she swept from the room as majestically as she could, given her attire.
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      Little did she know that three pairs of eyes followed her departure with a great deal of male appreciation.

      Henry flashed a smile at the other two men before following Caitlin from the room and closing the door.

      “Larissa.” Dangerfield held Marcus’s amused gaze. “Go to bed. It’s late and I have some things to discuss with Marcus and Henry.”

      She pouted but did not contradict him, no doubt sensing his mood. That’s what he liked about her. She knew when to leave him be.

      “Will you join me later?” she asked.

      He looked at her for a long time before replying. “Probably not,” he said at last. “It’s late. And you and the ladies must leave first thing in the morning before my mother and brother arrive home.” To pacify her jealousy, he swept her into his arms and gave her a deep and thorough kiss. “I’ll see you at the end of the month in London. Off you go.” And he all but pushed her out the door.

      He was shaken by how little desire he felt for such a beauty. His body wanted someone else. Someone he should not want. Lady Caitlin Southall.

      Marcus sighed. “Another mistress soon to be discarded, I wager. Giving up the lovely Larissa? Tut tut. You badly want Caitlin Southall in your bed. There is no way you’d risk losing Mansfield Manor if you didn’t. To procure it for Jeremy has been your driving ambition for over fourteen years. Now to risk losing it and ending up leg-shackled speaks volumes. And you are—risking marriage, that is. A part of me wonders if that is actually your plan?”

      Dangerfield’s eyes narrowed as he lit a cheroot. “I risk nothing.”

      Marcus continued. “You always said that, despising love—as we all do, except perhaps for Henry—you’d marry for your convenience. What is more convenient than marrying Caitlin Southall? I know you, Harlow. You’re appalled that you’ve allowed her father to gamble away a house in trust for her.” Marcus also lit a cheroot. “One wonders why you simply don’t offer her marriage. A perfect solution. She seems desperate to gain the house back. Perhaps desperate enough to marry ‘a man like you’ if I remember her words correctly.”

      Dangerfield wasn’t surprised at his friend’s insight. As soon as Caitlin appeared in his house, late, unescorted, and dressed so inappropriately, he knew his fate was sealed. But he couldn’t stop from playing with her. Her damned pride and her blatant lack of respect for him had him wanting to bring her down a peg or two.

      The fact Mansfield Manor was supposedly in trust for her made him feel better about the leg-shackle in which he was now caught. For his mother would learn of her visit, and once she knew what Lord Bridgenorth had done to Caitlin—stealing and gambling away her inheritance—Harlow would never hear the end of it. His mother would insist on his doing right by her.

      Besides, Marcus knew him too well. He did want Caitlin in his bed, and with a consuming passion that terrified him. He could not allow that to happen without marriage.

      Before he could reply, Henry arrived back in the room bristling like a wounded bear.

      “Dangerfield,” he snapped. “If you go through with this appalling wager and force her into your bed, you, my man, are going to marry that girl. I’ll not stand by and see her dishonored. She came here out of desperation, and you’ve taken advantage of her.”

      Dangerfield tightened his lips around the cheroot and drew in a deep breath before deliberately removing the cigarillo and blowing smoke directly toward Henry’s saintly glower. “You’re assuming I’ll win the contest. With a woman like Caitlin Southall, one can never be sure of victory. Each time I’ve tangled with her I’ve come out the wounded party.”

      Henry waved the smoke away and dropped into a chair. “Well, I’ll not stand by and see her ruined. She’s already had to suffer a despicable father.”

      “Oh, do be quiet. I have every intention of marrying the chit.”

      “Yes.” Marcus thumped the arm of his chair. “I knew it.”

      Henry blew out a breath. “You are? Good. I’d hate to call you out. I realize you haven’t spent much time around ladies of the ton recently, but I did hope you’d not forgotten how to behave like a gentleman.”

      “To the future bride.” Marcus raised his glass in a toast. “I’m not surprised you want her. She’s all fire and brimstone wrapped in a curvaceous package of soft skin and silken hair. Imagine unleashing all that passion in your bed.”

      Harlow fought down the urge to strangle him. “I’ll have you imagining no such thing. She’s to be my wife.”

      And he was serious. When he’d seen Marcus raise Caitlin’s hand to his lips, he’d wanted to slice his friend in two. Never had he had such a primal and possessive response to a woman. There was no doubt Lady Caitlin had wormed her way under his skin. He was more than sure that once he’d married and bedded her, the itch would be scratched. Then he could get on with his life, knowing he would satisfy his mother’s desire for an heir.

      With Caitlin as his bride, he could still give Mansfield Manor to Jeremy. He’d buy her any other estate she wanted as a wedding gift, but Jeremy got Mansfield Manor. He deserved it.

      Other than that, there was no reason why Caitlin Southall needed to change his life in any way.

      “May I ask what you hope to gain from this silly wager, then? Why not simply offer her marriage?” Henry’s interest appeared genuine.

      “She won’t marry me if I merely ask. She has too much pride.”

      Marcus’s eyes widened. “Once she’s compromised, she’ll have no choice. Is that it? Drastic, I must say. What happened to the Dangerfield charm? Why can’t you simply seduce her? I’ve never met a woman who did not desire to marry a duke.”

      “Caitlin is not like most woman,” Harlow muttered dryly.

      Henry’s eyes bored into his, “Are you sure this is the right course to take. If you feel nothing for her...”

      He felt something for her, all right. “When she originally walked in, I couldn’t think of anything worse than marrying the hellion, male dressing daughter of bloody Bridgenorth. However, on reflection, I believe she’d make me a perfect duchess.”

      “How so?”

      “There is no denying she’s enchanting. Getting an heir will prove to be very enjoyable. She’s local. The villagers love her. And she prefers the country to town.” He took a large gulp of brandy. “Which will leave me free to spend the majority of my time in London away from her, knowing my interests in Shropshire are in good hands. A marriage for my convenience.”

      Marcus gave a gruff bark. “What of your mother? Will she mind having Bridgenorth’s daughter—and, of course, Jeremy’s half-sister—living here?”

      Dangerfield merely quirked an eyebrow. “Mother is fond of the girl and bears her no ill will. I suspect she’ll be pleased with my choice. She’ll assume my marrying a local girl means I intend to settle down at the estate. She couldn’t be more wrong.” He stretched his legs out and sighed. “As for Jeremy, he already knows she’s his half-sister. Besides, once he has Mansfield he’ll be too busy on his estate to care who I’ve married.”

      “But,” Marcus said slowly, “it would appear Caitlin doesn’t know of her father’s disgraceful conduct, or of her resulting sibling. How do you think she’ll react?”

      Henry answered Marcus’s question. “I suspect she’ll be pleased to have a brother. It’s tiresome being an only child.” Henry undid the cravat he’d hurriedly straightened when Caitlin had arrived. “The one person who loses the most in this is Caitlin. She loses her freedom and her house. A tad unfair if you ask me.”

      Dangerfield sighed. “Henry, you are far too noble to be friends with the likes of Wolverstone and me. No one forced her to accept the wager. In fact, she offered the first challenge. And one can hardly call ending up married to a duke ‘unfair’. She’ll have everything she desires. Riches. Clothes. A home. Once she understands the benefits this marriage brings her, she’ll forget all about Mansfield Manor.”

      Henry pursed his lips “I’m not so sure. There is more to her than other simpering ladies of the ton. She cares about her home and her tenants. I don’t believe the trappings of a grand life drive her.”

      Marcus merely drank more brandy, apparently bored now the parameters of the wager had been decided.

      Harlow sipped his drink in contemplation. Henry was right. Caitlin had never had a Season. He wondered if lack of funds was the reason. She would have taken the ton by storm and probably have received many proposals of marriage. He ran his hand over the back of his neck. Why did that idea bother him?

      His plan was the only correct option open to him. He might be a womanizer and a consummate rake, but he drew the line at taking advantage of a young woman whose home her disreputable father had gambled away. She’d come to him in desperation. He would not take advantage of that.

      The most uncomfortable aspect of the situation was that he was not displeased at the outcome. He kept asking himself, had he known the house was held in trust for Caitlin, would he still have accepted Bridgenorth’s wager?

      Probably not. Which meant he could never have contemplated taking Caitlin into his bed. And he wanted her in his bed. Wanted it a great deal.

      His blood heated at the thought of her soft curves in his hands... her tender, creamy skin beneath his lips... her body moving against his in the throes of passion...

      Larissa. Thank God she and the other ladies were leaving tomorrow because he’d lost all and any desire for her. Not really unusual, given she’d been with him for over twelve months—the longest he’d kept any woman. But the fact he wanted only Caitlin was telling.

      With the number of women he’d bedded, with the many more he could easily seduce, he should not hunger for one woman to this degree. He thought he’d taught himself that one woman was much like another. But his body recognized what his mind refused to believe.

      Lady Caitlin was different.

      And therein lay the danger.
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      Caitlin arrived in plenty of time for her first Faro lesson. She was early on purpose, hoping for time alone with Henry and the opportunity to play on his chivalrous nature and learn all of Dangerfield’s secrets.

      She’d slept little during what had remained of the previous night. Tossing. Turning. Worrying.

      What on earth could the Duke of Dangerfield gain by forcing her into his bed? He certainly was not short of bed partners. Why would he want the likes of her for his bed sports? Was it his ultimate revenge against her father, to see his daughter ruined?

      If only she could learn why the pair hated each other so. Perhaps she could put an end to the bitter quarrel and appeal for time to reimburse her father’s debt. If she could delay the settlement until after the race at Newmarket, then she might afford to buy the Manor back.

      Henry would likely know the answer. And that was another thing. This wager didn’t sit easily with Henry St. Giles, Earl of Cravenswood. How strange. He appeared genuinely appalled at Harlow’s behavior, yet he too was a renowned rake. Perhaps some rakes were more honorable than others. Well, she would soon find out.

      She halted her gig outside Ashley House, the Earl’s grey stone, impressive hunting lodge. It was a large house—much larger than she remembered.

      A stable lad arrived to help her down and take care of her horse and equipage. She’d come dressed as the very proper Lady Caitlin this afternoon, hoping to remind Dangerfield of her status—a virginal, well-bred lady, and not some fallen woman he could seduce.

      She’d barely had time to straighten her dress when she heard thundering hooves. She turned in time to watch Dangerfield gallop up the drive on Champers, streaking past the trees lining the driveway. They seemed to bend in his wake.

      She tried not to, but she couldn’t help but drink in the sight of his board shoulders braced against the wind, his muscular thighs hugging the horse’s barrel. The daredevil billow and furl of his greatcoat as it fluttered behind him completed the picture of perfect masculinity.

      He reined in and skidded to a halt near to where she stood, mesmerized. The large gelding pranced in place, as magnificent as its rider. His Grace gave her a ridiculously arousing smile before dismounting in a graceful slide.

      So much for getting time alone with St. Giles.

      He swept off his hat and bowed. “How lovely you look this afternoon, Lady Caitlin. I thought I’d catch you arriving early for our lesson. No doubt ready to prey on Henry’s good nature.”

      Their gazes clashed, and annoyance coursed through her veins—mixed with something that edged the annoyance higher. Excitement. His dark-lashed grey eyes twinkled. The man knew precisely the impact his arrival was having on her.

      Caitlin’s lips parted. Her heart pounded against her corset, which was obviously tied far too tightly. She had to remind herself to breathe. In. Out. Ignore him.

      Harlow’s smile widened, and he brought her limp hand to his lips for a butterfly-light brush of a kiss. Heavens, but his eyes seemed to burn right through her, reading her thoughts as a blind man reads the darkness. He was all male, preening before a female.

      Her lungs burned. But still she kept looking… looking… powerless before him… powerless to wrench her hand, or her gaze, away.

      “I still prefer you in trousers.”

      His husky declaration broke the spell that held her captive. “Then I shall ensure never to wear trousers again,” she said, warmth flaring in her cheeks.

      He straightened. “Quite right. My apologies.” His little bow mocked her. “I don’t prefer you in trousers. I’d prefer you in nothing at all.”

      She should have been angry, but the notion of being naked before this man’s gaze made her pulse quicken. What was the matter with her? “That will never happen.”

      “When I win this wager, it will. I’m looking forward to it. In fact, it is all I could think about last night. You—naked—in my bed.”

      She suppressed a shiver. He made it sound as though it were a foregone conclusion. “If you win, don’t you mean?”

      He smirked. “Not even getting Henry on your side will change the outcome. I will win. I always win.”

      Before she could think of a retort, he offered her his arm—and, in that instant, the rake disappeared and a focused, determined competitor took his place.

      “Now, Lady Caitlin,” he said, with a flash of white teeth that reminded her of predators and danger. “Shall we step inside and begin your Faro lessons?”
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      Her tiny hand fluttered uncertainly on his arm, and he could sense her reluctance to touch him.

      He wanted to touch her… everywhere

      She looked beautiful this afternoon. His groin had reacted to the vision before him when he’d drawn up beside her on Champers. When Henry saw her dressed like this, dressed like an angel, he’d try to call the wager off. Her innocence shone like a beacon, enough to lighten any dark soul.

      Even his.

      For a moment he wondered what he was about.

      Yet beneath her innocent cloak of respectability a vibrant, lush, and sensual woman curled and stretched, wakening to life. He could almost see it happening. The delicious flush that bloomed across her cheeks. The pale green of her eyes as they darkened and flashed almost as deep as emeralds. Emeralds. He wanted to see her lying naked on his bed with only emeralds draped at her neck and wrists.

      He had not lied when he told her he’d dreamed of her. He’d dreamed of nothing but her.

      Nonetheless, in the early hours of that morning he’d decided his seduction of Lady Caitlin would serve several purposes.

      First, it would unsettle her and make it easy to win the wager. Second, he hoped it would make the idea of marriage to him less repugnant to her. And third, the most primal reason of all, he wanted her.

      Henry’s arrival—and his expression of utter consternation at the demur and virginal looking Caitlin on his friend’s arm—confirmed every one of Dangerfield’s fears. Henry’s lips formed into a straight line and he turned his disapproving gaze Harlow’s way.

      Oh, yes. The man wanted to put a stop to the wager—would probably do his best to do so.

      But Dangerfield could not allow gentlemanly scruples to ruin his plans. In order to keep Mansfield Manor for Jeremy, yet still protect Caitlin from the poorhouse or worse, he had to marry her. She was beautiful enough to garner many an offer even without a dowry, but he refused to consider the notion that he could arrange an acceptable match, and see her married off elsewhere.

      He also denied it was guilt that drove him. Guilt at seeing her lose something that by rights should be hers. Given her stubborn pride—which he admired—and her dislike of him—which he didn’t admire at all—Harlow doubted she’d accept a straight marriage proposal. A wager, even a scandalous wager, was far more acceptable to her.

      Panic gripped as he realized what lay behind his reluctance. Possessiveness. She was his. No other man could have her. He would not allow it.

      “Lady Caitlin,” Henry said into what had become a hard silence, “how lovely you look today.”

      She inclined her head in a regal nod, and Henry reddened like a schoolboy before clearing his throat and continuing. “My lady, I must ask you again; are you quite certain you wish to continue this wager? As a gentleman, His Grace would not hold you to it. I’m sure he will allow you to withdraw.”

      No, he bloody won’t! He wanted to shout it at Henry—at them both—but he remained silent, wondering what her response would be.

      She took a deep breath. “I do not wish to withdraw.” She removed her hand from Dangerfield’s sleeve and placed it instead on Henry’s arm. It took all his composure not to snatch it back. “Thank you, for your concern. But”—she flashed a defiant look his way—“I’m more than positive I can beat His Grace. If I do not, then at least I know I have tried.”

      Not until that moment did he realize he’d been holding his breath.

      A few hours later, Harlow had to admit to himself that she was rather good—for a woman. She’d already known Faro to be a game of chance where the odds were enhanced with mathematical skill. She’d also known the players had to keep track of the cards that had been played in order to ascertain the odds of what was still to be played.

      She’d also picked up the nuances of the game quickly and, unfortunately for him, had a good head for numbers.

      Most men had to use a case-keeper to keep track of the cards that had been played, but Harlow could keep them in his head. It would appear Caitlin, to a certain extent, could too. It was most annoying. He’d hoped to have that advantage, at least.

      However, while she had won the last few turns, she had yet to understand that one needed a strategy when playing faro.

      “This is not as difficult as I imagined.” Her beaming smile took his breath away, and for once he remained silent.

      Henry, however, did not. “I would be remiss if I didn’t suggest that, for this wager, it is not how many turns you win, Lady Caitlin, but how much money you earn off each turn. It is the total money won over the course of the game that counts. Whoever wins the most money in this game of faro will be the victor in this challenge.”

      Her frown squinched that cute nose of hers up, and Henry demonstrated.

      “Let’s think about this turn. Given you’re near the end of the fifty-one cards, and you know the cards that have been played, you can place higher bets knowing the odds are more in your favor.”

      She fiddled with the bracelet at her wrist and studied the layout. “I see. I know there are still a king and two queens left, and there are more low-value cards left than higher. Therefore, as we get closer to the end of the deck, I should place more money on the lower cards. Is that right?”

      “Yes, this is what Harlow has been doing. He increases the amount of money he bets as he calculates the odds of the cards that are left falling due.”

      “But it’s still a gamble,” she insisted. “You could lose more.”

      Harlow let his gaze wander over her. “That is why it’s a hazardous game. There is always an element of luck. Are you feeling lucky? Luckier than your father?”
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      The mention of her father cooled Caitlin’s satisfaction in picking up the game so quickly.

      “How can you sit there and boast of the way you ruined my father?” she snapped. “I assure you, I won’t be as easy to ruin.”

      He didn’t look away or appear embarrassed. Instead, he reached out and cupped her face in his hand. “If I made it known you were here on your own, alone with two rakehells, you’d already be ruined. No, it is not your ruin I want.”

      In spite of her resolve not to let him rattle her, Caitlin’s breathing quickened. Her heart missed a beat, then jumped into her throat. After a quick swallow, she curled her lip. “No, it is a house that does not belong to you.”

      He had the audacity to laugh. “But it belongs to me. That is why you are here. Let’s not forget that point.”

      Caitlin fought to focus her mind back on the task at hand: to learn faro and to win the first challenge. She did not wish to have to win the cake baking. That challenge could go either way, given her lack of cooking skills.

      The glittering regard in Dangerfield’s darkening eyes made her feel hot and uncomfortable—and more than a little unsettled. She itched to cross her arms over her breasts, even though she had little in the way of a bosom to ogle. She was half convinced he could see through her layers of clothing to her naked form beneath, and she was worried that what he saw wouldn’t entice him. Her mind pictured Larissa’s voluptuous figure, and envy streaked over her heated skin.

      What was wrong with her?

      She glanced at the clock on the mantle and then back down at cards in front of her. “It’s time I left. My father may miss me if I’m out too long.”

      “I shall see you home.”

      She had been placing her coppers back on the table, but Dangerfield’s cool effrontery had her chin jerk up. “No. That won’t be necessary. If my father saw me with you...”

      “I shall escort Lady Caitlin home.”

      Henry’s voice brooked no nonsense. Her shoulders relaxed in relief. The journey would give her a chance to question him.

      “No.” Dangerfield’s response came out as a growl. “I don’t trust her with you, Henry. She’ll beguile you into revealing secrets best kept. Won’t you, vixen?”

      Provoking man. “Of course I will,” she snapped. “Or I’d try.” She turned to Henry and gave him a smile that was both apology and thanks. “Please stay, my lord. I’m quite capable of seeing myself home. I’ve been seeing myself home for quite a few years now.”

      “Nevertheless,” Dangerfield said as Henry bowed and reddened once more. “I shall ride with you until you reach the boundary of Bridgenorth.”

      His tone told her it would be useless to argue, so she didn’t. “Suit yourself.” She pulled on her gloves, determined not to speak another word to him, and to drive home as though he were merely a shadow in her wake.
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      If the woman thought she was going to treat him as though he didn’t exist, she was going to have to think again. More than once.

      Dangerfield waited until she tried to sweep out past him before catching her elbow.

      The delicate bones under his hand did not match her Amazon personality. The softness and heat of her body through the cloth sent messages racing to the part of his anatomy he should keep under control round her. The last thing he needed, if he were to win this challenge, was a woman who understood the power she had over him.

      She immediately wrenched her arm free. “Let go. There is no need for you to touch me.”

      He stared down into eyes stormy with anger... and something else. Desire? Yes. He affected her—and the reality of what that could mean almost unmanned him. The impulse to make those stunning, ethereal, green eyes deepen in sensual delight, nearly overcame his good sense.

      But no. He would not deviate from his plan. While he had no qualms about seducing her, it would be on his terms and according to his timetable. Winning the wager came first. Her seduction second. Her agreement to marry third. In that order.

      He stepped away from her. “All that fire,” he murmured. “Save it for when you come to my bed. It will enhance the pleasure.” He noted the flare in her gaze, the ripple in her throat as she gave a hard swallow, and smiled. “After you, my lady.” And gestured for her to precede him from the room.

      Stepping round him, she dragged in a breath that held a distinct—and satisfying—tremor. “I can’t see what women see in you. You’re such a bore.”

      “Ah,” he said to her departing back. “But then you’ve not had the pleasure of seeing all of me.”

      Henry sighed. The only response from Caitlin was the tightening of her shoulders and a small misstep.
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      She had driven only a mile from the lodge, with her unwanted escort on Champers trotting along beside her, when they rounded a bend and almost collided with a large carriage. A carriage bearing the Dangerfield crest.

      Luckily, neither vehicle was moving very fast and Caitlin had time to pull the reins hard to the left and run off onto the grass verge.

      Dangerfield, cursing, rode ahead to chastise the coachman. But before he could reach it, the carriage came to a halt, the door was flung open, and a young lad sporting a very black and swollen eye jumped down.

      “I say,” he called. “That was close. Are you all right, miss?”

      Caitlin had no time to answer him. He’d already seen the horseman heading his way.

      “Harlow.” The boy raced toward Dangerfield’s horse. “You are still at Telford. I was concerned you’d leave before I arrived home from school.”

      This must be Dangerfield’s younger brother, Caitlin decided, still humming with shock at the close call. At least he appeared to be unaffected by the incident.

      Dangerfield did not dismount as the boy ran up. “I promised in my letter I would be here.” He glanced across to where she sat and there was the oddest look upon his face. But only for a moment. Then he returned his attention to the boy. “Jeremy, why don’t you jump back in the carriage and calm mother? I’ll see you back at Telford Court. Then,” his tone turned dry, “you can tell me all about the black eye.”

      Before the boy could respond, a woman stepped down from the carriage. “No need, Harlow. Your mother could do with a stretch.”

      Walking toward Caitlin’s gig, she smiled wryly. “I’m Lydia Telford. I’m sorry, my dear, I hope we did not give you a fright.”

      Caitlin had never met Dangerfield’s mother. She’d seen her from afar but never been invited to approach. Harlow looked so much like her.

      The Duchess was still an attractive woman. Only a glimmer of grey showed in the fair tresses. However, while Harlow’s face resembled his mother’s fine aristocratic features, he must have received his dark curls from his father. Caitlin didn’t remember the previous Duke at all.
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