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            CLAIMED BY THE VISCOUNT

          

        

      

    

    
      She must agree to be his, or her brother pays the price…

      

      Sophia, the widowed Lady Pembrooke, has one mission for this season—to launch her younger sister into society successfully. Between balls, soirees and musicales she’s having almost as much fun as her sister. There’s just one fly in the ointment; the rakish Viscount Thornton seems determined to tempt her into his bed.

      

      But she didn’t count on her brother not being able to stay away from the card tables and losing everything but the clothes on his back. Forced into an impossible situation, she’ll do anything to avoid the scandal… even agree to the viscount’s decadent proposal.

      

      A month is long enough to get her out of his system. Surely…

      

      Luke, Viscount Thornton, is known for his rakish ways and his love of widows. However, the beautiful Lady Pembrooke is not the kind to fall into his bed, more’s the pity. When her arrogant pup of a brother challenges him at cards and loses everything, Luke sees a way to make the lady his at last. For a month at least…

      

      However, the feeling she stirs in him is not what he expected. When forces plot to come between them, will he let her slip through his fingers, or will he fight for the woman he loves?
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      Whiskey, a warm woman on his lap, and a winning hand at cards—what more could a man ask for?

      Actually, a lot.

      Luke, Viscount Thornton, sighed as he turfed Lady Brooks off his lap with a growl. The lady in question squeaked, but at his warning look, she straightened her dress and stalked off in pursuit of easier prey.

      “You have to marry at some point, you know,” his companion commented. “Might as well be to a lady who is… used to our particular proclivities. Wouldn’t you say?”

      Luke snorted, the sound amused. That Huntingford was lecturing him on marriage was just too ironic for his current mood and level of inebriation. One of the biggest rakes in society, Huntingford’s obscene fortune, his title, and his good looks ensured the rest of society looked the other way. The fact he was a war hero to boot didn’t hurt one bit.

      To be fair, Luke himself was considered only slightly less of a rake than his friend. The matchmaking mamas were all sure to double their guard on their daughters when the pair of them were about to ensure their precious charges didn’t get tempted somewhere private and thoroughly debauched.

      They needn’t have bothered. Luke had no intentions of ruining a young lady and ending up leg shackled. For one thing, he’d have no clue what to actually do with a maid, and she’d probably faint if she had any idea of his appetites in the bedroom. No, women of experience were far more his thing.

      “Indeed. However,” he cast a glance to where Lady Brooks had already slid into the lap of another of the Everly club’s members, an easy smile on her face. “I believe the lady is looking for a more permanent arrangement.”

      “Ahh.” Huntingford shuddered and nodded in understanding.

      Luke sighed as he leaned forward to put his cards on the table. Fun as it had been, he found himself not wishing to pick up their previous relationship, and he certainly didn’t wish to make it permanent.

      It wasn’t that the lady wasn’t an excellent mistress. She was as passionate and lusty as he was, able to keep up with his demands and vigor. He’d spent many a night making her scream with pleasure and bore the marks on his body after, carefully concealed by the many layers required of a gentleman’s attire. However, he’d become bored of mindless, empty fucking, so when she’d become clingy and demanding, he’d broken things off. He liked his affairs uncomplicated.

      “Perhaps Everly will put in an appearance and take the heat off you,” Huntingford said.

      Luke looked at him as though he’d lost his mind. “Somehow I doubt even the good Lady would try that, not without some sign of interest from him.”

      The half-owner of the club and a duke to boot, Everly, was not a man to be trifled with lightly. Many had discovered that to their cost.

      “Indeed not.” Huntingford threw his cards on the table and accepted defeat graciously. “You win again, Thornton. How much do I owe you now?”

      With a wolfish grin, Luke leaned back in his chair, glass in hand to study his friend. “The three sisters you do not have, that hunting lodge in Northamptonshire you made up, and your first, second and now your third born.”

      “Well, bollocks,” Huntingford said amiably, knowing full well Luke had no intention of claiming any of what he was owned. Not when he himself owed Huntingford an elephant, a pleasure garden in an area of town that didn’t exist, and a pair of unicorns. Did unicorns come in pairs, or was the correct term a brace?

      Both expert players, they did not play for real stakes between themselves. None of the founder members of the club did. It was one of the many unspoken rules of the Everly club—a discreet and very exclusive club with stringent membership requirements.

      For the club main, any persons wishing to apply for membership must do so through a sponsor. For the elite “green rooms” there were more requirements, most of which were kept secret even from members. For very good reason. You could not apply for green room membership. You had to be invited.

      However, he and Huntingford were currently in the common area, watching the goings on. Several tables were set aside for cards, a mixture of ladies and gentlemen playing… mostly but not all members of the ton.

      The lady holding court on the table next to the window was an opera singer and the current mistress of a founding member while the large man nursing a whiskey and staring into the fire was a well-known prize-fighter.

      A slender blonde in a blue gown caught Luke’s attention for a moment. Then she turned and the spark of interest died as he recognized her. Langley’s mistress. He had no desire to poach another founding member’s lady.

      Voices at the door garnered attention, heads turning that way. A group of young gentlemen had arrived, their faces flushed from the still chilly air outside and eyes bright as they swept around the club.

      Luke bit back his groan when he recognized them as a group of newer members, recently granted admittance. In particular, Whitfield, a young baron recently inherited, seemed determined to burn through his entire fortune before the year was out.

      “Fresh meat?” Huntingford suggested, eyeing up the card tables. “Feel like joining me in parting these idiots from their money? Especially Whitfield. Can’t stand that pompous idiot. Archie would be turning over in his grave.”

      “Yes, indeed.” Luke grumbled under his breath. Archibald Whitfield had been one of their number. Mortally wounded on the battlefield, he’d died without either wife or heir. It had taken the correct authorities months to track down and verify the next in line. “Did you and Blackmoore have any luck tracking down his sister?”

      Huntingford shook his head. “Not as yet. She seems to have vanished. I’ve not seen Blackmoore for a while. Hopefully he’ll have some news soon.”

      “I hope so. I shall take my leave… I’d just as soon not breathe the same air.”

      Luke sighed. He had no clue what was wrong with him recently. None of his usual activities held any attraction, not women or cards, even heading to Gentleman Jack’s for a session in the ring didn’t hold the same appeal.

      Perhaps he was just tired.

      “Not tonight. I think I’ll turn in.” he said, knocking back his whiskey in one go and levering himself out of his chair as he nodded to Huntingford. “Good hunting.”

      Huntingford lifted his glass in salute. “And to you.”

      With a nod, Luke made his way toward the door. He stepped out into the cold night air with a sigh of relief and took a deep breath to clear his lungs of the stuffy air.

      “Should I call you a hackney, my lord?” Rowe, the club doorman asked, his deep voice low and respectful. The former soldier was as tough as old nails and more than capable of dealing with any issues from overexcited young gentlemen if they chose to get out of hand.

      “No, thank you, Rowe,” Luke replied after a moment. “I believe it is a nice night for a walk. Good evening.”

      And with that, he set off down the street, letting the darkness wrap around him like his current discontent with life.
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      “For heaven’s sake, is your brother always late?” Sophia hissed in irritation as she resisted the urge to look out of the window for the seventeenth time this afternoon.

      The small townhouse she’d rented for the season was set at the back of a small square near the edges of one of the more fashionable areas of town, and as such she could see across the square and clear into the street beyond. Certainly far enough to spot the tall figure of Philip, Baron Whitfield, when he should deign to show his newly entitled face.

      “He is your brother as well,” Caroline reminded her, nonplussed as she continued to pull on her gloves. “And Philip is always late. Mama said he’d have been late for his own birth if he could.”

      She looked up, clear blue eyes just a shade off Sophia’s own piercing her. “We could always set off and he’ll have to catch up. As usual.”

      Sophia nodded, suppressed another sigh, and reached for her own gloves. The mention of their parents, long gone now, put her in a melancholy mood as she and her sister stepped out of the front door of Number Seven Davies Square and descended the steps, a groom in tow. Technically, they didn’t need the servant following them, but… even as a widow, for whom the rules of society were more relaxed than a young lady making her come out, she’d always found it prudent to err on the side of caution. Besides, in the absence of their mother, she was responsible for launching Caroline into society and she was determined that nothing would stop her from doing so.

      Caroline’s lips quirked as Sophia set off around the square at something akin to a march. “You do know the world will not end if we don’t reach the park at precisely half past five. Don’t you?”

      She arched an eyebrow as her sister linked arms with her. “Of course. What a ridiculous thing to say!”

      Her sister chuckled softly. “So, you disagree that our social schedule is arranged like a military campaign. Tell me, sister dear, at what point should we expect my gown to arrive from Madame Bellarose for the Countess of Weston’s ball on Friday?”

      “No later than Wednesday afternoon, to account for pressing and any minor adjustments we might wish to make to our accessories,” Sophia replied promptly and then bit her lip to suppress a most unladylike curse. “Brat.”

      Sophia made sure to regulate her pace to a much more sedate one. She knew she had inherited their father’s military manner and need for order, so much so her siblings had always teased her with the nickname “the general.”

      It didn’t take them long to arrive at their destination. Just before they reached the gates, footsteps behind them caught their attention.

      “Philip!” Sophia smiled as she turned to find their brother hurrying to catch up. He slowed as he spotted them, a smile on his handsome face. “So good of you to join us.”

      He ignored her barb, offering a small bow to them both. “I apologize. I was detained on… a matter of business.”

      Since they were in public, Sophia held in her snort. Far more likely he’d been sleeping off the excesses of the night before or detained at his club. Since they hadn’t been at home when he’d arrived, she didn’t know which direction he’d come from—his lodgings or the new club he’d joined on St James’s street.

      “Of course,” she smiled brightly. It didn’t matter. He was here now. “Shall we?”

      “Of course. Allow me, ladies,” he said, escorting them through the gate.

      The walk was pleasant, even if she felt a little like she was in a goldfish bowl. She wasn’t so vain as to think that was because of her. No, it had far more to do with the fact people were interested in the new Baron Whitfield.

      Philip kept up a light patter of conversation, mostly regarding the people around them, allowing Sophia to put names to faces. Her late husband had disliked London, preferring their country estate, now gone to his nephew, so they had never been in residence during the season. She had a few friends and acquaintances to call upon to help launch Caroline, but she would need to make more if her sister was to secure a good match.

      Although, if she was honest with herself, Philip’s recent, and surprising, elevation had done more for Caroline’s prospects than any amount of maneuvering on Sophia’s part could have accomplished alone. It was an excellent foundation for her to build from and if she could add her own particular talents to the endeavor, Caroline was bound to be married to at least a viscount by the end of the season, maybe even an earl. She sighed with happiness at the idea as she regarded her younger sister.

      Like their brother, Caro was tall and slender, with the kind of grace Sophia could never hope to match. She was bound to make a splendid match that would secure her future and that of her children.

      The slight stiffening of Philip’s arm under her hand drew her attention and she looked ahead to see a gentleman walking toward them.

      Tall and broad shouldered, the fine tailoring and quality of his clothing immediately set him apart. His bearing was that of a man of action, yet elegant all the same. His expression was polite as he nodded to her brother, his steps slowing as he flicked a glance toward her and Caro. The young lady on his arm was equally as striking, a single glance all that was needed to ascertain they were at the very least related and, given the similarity between them, most probably siblings.

      She didn’t think her brother was going to stop, but the gentleman wasn’t to be deterred, a determined look in his dark eyes as he stopped in front of them.

      “Whitfield. A pleasure,” he said, inclining his head.

      “Lord Huntingford,” Philip’s voice was a little clipped but polite, and now Sophia realized why. Baron Huntingford was known to be a friend of the previous Baron Whitfield. She snuck a glance at him from under her lashes. He was certainly handsome, if a little dour. “May I introduce my sisters, Lady Pembrooke and Miss Whitfield.”

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lord,” Sophia smiled as she gave a small curtsey. Rake or not, he was still a baron.

      “The pleasure is all mine.” The baron inclined his head, his deep voice sending shivers down her spine. “May I introduce my sister, Lady Harriett Huntingford?”

      “A pleasure,” the young lady replied, her voice distant with an edge of disdain as she looked the two sisters up and down. Her smile only broadened as she looked past them, her attention caught by something further along the path. It was not a cut, but it was more than obvious she had no interest in conversing with them further.

      “I hope you enjoy your walk, ladies,” Huntingford said by way of farewell. “Whitfield, your servant.”

      And with that he was gone. Caro sighed a little and Sophia cut her sister a concerned look. The last thing she needed was for Caro to find such a man fascinating, even if he did possess a raw, masculine appeal that was hard to look away from.

      “He is an absolute rake,” she warned in a whisper, her voice low so no one could hear her. “One we should avoid at all costs.”

      “Also apparently a friend of the previous baron,” Philip said, watching the other man walk away for a moment before they continued.

      “Ah, that makes sense,” Sophia forced a smile to her lips as they went, aware they were being watched. “No doubt they think us the usurpers. It would be best to avoid him and his sister in future.”

      Nothing good could come from such a man taking a dislike to them. Not at all.
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      Few things in society’s endless round of amusements were more splendid than a ball, and the Countess of Weston’s opening ball of the season was sure to go down in history as one of the most splendid.

      Sophia held back her sigh of delight as she looked around the ballroom, concealing the emotion behind a polite mask of a smile. The countess’s ballroom was a symphony for the senses, decorated in whites and creams with glorious floral arrangements of similar colors and trailing ivy creating a perfect backdrop for the elegance of its occupants. Society was out in force tonight, the ladies in a glittering array of jewels and sumptuous gowns while the gentlemen stood out in their darker evening dress.

      “Beautiful,” she murmured, as Philip escorted them through the doors and down the steps after they were announced. “Simply beautiful.”

      Caroline caught her low comment, leaning in for a moment. “Not at all the cattle market you imagined?” she teased.

      Sophia barely resisted rolling her eyes. She might have been rather strident in her opinion of the season and the marriage mart a few years ago when Caro was younger. Married off to a friend of their father’s before she’d had a chance for her own season, she had more been trying to convince herself she hadn’t missed out than really against such a necessity. And necessity it was. Now the sister of a baron, it was expected that Caro would marry, and marry well.
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