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Praise for Emma Wildes

“Of all the authors I’ve read, I believe Emma Wildes to be my hands-down favorite. . . . Ms. Wildes has once again shown her ability to present new variations of romance in all of its infinite forms. Be prepared to feel your passions grow as you read the beautifully written love scenes.”

—Just Erotic Romance Reviews

 

“Emma Wildes has an amazing flair for taking what could be considered controversial subject matter and turning it into a beautiful love story that has the reader cheering for the characters . . . it is a truly rare and remarkable talent.”

—Euro-Reviews

 

“Unique, masterfully written, and engaging story lines coupled with fascinating characters are what every reader can expect from Emma Wildes. For fans of historical and Regency romance, look no further. Ms. Wildes possesses a beautiful, flowing writing style that transports her readers to another time as the sights and sounds come to life around them. My expectations are exceeded every time I read one of her books!”—TwoLips Reviews

 

“Chock-full of mysteries, torrid romances, unforgettable characters . . . delightfully fun and wicked.”

—Romance Junkies

 

“ ‘Sexy and enchanting’ aptly describes Wildes’s latest . . . this is delightful reading from beginning to end.”

—Romantic Times (4 stars)

 

“Erotic romance at its finest. Emma Wildes skillfully combines an intriguing plot, vibrant characters, and toe-curling sex. . . . Perfection.”—Fallen Angel Reviews
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For Chris, for all the times you have taken the trouble to not disturb me at my desk. Flowers are romantic, a bottle of wine is nice, but that is the definition of thoughtful. So, you see, I did notice.
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Prologue

Ascot Racecourse, 1812

 

 

The horses thundered down the stretch amid the roars of The crowd and moments later Nicholas Manning, the sixth Duke of Rothay, won again with his spectacular black. His stable of racers, in fact, had swept the day so far.

Not much of a surprise.

There was no doubt about it; the man had a magic touch when it came to horses, and, rumors were, even more skill when it came to women.

It was easy to believe. Caroline Wynn watched him head through the stands toward his private box, his legendary smile flashing at the well wishes from friends. The duke had a particular brand of flagrant handsomeness that coupled stark masculinity with splendid classical bone structure and dramatic dark coloring. He was also tall and athletically built, and moved with natural ease as he went up the stairs, no doubt looking forward to celebrating his victories. He was dressed with casual elegance in a navy tailored coat, buff breeches, and polished boots, the ebony silk of his hair contrasting with the dazzling white of his perfectly tied cravat.

“Rothay certainly looks pleased with himself,” Melinda Cassat murmured, fanning herself vigorously against the late-afternoon heat. Small dark brown curls moved around her face with each flick of her wrist. Where they sat was  shaded by a small striped awning, but there wasn’t so much as a breeze. The cloudless sky was a clear, deep cobalt blue.

“He won, so why shouldn’t he be pleased?” Caroline watched his tall form disappear into the box with a faint quiver in the pit of her stomach.

What am I doing?

“It isn’t like he needs the money. The man is rich as Croesus.” Melinda pushed a tendril of wayward hair off her neck and pursed her mouth. “Of course, betting on a horse race is far less scandalous than the latest rumor of his escapades. Have you heard about it?”

Glad the warmth of the sun could account for the flush in her cheeks, Caroline lied outright. “No. Whatever are you talking about?”

An avid gossip, Melinda looked delighted at the question. She leaned forward, her brown eyes narrowed conspiratorially. Her plump bosom heaved as she took a quick breath. “Well, it seems . . . or so they say, you know . . . that the bonny duke and his close friend Lord Manderville, who, as you’ve heard, is heir to his father’s reputation as a rake of the first order, have made some outrageous bet on which one of them is the best lover.”

“Really?” Caroline wore what she hoped was a very bland expression.

Her friend’s face was alight with excitement and intrigue. “Can you believe it?”

“Are you certain it is true? I mean, my dear, this is London, and this is the haut ton. Not every rumor is gospel. You know as well as I that most of them are patent falsehoods or at least exaggerations.”

“Yes, but I understand they aren’t denying it. The wager is duly recorded in the books at White’s and the bets on who will win are now piling up in record quantity. They’re ever treading the edge of scandal, but the two of them have truly outdone themselves this time.”

Caroline watched the jockeys mount up for the last race. “How on earth could anyone prove such an absurd thing? At the very least the outcome must be subjective. After all, if  they are placing a bet on which one of them is the best lover, who is the judge in all this?”

“Well, my dear, that’s the truly scandalous part. They need an impartial critic. All of fashionable society is speculating on who she will be.”

“That’s a bit barbaric, isn’t it? She would have to agree to be intimate with . . . well, both of them, I suppose. Good heavens.”

Melinda looked at her in open amusement. “I would expect you to say that, since you are so prudish. I don’t know if it is barbaric precisely, but it is certainly beyond the pale, even for such celebrated rogues. However, even more bets are being made over how quickly they can find someone suitable to consent to sample what each one has to offer. It’s madly wicked, but two of the most handsome men in England would do their utmost to pleasure the chosen party. Imagine what’s in store for the lady who agrees.”

Well, she was quite aware of her cool and standoffish reputation, but still, being called prudish made Caroline feel defensive. “I am not exactly some withered-up old matron. I can understand why a woman would succumb to a handsome, charming man capable of effortless seduction. Certainly those two would qualify, as they have reputedly practiced enough.”

“Indeed they have, and I have never implied you are old or withered—quite the opposite.” Her friend sighed with dramatic emphasis. “But you are not very approachable, Caroline. I know you have put up shields since your marriage and Edward’s death, but quite honestly, you need to let yourself live again. If you wanted, half of London would be prostrate at your feet, darling. You are young and beautiful.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s true. Men would be lining up with flowers and sonnets. There’s no reason for you to languish in unwedded solitude.”

“I don’t wish to marry again.” It was completely true. Once had been quite enough. Once had been more than enough.

“Not every man is like Edward.”

Abstractly Caroline watched the horses line up and heard the pistol retort before they lunged forward. She certainly hoped not every man was like her late husband, she thought as the magnificent animals instinctively shot forward, for soon the rakish duke would be reading her note.




 Chapter One

“This is interesting.” Nicholas muttered the words and reached for the brandy decanter, dashing a large measure in the crystal snifter at his elbow. He plunked down the bottle and scanned the piece of vellum in his hand again. A return to London after an exacting but triumphant day of the sport of kings had him in a fine mood, mellowed by both victory and the resulting celebration. A retreat to his study seemed to be in order. It was in many ways his sanctuary, even if he did spend an inordinate amount of time working there.

It reminded him of his father, and perhaps it was because of a maudlin side of him he wouldn’t admit to anyone, but he hadn’t changed a thing. The same rug covered the polished floor, faded on one side from the sun slanting through the mullioned window, and the desk was just as cluttered. Books in the oak cases set next to the fireplace produced the familiar musty odor of gently decaying leather and yellowing paper.

“What’s interesting? Something to do with the races?” Across from him, Derek Drake, the Earl of Manderville, lifted a dark blond brow and settled lower in his seat in a comfortable sprawl. As usual, Derek was dressed in the latest fashion, the tailored clothes fitting his lean body to perfection, polished Hessians crossed as he lounged in his chair. His fine-boned face reflected only mild curiosity. “Nick, your horses outdid themselves today. Surely that  isn’t a damned surprise. Not that I mind. I made a tidy sum on that last race on your word Satan was fit. Thanks for the tip.”

“You’re welcome, but it isn’t that.” The dismissive attitude wasn’t because Nicholas didn’t care about the races—his horses were his passion and he was competitive to the point of it being a personal flaw—but the neat script on the note in front of him had him intrigued. He glanced up and extended the piece of vellum with two fingers. “Look at this, Derek.”

His companion took the folded piece of paper, his interest obviously sharpening as he read the words. Like Nicholas, Derek read the neat script twice and glanced up. “Well now, this sounds promising, doesn’t it?”

“It isn’t our first offer.” Nicholas took a drink, the French brandy like warmed silk in his mouth. He’d paid a small fortune for it, but unless smuggled in, it was impossible to find, and he voted the cost worth it. “But I admit I like this lady’s direct approach.”

“A challenge to a challenge. Yes, inventive. I admire her already. It would be nice, though, to know who she is.” Derek’s mouth quirked and he read out loud, “ ‘If you promise complete discretion and wish an impartial judge for your ridiculous bet, I will assist you. Be forewarned, my experience so far in the matters between men and women has not impressed me. If you are interested in a meeting to discuss this matter, I am amiable to pursuing it.’ ”

It was clever, Nicholas thought, to use a taunt of previous sexual disappointment to pique their interest. The lady was correct, if he allowed himself to admit it; the wager was  ridiculous, made when they were both more than a little foxed.

“A little jab of an insult in there, I notice,” Nicholas commented with amusement. “A proposition with an edge. Our mystery lady has some spunk. That appeals to me.”

“Does it?” Derek sent him a speculative look.

They tended to view females with the same carnal interest tempered by a decided tendency for emotional detachment. Sexual conquest was a game, and they were both seasoned players.

Nicholas didn’t elaborate. He was feeling increasing pressure to marry, from both society and his family. It was expected—he’d always known it was expected—but admitting his reluctance to find a wife meant acknowledging some truths about himself he wasn’t yet ready to face.

All men made mistakes. His memorable one was catastrophic in nature, but then again, the catastrophe was his alone, caused by youth and inexperience, and he had made up for it since in every way possible. That apparently included wild wagers of the most outré sort. He remarked with studied casualness, “Of course. An adventurous woman is always appealing in the bedroom, don’t you agree?”

“I agree that if we go through with this, our reputations will hardly suffer any more than they have already, so why not?”

The word embarrassed didn’t exist in Nicholas’s vocabulary. He had realized long ago that gossip was an inevitable part of London society and staying out of scandal took entirely too much effort for little gain. However, he and Derek both agreed they would have done better to not actually write down the contest and make such a large bet on the outcome. Now all the haut ton was atwitter.

He gave Manderville a lazy smile. “There is no way we can possibly not rise to the bait, is there? So far, the offers to jump into the bet—and our beds—have been made mostly by ladies of questionable reputations, who wish to share in our notoriety. This one sounds a little different. She wants anonymity, it seems.”

“I have no objection to an experienced woman, but I agree, the secrecy she requests is a unique angle.” Derek tapped the piece of paper with a finger, his long legs outstretched. “She might be perfect as long as she isn’t unattractive or some unmarried young miss angling for a fortune and title.”

“Amen to that.” The very thought of a young ingenue becoming involved in the bet was out of the question. The  wager had been merely an amusing diversion; it had just gotten a little out of hand. In retrospect, the third bottle of claret had been a bad idea that night, but Derek especially had seemed bent on drinking himself into oblivion.

Now that Nicholas considered it, that was a bit out of character. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but he had a feeling something was wrong. Derek’s usual good humor had seemed forced lately. His easygoing, effortless charm was one of the reasons women found him so attractive, but he’d been both subdued and distracted for the past several months at least.

“We don’t have to do this, you know,” Nicholas reminded his companion, watching his face to gauge his reaction, the glow of the brandy making him feel mellow and introspective. “It was an impulsive jest between two friends and we tend to be a bit competitive with each other, which is no secret.”

“Backing out, are we, Nick?” Derek asked in sardonic reproof. Blond, tall, with eyes the color of an azure sky and almost angelic good looks, he bore the antithesis of Nicholas’s own dark coloring. “Who could blame you, since you are going to lose?”

There it was again, the uncharacteristic restive dig.

It worked. Nicholas snorted at the smug look on his friend’s face. “What makes you think so? The bevy of insipid ladies constantly in your bed? Let me remind you that quantity does not substitute for quality, Manderville.”

“If you are trying to pretend to be less promiscuous, Rothay, sell it to someone else.”

He wasn’t, actually, and he had to stifle an irritated response. Promiscuous, that is, no matter what the rumors were about his private life. Nicholas did enjoy women—but despite his reputation, he was selective and tried to be discreet. For that matter, he knew Derek wasn’t as bad as the backhanded whispers painted him either, and his inclinations were much the same. Lately, he hadn’t even heard about Derek pursuing anyone. If he wasn’t celibate, he was certainly keeping a low profile over the matter.

Maybe that’s where the impulsive wager had come from.  Derek’s challenge and his own response, both due to mutual restlessness caused by . . . well, he wasn’t sure. Too much inner searching wasn’t good for the soul.

Not a tarnished one like his.

In their defense, at least most casual affairs were a pleasant understanding between two parties that did not involve deeper feeling. Though Nicholas doubted society would believe it, he thought marriage should be based on more than a female’s bloodlines and her ability to bear a child of the appropriate lineage. The fact he was a romantic at heart was something he kept to himself. Not because it was an unfashionable attitude—though it was—but because it was private. God knew he’d had little enough of privacy in his life due to his aristocratic upbringing and the prominence of his family and title.

Then he’d just made matters worse by accepting this outlandish wager and making himself the focus of more public attention.

Nicholas rubbed his jaw. “I must be more bored than I thought,” he admitted, “to even consider bedding a woman with a scorecard in her hand.”

“We both suffer the malaise, then.” Manderville shot him a cynical look. “But we did embark on this. Let’s look at it this way: if the note is correct, we can do this woman a favor by changing her mind about sexual pleasure.”

“Like some charitable act? That’s an interesting way to justify the situation.”

“Keep in mind, we didn’t contact her. She came to us.”

Well, that was true.

“So I take it you think we should reply in the affirmative and arrange the meeting she wants?” He waved his empty glass.

Derek nodded. “I cannot wait to meet the young lady.”

“What makes you think she’s young? For that matter, maybe we need to decide just what we’re going to say if neither of us finds her attractive. That could be a sticky point. Desire is a necessary component of being a competent lover, after all.”

“True enough. I doubt I would acquit myself well with a homely old hag. There is one thing a male cannot fake and that’s sexual arousal.”

Nicholas had to agree on that point. Though he didn’t believe a woman had to be a dazzling beauty to catch his interest, part of sexual chemistry was mutual attraction.

The evening had settled into a pattern of brilliant stars and a few high-flying clouds, the dim moonlight visible outside the window. In a lazy movement, he replenished his drink and set the decanter down close enough for his guest to do the same. Slowly, he said, “I think our worries on that score are unfounded. I speculate she’s beautiful, for the tone of her note shows a certain confidence that we’ll approve.”

Derek picked up the missive once more and glanced over it again. “I think you’re right.” Blue eyes showed a tinge of his usual teasing humor, but his mouth looked a little tight. “Now I truly cannot wait to meet her. Will you write the response, or shall I? We also need to figure out an appropriate place to meet, since she demands utter secrecy.”

“Let’s let the lady decide. She is the one who wants to keep her identity from being known.”

“Fair enough,” Derek agreed with a lazy smile.

“We ought to have rules, if she proves to be the right person.”

“I suppose we should, though we are adding a whole new dimension to the term notorious, you realize, Nick.”

Yes, he did. What were they doing? Both of them posturing, pretending the bet was serious in any way. In his heart, immune to sentiment or not as it might be rumored, he didn’t believe either of them really was vain or shallow enough to enter such a ludicrous contest. But for whatever reason, Derek was most determinedly lighthearted about it, and on his own part, he approached seduction as he approached estate matters, political issues, and social situations: with cool, calculating assessment.

Emotion had no place in business, politics, or a man’s sexual affairs. A certain part of him wished it did, but that part had been scalded once already by harsh reality.

Charm, well, of course. He was Rothay. He liked women. Liked the soft yielding of their entrancing bodies, the music of female laughter, the whispered heated words exchanged in bed during a passionate interlude, the lazy aftermath of carnal culmination. In his estimation, there was nothing like that particular breathy sigh a woman gave when you were deep inside her, and the bite of her nails, just so, on your bare shoulders.

But love, no. Satisfying his body was one thing, his heart another.

He just wasn’t a man to make that mistake twice. Sexual prowess, now, that was not a problem. Especially since the death of his father when he was seventeen, he’d courted notoriety and found it. Without thinking, he murmured, “ ‘All is ephemeral—fame and the famous as well.’ ”

Derek gave him a measured look. “Quoting Marcus Aurelius, are we? May I inquire as to the introspective mood?”

“No.” The answer was too clipped and his old friend knew him too well. The last thing he wanted was to dredge up ghosts from the past. He took a long leisurely sip from his glass, reclining in his chair, and amended, “I’m looking forward to this, whatever our motives.”




 Chapter Two

“I repeat the question : why were you there, madam?” The query, said so coldly, made Caroline’s mouth tighten in annoyance. To her dismay, her dead husband’s cousin the current Lord Wynn had called, and though she had avoided seeing him for weeks, there hadn’t seemed much choice but to finally receive him. Since the family resemblance was strong, it was always a small shock to come face-to-face with Franklin, as if a ghost were materializing in front of her.

A most unwelcome specter at that.

They sat in her formal drawing room, the tall windows open to the warm late-morning air, the elegant combination of cream and gold furnishings reflecting her own taste, the redecoration something she had done after Edward’s death. Brocade settees, two graceful chairs by the fireplace imported from Italy, several picturesque watercolor paintings on the silk-covered walls. A precious and very expensive urn she’d commissioned held a bouquet of various flowers from the back garden, the scent a wash of floral delight, especially on such a lovely day. Eradicating anything that reminded her of Edward’s presence was a pleasure. He would have loathed the femininity of the small, delicate personal touches, but as far as she could tell, he had loathed quite a lot of things that were not his specific idea.

Franklin had taken in the new decor with a twist of his mouth and a cold glitter in his pale eyes. The town house  should have been mine, that look said, and the cost of the refurbishment came from the fortune he thought to inherit. Not that Caroline cared, for it was her money and if she wished to wipe her husband’s taste from the house room by room, she would do so.

“I went to see the horses run, naturally, my lord. Luckily it was a lovely day, so I very much enjoyed it.” Caroline kept her tone cool and detached, trying to deflect his interest in her social activities. “I’m sorry I was out when you called last week. I fear I have been rather busy lately.”

“Last week, the week before that . . . yes, I’ve noticed. I do hope you realize that going unescorted to a place such as the races is not advisable. It is, as always, a very male-dominated crowd. Proper ladies do not roam around without a chaperone. The next time you wish to attend such a public function, contact me and I will make the arrangements to attend at your side.”

Dear God, he looks so like Edward with those same cold blue eyes. . . .

He had a face like a hawk, all sharp angles and a slightly hooked nose, and his hair was thick and dark. His cheekbones slashed down to a thin-lipped mouth that rarely smiled. In his mid-thirties and now titled, Franklin was considered very eligible. She supposed he was handsome, but his resemblance to Edward, both physically and in his demeanor, was too unsettling. Heavy-lidded eyes regarded her with his usual chilly appraisal.

It was like being ogled by a bird of prey, she thought in distaste. No, a vulture, ready to pick the flesh from her bones if she didn’t protect herself.

She stiffened at his tone and the presumption he could dictate anything about her life, much less lecture her on propriety. “I went with Melinda Cassat and her husband, so I was hardly alone. You needn’t worry about my welfare in any case.”

Franklin leaned forward a fraction, dapper in clothes more suited to a courtier than a gentleman making a morning call. Lace bunched at his throat and the edges of his  sleeves. “Ah, but let’s not forget you are my widowed cousin, so worry I must.”

“Pray, do not concern yourself.” She wanted nothing more than to put any association with the Wynn family firmly behind her, and Franklin always made her uneasy. If she had to guess, his interest in her welfare had little to do with her person and everything to do with how much money Edward had left her. Luckily the will had been able to stand up to his protests. The entire affair had been yet another lesson in how hard-won independence could be.

“Your reentry into society is of infinite concern to me.” His emotionless gaze seemed to bore right through her.

“I cannot think why it would be. I live a quiet life for the most part. I am gradually beginning to accept some invitations, but—”

“Perhaps I should be consulted on what events you attend.”

Annoyance deepened into something more. “I’m a widow,” she reminded him in stiff reproof. Then, since he was the one who had called and he was the one who insisted on making presumptions, she added unwisely, “With my own fortune.”

It was his turn to be irritated, the subject a sore one. It took him a moment, but he visibly conquered the flare of anger. “I realize full well, my dear, the state of your finances. I also know you are young and still very marriageable. Unscrupulous gentlemen do exist and it is my duty to protect you.”

Whatever Caroline might have said next probably would have been rash and ill-advised, but luckily she was able to bite her tongue. She glanced around at the pale walls and luxuriant fabrics, which she felt were indicative of her independence. She did wish the return note from Rothay wasn’t currently clutched in her rather damp hand. She could have maintained more self-possession in Franklin’s company if the damning piece of vellum hadn’t been burning a hole in her palm. Her butler had brought it in at the same time as announcing her unwanted visitor, and Caroline was desperately curious to get rid of Franklin and read Rothay’s response. It felt like a glowing-hot coal she should throw as far away from her person as possible.

If Franklin knew what it was, he’d smear her name, and with great pleasure. She had no illusions about what he was capable of doing if given the chance.

“Melinda and her husband were quite adequate chaperones and no one approached me. Not having attended the races before, I wasn’t sure what to expect. I thought it all quite exciting.”

It had been, from the well-dressed crowd, the exuberant cheers, the thundering glory of the sleek horses, to the moment she’d taken a deep breath as she’d seen the Duke of Rothay and Lord Manderville, a contrast of dark male satanic beauty and golden Apollonian good looks. Alike, yet so very different physically, both so at ease with their notoriety, so comfortably above the whispers and furtive looks, as if they were laws unto themselves and just didn’t notice the swivel of heads or the furtive whispers behind gloved hands.

What would Melinda do if she knew the return note from Rothay sat—unread at this time—in her possession? Or worse, what would she think if she realized that Caroline, of all people, had approached the infamous duke and his equally renowned friend?

It was an easy question to answer. Melinda wouldn’t believe it. No one would.

She wasn’t sure she believed it herself.

“I am delighted you enjoyed yourself, my dear, but you know I am always at your disposal.” Franklin settled back in his chair as if he intended to stay a while, crossing his elegantly clad legs at the ankle.

The slight suggestive tone to his voice made her stifle a shiver. Disposal. Hardly a sexual word, but something in the way he enunciated it gave it a lewd insinuation. It was hard not to wonder if he wasn’t like Edward in more ways than just his physical appearance. Not that he would ever bother to court her—she had no illusions in that quarter. He wanted  control of the inheritance he thought should be rightfully his, and she stood between him and his goal, hence his solicitous interest.

Caroline nodded, but it was a dubious inclination of her head to cover her revulsion. In her bitter experience, the Wynn family had a tenacious edge that was hard to disregard, so a direct confrontation was not a good idea. “I thank you for the offer.”

“I still look forward to a sojourn in the country so we can discuss matters like this at our leisure. My mother will chaperone, naturally.”

Though Franklin had told her she could use the house if she wished, she’d declined to accept anything from him, even hospitality.

“Perhaps someday.” She was acutely aware of the missive sitting next to her on the fabric of her chair, her hand settled over it in a casual manner to cover it as much as possible.

What does it say?

How difficult it was to sit there, composed, with the complete cool serenity that made her seem so unapproachable to most importunate gentlemen.

The outward image was fine.

The inner truth a bit harder to face.

Franklin persisted, “As for London, I can modestly say that I can advise you on what invitations to accept or decline. After all, I have more experience.”

Was the room too warm or was it just her? Caroline fought the urge to fan herself and smiled instead. “I so admire your ability to move through society with such utter ease, my lord.”

“Another advantageous marriage would help you along as well.” He lifted a heavy brow, the arrogance of his implication like the jab of a needle.

He wanted her money. She had a disgusted feeling he coveted her body as well, but on the pain of death, she’d never, ever agree to that idea.

He didn’t need to know the reticence she felt in public, and in private actually, was something she was trying to  overcome. With the help of one very handsome duke and one equally attractive young earl.

Maybe.

It felt like an eternity before he glanced at the ormolu clock on the mantel and got to his feet. “My apologies, but I have an appointment. I’ll call for you next week. If the weather is pleasant, perhaps we can plan a small outing.”

She’d rather be run over by a herd of stampeding elephants, but she somehow managed a banal smile. “Perhaps.”

Caroline waited until she heard the rattle of the departing carriage before she carefully lifted the envelope that had been delivered.

Even the duke’s handwriting was arrogant, she thought, staring at the missive for a moment before taking a deep breath and opening it. She removed the single sheet of paper inside with fingers that shook in a betraying manner as she held it and read the answer to her imprudent proposal.

 

He was probably going to lose the infamous wager, but the best way to conceal a broken heart was with foolish male bravado, or at least that’s how he was dealing with it.

The carriage rumbled along Upper Brook Street and Derek Drake stared out the window, not seeing the view, but instead absorbed in his thoughts.

They weren’t the most pleasant, unfortunately. Mostly they involved visions of Annabel—no, a correction was necessary: soon-to-be Lady Hyatt—in the arms of her new husband. Naked, in his embrace, his mouth on hers, her golden hair gleaming across the bed linens as they moved together in an age-old rhythm, her slim legs spread wide as her lover thrust inside her willing body . . .

Well, it was certainly productive to picture that, he chided himself morosely, sinking lower against the squabs and letting out a frustrated breath. Torturing himself was not helping matters. It was what landed him into his current predicament. The fact he’d gotten so deep in his cups the night he and Rothay had started their adolescent debate didn’t surprise him, and maybe even the public bet had been  a way to strike back at Annie for the announcement that had appeared in the paper.

The Honourable Thomas Drake wishes to announce the formal engagement of Miss Annabel Reid to Lord Alfred Hyatt. The nuptials will take place four months hence. . . .



Derek hadn’t been able to read any further.

It had hurt. Bloody hell, seeing it there in stark print had  hurt. More than even he expected, though his uncle Thomas had already told him of the offer for her hand and her acceptance along with his own opinion it was a suitable match.

Yet the slice of the pain as Derek sat there and stared at the bold lettering of the public announcement and felt the implications settle into his soul had opened a raw, bleeding wound.

So to improve things, he thought with an inner wince, he’d gotten thoroughly foxed and decided to worsen the reputation Annabel already found repugnant by making a challenge that now had London buzzing with speculation. It didn’t help that he and Nicholas had a past history of competition in everything from academics to athletics to—of course—women. Part of it was just an innate aspect to both their personalities, part of it the result of similar backgrounds. They’d inherited their wealth and titles young, and along with them both the freedom and constraints that came with the legacies. Their friendship had been immediate and natural, like two brothers meeting face-to-face for the first time and recognizing each other.

It had spurred on the nonsensical debate of the other evening. Nicholas had his own demons he held close. Derek was well aware his friend had a less-than-happy experience that kept him guarded, no matter how charming he might seem on the outside. Nick didn’t talk about it, and Derek didn’t ask questions about the near-disastrous brush with romance that revealed itself as calculated avarice rather than deep feeling on the part of the woman Nicholas thought he  would marry. It was an unspoken agreement between them not to discuss the matter, not violated for the ten years of their acquaintance.

They were, after all, very alike.

Now it seemed to be Derek’s turn to burn in hell.

No doubt Annabel was even less fond of him than ever. If  that was even possible. Why was it he’d never realized he was in love with her until it was too late?

Because he was a damned fool, of course. She loved someone else. Lord Alfred Hyatt was a decent sort as far as he could tell, which only made matters worse. If she were marrying a cad, he could reasonably voice an objection, but she wasn’t, so he couldn’t, and she would never listen to his advice anyway.

Why should she? He was an expert on impermanence, not marriage.

“My lord?”

The voice roused him from his abstraction and he realized the vehicle had come to a halt and his driver stood there waiting, the door ajar. The young man gave a discreet cough.

“Sorry.” Derek clambered out, a rueful smile on his face. “Drank a bit this afternoon,” he said unnecessarily, wondering why he was offering an explanation to a servant. Probably because he had no idea how long he might have been sitting there in morose contemplation. He went up the steps to his town house, nodded his thanks to the footman who opened the door, and headed straight for his study.

Unlike the cluttered room at the sprawling Mayfair mansion the dukes of Rothay had called home for several centuries, Derek’s sanctuary was neat and organized. All his papers were stacked on one corner of his desk, the new correspondence in the middle of the blotter, his favorite whiskey in a decanter on a tray to the side. The room smelled like beeswax and faintly of tobacco, and usually he found comfort in the paneled walls, and the oil painting of the Berkshire countryside above the fireplace was one of his favorites. In his current state of emotional unrest, even the  bucolic impression of the rolling downs did nothing for his restless spirit.

He sank into the chair behind his desk and eyed his unopened letters with a jaded look. On top sat a plain envelope with no seal, only his name written in neat script on the front. Curious, he plucked it off the pile and opened it.

My Lord Manderville:

Meet me at the Flower and Swine in Holborn at ten o’clock this evening. The private parlor will be reserved for our discussion.



Ah yes, the damned bet.

No signature, but he recognized the writing from the note he’d read earlier. Well, the lady was prompt, he’d give her that. It was an easy assumption to guess Nicholas had gotten a similar missive.

He picked up the letter opener with his family crest emblazoned on the metal handle, and twirled it idly between his fingers.

Fine, he thought with fierce resignation. Why not attend? Why not do his best to prove his sexual prowess? At the least, he’d have a distraction from his current state of apathetic self-pity, plus be able to entertain himself with a warm, willing woman.

If he closed his eyes, maybe he could even pretend he was making love to Annabel. With that strategy he might win after all.
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