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      Eve Saunders wrapped her black woolen cloak about her shoulders and softly closed her bedroom door.

      “Are you ready?” she whispered into the darkness.

      Her brother Francis stepped out from behind a nearby pillar, a finger held to his lips. “Ssh, Papa is still awake and working in his study. If he hears us there will be the devil to pay.” He pointed toward the main staircase, motioning for Eve to follow.

      She lifted her skirts and hurried after him.

      When she reached the bottom of the wide marble staircase, Francis pulled her into an alcove.

      “I have checked the rest of the house and no one else is about the floors. Papa suddenly decided he needed to work on some papers for a shipment of tobacco which is arriving from Brazil on the morning tide,” he said.

      Eve grinned. Her father could stay up until dawn for all she cared, just as long as he didn’t catch her and Francis sneaking out the house.

      They had been stealing into the night for as long as she could remember. Occasionally they could entice their sister Caroline to tag along, but she was no night owl, preferring the joy of going to bed early and sleeping late. The nights when it was just Francis and Eve were always the best.

      London late at night was a different place. The soul of the city stirred from its daytime order and dared all who ventured out into the dimly lit streets to become someone else. Being out among the crowds at night stirred the heat in Eve’s blood.

      “Come on, we don’t want to be late,” urged Francis.

      They headed into the garden of their family home and slipped out into the rear laneway through a small gap in the fence, which was hidden behind a bush. Every time the head gardener made noises about repairing the hole, a coin or two found its way into his hand and he managed to find some other more pressing task to take up his time.

      Five minutes later Eve and Francis were running down Dover Street, laughing. The hood of Eve’s cloak fluttered behind her in the cold night air.

      “Papa would skin us alive if he ever caught us!” she laughed.

      They crossed over to Hyde Park Corner and found themselves in the middle of a crowd, which was growing by the minute. The crush of bodies all jostling for the best vantage point was thrilling.

      “I take it the race is still on,” said Eve.

      Rumors of a secret bareback horse race along Oxford Street and down to Hyde Park Corner had been circulating throughout their various groups of friends for almost a week. Excitement had now built to fever pitch.

      Eve couldn’t wait to see who was reckless enough to ride in a horserace through the middle of London in the dead of night. The threat of arrest would deter all but the very wild at the pursuit, and if there was one thing that set Eve’s pulse racing, it was wild men.

      She smiled to herself. There were not enough wild men in London society; she craved a man who could sate her wickedness.

      “This will be the best vantage point to see them as they come through from Park Lane,” said Francis.

      Eve pulled the collar of her cloak up around her ears. It was only September, but already the nights were chilly. There had barely been a summer to speak of, and now autumn was showing all the signs of a long horrid winter to follow.

      She stretched up on her toes, straining to get a better look as the crowd began to cluster tightly around the corner of Hyde Park. She managed to find a gap through which to see Park Lane. Along either side of the street, people held flaming torches to guide the riders.

      A ripple of cheers and applause ran through the crowd as the riders finally came into view at the top of Park Lane.

      “Here they come!” she cried.
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      As the horses neared the end of Oxford Street, a sickening feeling of panic began to rise in Freddie Rosemount’s mind. He was going to have to do something quickly if he was going to win.

      From the moment he’d leapt onto the back of his horse he’d regretted his decision to bareback horse race through the wet, slippery streets of London.

      He had been all of ten years old when he last sat on the back of a horse without a saddle. It had been a quiet ride around the mounting yard outside the stables at his family home in Peterborough—a race in the dark against a skillful opponent was something else entirely.

      “Blast!” he muttered as his opponent’s horse drew ahead. If he didn’t do something now, the race would surely slip from his grasp.

      He settled down lower over the reins and dug his heels into the side of his mount. He was not done by a long shot. He was not going to lose the first of the Bachelor Board challenges.

      “Ha! Come on!” he urged his horse.

      His horse lengthened its stride. Freddie gripped on tightly. It would be a disaster if he was to fall.

      Slowly but surely, the gap between them and the lead horse closed. Freddie dug his heels in one last time and his horse kicked into another burst of speed.

      At the end of Oxford Street, they drew level. Freddie chanced a look at his opponent and his heart leapt.

      Lord Godwin Mewburton was wielding his whip like a madman. From his mouth came a never-ending stream of abuse, all directed at his horse.

      Unsurprisingly, the abuse did not have the desired effect. Freddie’s mount edged forward into the lead.

      By the time they reached the turn into the top of Tyburn Lane, Freddie’s horse was half a body length in front. Lord Godwin had gone too hard too early and was now paying the price for his uncalculated move.

      Tyburn Lane was dark with only houses on one side and Hyde Park on the other. The gaslights on the side of the street added little to light the way. Freddie squinted in the dark and prayed his horse had better eyesight than he did.

      He lifted his head and caught sight of a series of lit torches near Hyde Park Corner. The finish line was in sight. Throngs of people crowded the finish line. They cheered and waved, urging the riders on.

      Freddie grinned as his horse entered the start of Park Lane. He was in the lead. The cheers were for him. He was going to win.
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      The second rider crossed the finish line less than a minute after the winner, but Eve barely noticed. Her attention was already captured and held fast by the dark-haired victor who leapt off the back of his steed as soon as they crossed the finish line and was now accepting the congratulations of dozens of well-wishers who were singing his name.  Freddie! Freddie!

      The grin on his face had her smiling.

      Francis took hold of Eve’s arm. “I thought I had lost you in the crowd. Did you see the finish?”

      Eve nodded, but her gaze remained firmly fixed on the winner. The very sight of him took her breath away. He had dark, wind-ruffled hair, which was the perfect level of sexy wildness. He was tall and perfectly built. Her only disappointment was that in the dark she could not make out the color of his eyes.

      “Who is he?” she asked, enthralled.

      Francis huffed in disgust. “Freddie Rosemount. Second son of Viscount Rosemount, he was at Eton the same time as me. Just come down from a first-class degree at Oxford and looks like he is planning to tear up the town. And from your lovesick look, break a few hearts in the process,” replied Francis.

      “Oh, please. I am just excited to see a dashing young man on horseback. You cannot blame a girl for dreaming of knights and their mighty chargers.” She brushed her brother’s words away as yet another of his good-natured teases, but at the same time, she knew Freddie Rosemount had already captured her imagination. She mentally checked her ‘must have’ list for a potential husband.

      Viscount Rosemount was one of the richest men in the country so Freddie had the issue of wealth covered. He had a university degree, so he was no dunce. He was devilishly handsome and had an obvious wild streak.

      Tick. Tick. Tick. Tick. He met all the criteria on her list.

      Now she had to discover whether a passionate heart beat beneath that broad chest. She was determined to marry before the year was out, but a dull, safe husband was the last thing she desired.

      With her heated blood pumping strongly through her veins, she no longer felt the bitter chill of the night air.

      Eve placed a hand over her heart and made a silent vow. She would do whatever it took to meet this handsome devil. If he was half as interesting as the way he rode, his name would be added to her list of potential husbands. The list in its current state was both short and disappointing.

      Eve tightly fisted her hand. She was not going to see out the year as an old maid. She was determined to find love. She would do everything within her power to beat her sister Caroline to the altar. The next family wedding was going to be hers.

      Hello, Freddie. You might just be the man I am looking for.
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      Freddie Rosemount crawled out of his bed as late as he could the following morning. The post-race celebrations had gone well into the early hours. After his third glass of champagne he had switched to brandy and stopped counting his drinks.

      He sat on the edge of his bed and stared down at his bare feet, softly chuckling at the notion of how those feet were walking a different path to the one he thought they would. The dull ache in his head was the victor’s price for glory.

      He dressed and headed into the breakfast room of his family’s London townhouse in Grosvenor Square. The single setting for breakfast was placed at the head of the long, highly polished oak table. As he took his seat, he smiled. With everyone else in his family still in residence at Rosemount Abbey, he had the run of the London house all to himself for the first time in his life.

      While waiting for the servants to bring him breakfast, he surveyed his surroundings. He’d always sat further down the table. His father’s seat offered a different perspective of the room. Paintings of long-dead family members, which were normally out of sight in his usual place, were now in full view.

      He gave the portrait of his great-great-grandfather a respectable nod. The lucrative horse breeding program at Rosemount Abbey had been established by his ancestor in the early part of the eighteenth century, and it now afforded the family a position high in the rarefied air of the haute ton.

      Being a second son, Freddie would never hold the seat at the head of the table as his own. It was nice to enjoy the pleasant fantasy of being lord of the house even if only for a short time.

      He couldn’t begrudge Thomas his role as future Viscount Rosemount. Thomas’s life was set out for him. He was already in possession of two sons of his own. With an estate to run, tenants to manage, and a huge Elizabethan period house to maintain, Thomas would never have the same opportunities as Freddie in deciding his future. Of one thing Freddie was certain: his brother would never have been found racing at breakneck speed around the streets of London in the middle of the night.

      Yet it burnt deep within to know that up to this point in his life he had always been second. The second son to attend Oxford. The second son to finish with a first-class degree. Nothing he had achieved so far had been uniquely his own. He was destined to be a footnote in his family’s long and proud history.

      A footman brought him a small tray with two boiled eggs on it, which he wasted no time in finishing. When the second cup of coffee did not shift the cobwebs from his brain, he promised himself he would make it early to bed that night.

      Grabbing his coat, he walked out the front door, crossed Grosvenor Square, and headed toward St James Street en route to the Houses of Parliament. A cadetship at the House of Commons had unexpectedly come his way via one of his old university professors. The cadetship was only for a few months and it was a rare chance to see the inner workings of the English political system. It was the perfect role for him while he was still finding his feet within London society.

      The morning walk gave him time to enjoy the movement and life of London during the early part of the day. With a scarf wrapped around his neck and his hands kept warm inside a pair of dark brown leather gloves, he was well rugged up against the biting wind.

      Crossing through St James’s Park he looked to his right and gave a respectful nod to Buckingham Palace off in the near distance. The flags were flying. The royal family were in residence.

      “Your Majesty,” he whispered.

      Upon reaching the offices of the parliamentary cadets in Barton Street, he signed the day book and went in search of his fellow cadets. Barton Street to the Palace of Westminster was a five-minute stroll through narrow streets behind Westminster Abbey. He walked in through a side door.

      “Caesar has arrived! All of Britain is now mine for the taking,” he announced as he stepped into the small meeting room, which had been assigned to the cadets during their short tenure.

      “You, sir, are no conqueror. You are a first-class lunatic!” replied Lord Godwin Mewburton. He slapped Freddie hard on the back. “I nearly had you as we reached Strathmore House, but your horse damn well kicked away.”

      Freddie laughed and gave a wink. Godwin could tell himself all the stories he liked, but they both knew once Freddie’s horse had caught the lead, he was never going to yield it.

      “I may be a lunatic, but I won the first of the challenges, which means I have one hundred points toward my seat on the Bachelor Board. I tell you, at this rate, I shall be a fully-fledged member before the week is out,” replied Freddie.

      Seated in a nearby, deeply padded leather chair, the Honorable Trenton Embry snorted. “Yes well, just be grateful my sister and her husband insisted I attend their dinner party last night, otherwise I would have shown the pair of you how we in the west country ride.”

      Freddie and Godwin exchanged a mutual raising of the eyebrows. In the short time they had known the second son of Viscount Embry they had discovered he was a man prone to little speech, and even less action.

      “So, what do you think we will be up to today?” asked Godwin.

      Freddie threw himself down onto a nearby couch and placed his boots on a conveniently placed coffee table. If today was anything like any other day at the House of Commons it would be boring meetings, copious amounts of alcohol, and getting up to all manner of dangerous hijinks. And not necessarily in that order.

      Freddie promised himself to follow up on a long-standing offer of a role at the British Library once his cadetship was ended. The Harleian Library collection had writings from Ptolemy he was itching to get his hands on.

      “Our fearless leader will soon tell us, once he has scraped himself up from whichever gutter he frequented last night,” replied Freddie.

      They all chuckled.

      The man responsible for leading the new cadets at the English parliament, Osmont Firebrace, was a man who led a life strictly by the book. In his case, a small black leather-bound book.

      While Osmont was happy to encourage his protégés to make a mess of themselves, he was not one to partake in a single drop of alcohol. Even his weak cups of tea were often left to go cold.

      On cue, Osmont Firebrace entered the room.

      He was dressed in a black jacket, black trousers, and black hessian boots. His shirt was pure white linen. It was the same outfit he wore every day. Under his arm was tucked the black notebook.

      “Gentlemen. I trust you had a successful evening,” he said.

      His gaze was locked firmly on Freddie as he spoke. When Godwin attempted to mention his own efforts in the race, Osmont put up his hand.

      “Second means nothing, Lord Godwin. You either win or you may as well have stayed home and had an early night. The Bachelor Board does not reward also rans.”

      He untied the string, which held his black book tightly closed, and opened it. He made a great show of running his finger down the open page. “As of this morning we have the Honorable Frederick Rosemount in first place on one hundred points. In second place, Lord Godwin Mewburton, on twenty points. And the Honorable Trenton Embry is yet to open his account.” He snapped the book shut and tucked it back under his arm.

      “It would appear that Mr. Embry has not understood the rules of the Bachelor Board. So, I shall give you all a refresher,” he said.

      A servant brought in a fresh pot of coffee. Freddie and Godwin eagerly picked up a cup each and sat back to enjoy an early morning heart-starter. Freddie’s head started to clear. The throb in his brain dropped a notch.

      Osmont had told them the rules of the Bachelor Board enough times that Freddie felt he could recite them by heart.

      “In order to secure your seat on the Bachelor Board you must accumulate enough points from a set of challenges which you are to undertake over the next month. If you are the successful candidate, you will gain unfettered access to some of the most powerful men in the country—men who can guarantee you a life of wealth and exclusive opportunity. You will never have to settle for being anything less than first among equals. Your older siblings will envy you. With all that in mind, I should not have to remind you that only one candidate from the three of you will be offered a seat on the Bachelor Board,” said Osmont.

      The horse race down Oxford Street and Park Lane had been the first of the challenges. Freddie sat and smiled. He was off to an excellent start.

      The crowd at Hyde Park Corner had all been cheering his name as he’d crossed the finish line. He would be the talk of many a breakfast table conversation this morning. By the end of his cadetship, he was determined all the right people in London would know who he was. He wouldn’t be known simply as Viscount Rosemount’s second son. He would be his own man.

      The next member of the Bachelor Board would be the Honorable Frederick Rosemount. Nothing, and no one, was going to stop him.
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      Eve stood and stared at her wardrobe. She had tried on two gowns already and tossed them onto her bed. Nothing seemed to suit the occasion. Nothing fitted her mood.

      Her maid came and stood beside her. “Blue for good luck?” she suggested.

      Eve wrinkled up her nose. Luck was something her cousin Lady Lucy Radley and her about-to-be husband, Avery Fox, were going to need in spades.

      After having been caught in a compromising position with the former soldier in the grounds of Strathmore House, Lucy and Avery were now obliged to marry. Avery, the future Earl Langham, had not gone quietly into the arms of his impending marriage.

      Lucy’s two older brothers had both taken brides earlier in the year, and their respective weddings had been followed by lavish parties and balls, attended by more than a thousand people a piece. Lucy’s wedding should have also been a glittering occasion.

      At Avery’s insistence, however, his and Lucy’s nuptials were to be a quiet family affair at Strathmore House.

      “Why aren’t you dressed?” Caroline Saunders closed the bedroom door behind her.

      Eve spared her fully dressed and ready-to-go sister a sideways glance before going back to staring at the wardrobe. “I just cannot find the right outfit for the occasion. Nothing in there speaks to me. What does one wear to an occasion that is a cautionary tale in not pursuing a hasty marriage?”

      Caroline sighed. It was going to be a trying day for all.

      “It’s not a funeral. Besides, we should wear what we would be wearing if it was a full church service. We owe it to cousin Lucy to give her as much support as possible. Who knows? If we give them all our blessings then they may make a go of it.”

      Eve nodded. Her sister was right, as usual. Lucy did love Avery. She had set her sights on him a matter of weeks earlier when he was first introduced to London society as the mysterious new heir to the title of Earl of Langham. The fact the groom was not keen on the union was beside the point. He had kissed Lucy and placed his hands on her naked breasts in the garden of Strathmore House. After those facts, marriage was the only possible outcome.

      “I shall go with the pale blue dress. It is simple and elegant, and I haven’t worn it before today,” replied Eve.

      “Good. Papa is making noises downstairs about wanting to leave very soon, so you had better get a wriggle on,” said Caroline.
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      Strathmore House, home of the Duke of Strathmore, was located within the fashionable area of Park Lane. The mansion dominated the street, being twice the size of every other house. Its huge Portland stone columns were a physical reminder of the long-held power and wealth of the Radley family. For Eve and her siblings however, it was simply the home of their uncle, aunt, and cousins.

      As the Saunders’s family carriage drew up outside the front of Strathmore House, Eve’s heart sank. It should have been the biggest and most wonderful day of Lucy Radley’s life. Crowds should have gathered outside, all craning to catch a glimpse of the elite of London as they arrived for the post-wedding festivities.

      The only sign anything was happening at the house was a simple bouquet of white lilies, which had been hung from the front door. They spoke volumes as to the hurried nature of the wedding and the lack of celebration that came with it.

      “Now, I want all of you to make a fuss over Lucy and Avery today. No matter the circumstances, it is still their wedding. The wedding breakfast will be a small affair, but since it’s the only one they are going to get, it is up to all of us to make the day memorable. Make sure you have your best smiles on at all times,” said Adelaide Saunders.

      Eve noted the bitterness in her mother’s words. Adelaide was heartbroken for her niece, but she was determined to do all she could to make it a special day for Lucy.

      Inside Strathmore House, the family were ushered into the Winter Ballroom.

      Adelaide shook her head with disgust. “Not even the Summer Ballroom. When Charles and I were married, my father made sure we had the finest of everything at our wedding. A duke’s daughter should never have to face such an insult to her station.”

      The Winter Ballroom was bigger than any other ballroom Eve had seen in London, yet it was still smaller than the famous Summer Ballroom with its towering ceiling fabulously decorated with scenes from Aesop’s fables.

      The room had been simply decorated with a large vase of white roses next to where the bride and groom were to stand. Little other effort had been made for the wedding decorations. The chill of a forced wedding hung in the air.

      Eve and her family took their seats. When the bride arrived ahead of the groom, hot tears sprang to Eve’s eyes.

      Lady Lucy looked every part the beautiful bride.

      Her white lace wedding gown fitted perfectly to her body. In her hands she held a small posy of cream and red roses. Her short veil was held in place by the Strathmore family tiara—a priceless gold and diamond tiara which had been worn by every daughter of the family on her wedding day going back many generations.

      Eve wiped tears away, her heart breaking for her cousin.

      “I have others if you need them,” whispered Caroline, handing her a clean handkerchief.

      Lady Lucy Radley stood quietly talking to her mother, the Duchess of Strathmore. There was no grand entrance for the bride. She barely acknowledged the rest of the guests.

      When the groom arrived, Eve noticed the stripes of his waistcoat matched the color of Lucy’s flowers. It was nice that Avery was making some effort toward keeping up appearances no matter how much he had resisted offering for Lucy’s hand in marriage.

      Eve and Lucy had always been close. She knew Lucy was in love with Avery, and the heartbreak she faced in marrying a man who did not want her. Eve could only hope the kind-hearted Lucy would eventually win Avery’s heart.

      “He is rather handsome,” said Caroline.

      Eve nodded. The dark-haired Avery was lean and muscular. His long, powerfully built legs had her gaze trailing all the way to the top of them. She let out a small sigh, envious that tonight Lucy would be the one who would explore his magnificent, naked body.

      Avery was exactly the sort of man Eve was seeking. Someone who had more to him than just a title or money. Those things could make a young woman comfortable in her life, and she wasn’t naïve enough to think she could marry a man who could not keep her, yet she yearned for more. A passionate marriage was her heart’s goal, and on that she would not compromise.

      Avery had been to war and known a hard life before coming into an unexpected inheritance. He had faced real danger and overcome it. His left hand was continually covered with a black leather glove, which hid an unsightly war wound.

      Watching as her uncle, the Bishop of London, married Lucy and Avery, Eve wiped away a final tear. She wished the newlyweds nothing but the happiest of marriages, but knowing the circumstances of their union, they had a hard road ahead.

      When the groom placed a chaste kiss on the bride’s cheek, Eve and Caroline exchanged a sad look.

      “He had better treat her well. Or he shall have me to answer to,” Eve muttered.
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      With the wedding service over, Lucy left Avery to talk to the other guests while she sought out Eve.

      “Well done. You got through the service,” said Eve.

      Lucy gave her a tight smile. “Yes, I managed that much. Now I just need to get through the wedding breakfast and it will all be over.”

      Eve was about to make mention of the wedding night, but the look on Lucy’s face gave her pause. The bride clearly had plans contrary to the usual ones for a married couple’s first night.

      “If I don’t get an opportunity to talk to you before the wedding breakfast is over, I shall write to you when I get settled,” said Lucy.

      Caroline wandered over. “I do love your wedding gown, dearest cousin Lucy. It suits you so well,” she said.

      Lucy looked down at her wedding gown. Eve had been with her when she chose the fabric and knew how many tears had been shed at the studio of the modiste.

      “Thank you. I shall have to keep it well stored. Who knows? I may have a use for it again someday.”

      Caroline gasped.

      “I think Lucy is in jest, Caroline,” replied Eve.

      Caroline frowned. Eve’s sister had turned down eight potential suitors in the past six months. Like her sister, Caroline also had her exacting requirements for a husband, though Eve suspected they were somewhat staider than her own. With looks that far outshone those of Eve, Caroline could have her choice of husband among the most eligible of ton bachelors.

      Caroline was a true beauty. Her long blonde hair and stunning emerald green eyes ensured whenever she was at a gathering, a cluster of men would soon form around her. Her porcelain skin was flawless. Eve doubted her sister had ever suffered from a blemish on her face.

      “Yes, well at least you have managed to get to the altar. This season has been so disappointing that I am beginning to wonder if I shall ever be fitted for a wedding gown. I should save my pennies and elope with Freddie Rosemount instead. He was the winner of that midnight horse race last week. I wonder if he would be up for a midnight flit to Gretna Green,” continued Eve.

      Her words were met with a huff from Caroline. “You take the whole notion of marriage far too lightly, Eve. I shall go and seek a sensible conversation elsewhere. Excuse me.”

      Eve pulled a face as her sister wandered away. She and Caroline were always at loggerheads these days, and she took particular delight in stirring up trouble with her sister.

      “You are incorrigible, Eve. Why she takes the bait every time you say something outrageous is beyond me. Why do you need to do it?” said a flustered Lucy.

      Eve shrugged. Caroline got under her skin. “I don’t know why. What I do know is that I need to find a husband and get out of my sister’s hair before we both end up hating one another.”

      Lucy took hold of her hand. “Don’t make the same mistake as me and throw yourself at a man. But enough of my misfortune. Who is this Freddie Rosemount? The servants have been talking about a mad race that came past the house and had them all watching from the lower-floor windows. Is he the one responsible for my maid offering to run any errands which happen to pass by Grosvenor Square?”

      Eve’s mood lifted at the mention of Freddie’s name. “Freddie Rosemount is Viscount Rosemount’s second son and is making quite a name for himself from all accounts. Oh, and did I mention he is rather dashing? Francis and I were in the crowd that welcomed him across the finish line.”

      Caroline Radley, the Duchess of Strathmore, walked over from where she had been speaking to other guests. She took Lucy by the hand. Seeing Eve, she smiled. “Hello, Eve, my dear, sorry but I must steal the bride away from you. She and Avery have other guests to speak to before we sit down for the wedding breakfast.”

      As she watched her cousin and aunt walk away, Eve was struck by the irony of the situation. Both she and Lucy were true believers in love. They had both wanted the fairy-tale courtship and the society wedding, yet fate had not seen fit to bestow its grace upon either of them.

      Lucy was now trapped in a loveless marriage, while Eve spent her days being eaten up with frustration over her lack of success in finding a suitable mate.

      “I won’t make the same mistake as you, Lucy, of that much I am sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “What do you think of Osmont Firebrace?” asked Lord Godwin.

      Freddie turned from admiring the fine house in Silver Street, outside which they were standing. The street in which Osmont’s house stood was the home of many foreign embassies and diplomatic residences.

      “I don’t really know him that well. I met him the day we started our cadetship. From the look of it, he must do well from the Bachelor Board. It takes serious blunt to be able to afford a house around Golden Square. Why do you ask?” replied Freddie.

      “Nothing. It’s just that I find him to be an odd sort of chap. At times I catch him staring at me,” replied Godwin.

      He headed toward the front steps of the house, followed by a slightly puzzled Freddie. Earlier that morning he’d caught Osmont giving him a long, slow look, which had left Freddie feeling somewhat uncomfortable.

      From outside the house, there was nothing to suggest the sort of gathering which was being held inside. A servant opened the front door. His livery matched that of Osmont’s day-to-day attire: everything black, with a pure white shirt.

      He looked Freddie and Godwin up and down. The look on his face was that which one would normally reserve for debt collectors or beggars.

      “Yes?” he snapped.

      Taken aback at such a greeting, Freddie hesitated for a moment. Then he remembered the secret entry code for the party.

      “My colleague and I are here for a board meeting,” he replied.

      “Very good, sir,” replied the butler, his demeanor instantly more respectful.

      No sooner had Freddie and Godwin stepped inside and finished handing their coats and hats to a footman, then a glass of champagne was thrust into their hands. They clinked their glasses together.

      “Bottoms up and chase it down with another,” said Godwin.

      A large, red silk curtain separated the reception hall from the rest of the downstairs area. Upon stepping through the curtain, their senses were immediately assailed with sight, noise, and smell.

      Everywhere Freddie looked he saw scantily clad young women and men. They were draped across the various plush couches and daybeds which were dotted around the room. None of them were alone. From the look of it, each of these hosts were busy attending to the needs of Osmont’s guests.

      Freddie did a quick rough headcount and settled on a figure of fifty people. All were in varying stages of undress and all appeared to be talking at once. The room echoed with the sound of voices.

      A heady cloud of smoke hung about the room. Freddie breathed in the mix of burning hashish and tobacco, bringing back memories of his time in the residential halls at university. The air was thick enough to give him an immediate small high.

      “Ah. My latest protégés. So glad you could make it.”

      They turned to see Osmont standing behind them. At his side was a tall, thin youth dressed in exactly the same black garb as Osmont. When the young man ran his gaze seductively up and down Freddie’s body, Freddie felt his skin crawl. He knew a sexual predator when he saw one.

      “This is my nephew,” said Osmont, with barely a nod in the young man’s direction.

      He didn’t bother introducing him by name. Freddie gave Godwin a look. There was likely no blood between uncle and supposed nephew.

      “I see you didn’t bring Embry with you. I take it he thinks himself above having a spot of fun. Typical west country farmer. He is probably sitting at home right now having a second helping of scones for the night and thinking he is living the high life.”

      Freddie and Godwin exchanged a grin. With Embry not bothering to take the game seriously it meant one of them would be the eventual winner.

      “I don’t know why he is even attempting to feign interest in the challenges. Then again, his kind rarely make it onto the board,” continued Osmont.

      The young man beside him tittered.

      “Well, gentlemen, at least the two of you are keen to make your mark on London’s more interesting and select quarter of society. Why don’t you have a wander around and see what and whom takes your fancy? Everything and everyone is on offer,” said Osmont.

      Godwin downed his glass of champagne in one long drink before eagerly seeking another. Freddie sipped his drink. He wasn’t that keen on champagne, preferring a decent brandy or a good French wine.

      The two of them began a slow circuit of the large room, which Freddie surmised had been separate rooms at one time, but now had all the walls knocked out in order to create a large entertainment space.

      At the first couch they came across a young woman caressing a much older man. Freddie stifled a laugh when he saw Godwin’s eyes grow wide with interest. At the next couch, a young bare-breasted woman beckoned for them to join her. Godwin moved like lightning and took a seat next to her. She pointed to the other side of the couch, motioning for Freddie to take a seat.

      “This could be interesting,” he muttered.

      A footman stopped in front of them, and in his hands, he held a tray of cigars. When Freddie gave the tray a second look it was clear they were not the usual kind of cigars his father purchased from the merchant in London. Tobacco and hashish mixed together gave a long-burning and heady experience.

      He took one of the cigars and waited for the footman to light it for him. Sitting back on the couch, he drew on the cigar and inhaled deeply. His brain immediately felt a spark from the hashish. He had smoked enough of the drug at university to know that this cigar was finely made.

      Beside him on the couch, Godwin and the young lady were getting well acquainted. When she opened the placket of Godwin’s trousers, and went down before him on her knees, Freddie decided three was a crowd. He rose from the couch and made a solo circuit of the room.

      Apart from himself and Lord Godwin, there were few other young male guests. The members of the Bachelor Board all appeared to be much older men. Men who were being serviced in various ways by both women and men.

      He wasn’t naïve enough to think sex involved just women and men in a biblical sense. University had shown him things that had opened his eyes. Several of his friends were known to frequent special clubs in the city of Oxford.

      “Bored?” said Osmont’s nephew.

      “No, just watching. If I find something that takes my fancy I shall partake in it,” he replied.

      Osmont’s nephew sidled up to Freddie and stood close. His breath was warm on the back of Freddie’s neck. Any closer and his lips would be on Freddie’s skin.

      “If you don’t see what you like, there are rooms upstairs where you can find some other more intimate gatherings. The more you indulge, the more points you can score. You wouldn’t want Lord Godwin to get ahead of you, would you?” he purred.

      Freddie was a simple man when it came to sex, but he was determined to beat Godwin in succeeding to the Bachelor Board. Extra points could make all the difference.

      He chanced a look toward the couch where Godwin was lying back, his eyes closed, while the young woman ministered to him with her mouth. It was time to venture a little farther afield.

      “Lead on,” he said.

      Upstairs was a series of rooms, all with their doors left wide open. As he walked the length of the upper floor, he caught glimpses of the activities going on in each room.

      From the first room came the loud crack of a whip and the thwack of it landing on flesh. A loud groan quickly followed. Craning his head around the door, Freddie saw a woman dressed in a leather corset standing over a portly naked man who was tied to the edge of the bed. From the bright red marks crisscrossing the gentleman’s back, it was obvious they had been at the whipping session for some time.

      In the corner of the room sat a group of well-dressed gentlemen, sipping drinks and watching the proceedings.

      “Lily has a long wait list if you wish to be thrashed by her tonight.”

      Freddie shook his head. He had no desire to have the skin on his back flayed. It was odd that some men developed a taste for what every ill-behaved child dreaded. Sexual punishment was not to his liking.

      The second and third rooms had various orgies taking place on large beds. Men and women were tangled together. The air was rank with the smell of sex and the sound of whimpers and groans.

      When he turned and started to head back toward the staircase, Osmont’s nephew seized Freddie by the arm.

      “You didn’t try the last room,” he said.

      Freddie fixed him with a glare. Osmont’s nephew released his grip.

      “I take it that is the room where a gentleman can be serviced by a young man. If it is, I am not particularly interested,” replied Freddie.

      “I was going to offer you my services. You could ride me hard, like you did your horse the other night. I promise I can take every inch. Or if your tastes run more to observing, there is a foreign diplomat in there, teaching a young man about international relations. You are most welcome to watch.”

      The chuckle which escaped Osmont’s nephew’s lips made Freddie’s stomach churn. He had no ambition to be involved in any of the nocturnal activities taking place. Even the extra points on offer could not entice him. He would chance his luck with future challenges to regain the lead from Godwin after tonight.

      “Actually, I am feeling a tad unwell. I gave the wine and brandy a good nudge at luncheon today, so I might call it a night. I hope your uncle won’t take offence. Tell him I shall attend more of the parties, and next time I won’t stand on the side of the dance floor and watch.”

      Freddie handed a nearby footman his glass and turned toward the stairs.

      Osmont’s nephew put a hand on Freddie’s shoulder. “Are you sure I cannot tempt you with something, or someone?”

      “Not tonight,” replied Freddie.

      Godwin was heading upstairs with his female hostess when Freddie stopped to inform him he was leaving the party.

      Stepping out into the night air, Freddie took a deep breath. The mixture of hashish and alcohol was creating merry hell in his mind. His head was spinning.

      He pulled out his pocket watch and squinted as he tried to read the time. It was still this side of midnight.

      “You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Rosemount. So much for wanting to mix with the members of the Bachelor Board,” he muttered.

      He turned and took one last look at Osmont Firebrace’s house, silently promising himself he would own a fine residence once he made his fortune with the Bachelor Board.

      He was about to hail a hack and go home when he remembered the invitation he had received for a gathering at a home in nearby King Street.

      “Come on Rosemount, show some spine and get out into society,” he muttered. If he made an appearance at the party, he could still salvage something of his evening.

      As he strolled the short distance to King Street, his mind began to clear. He had seen enough of the seedier side of London society for one evening; it would be good to spend the rest of the evening with people his
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