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Blurb 

	 

	Lucas risks both his inheritance and his heart for a forbidden love

	Lucas Fides has inherited his Victorian family’s auction house, good looks and a keen, passionate mind. But he has far less control over his body’s desires than his business, hiding an illicit and unspoken love for his boyhood friend and dependent, Valentine. As a result, Lucas suffers recurring, deeply erotic dreams, where a mystery lover demands and guides his sexual responses.

When the auction house runs into financial difficulty, Valentine introduces a new client to Lucas. Gideon Arnaud is a mysterious and charismatic man who seems to scorn society’s restrictions. He offers Lucas a spectacular collection of jewels for auction and also his intense, seductive attention. Affronted by Gideon’s bold pursuit, Lucas puts up a spirited defence, despite being increasingly exhausted by his dreams. His heart is already committed to Valentine, even if his secret alone. When Valentine announces his engagement to Lucas’s sister, Lucas’s pain and frustration are almost intolerable.

Torn between his need for Valentine’s comfort and the determination to avoid Gideon Arnaud’s disturbing presence, Lucas becomes more vulnerable by the day, until his loneliness forces his desire into the light of day. The consequences change his life forever.

	 

	Author Note: This book is part of the After Midnight series of standalone stories, all with darker, bittersweet themes.

	Read more titles at www.clarelondon.com/after-midnight
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	The night was thick with the damp, silent fog of autumn, and the moon was a sickly spot behind the mist. Its tendrils seeped through the walls of the London house, its soot-laden breath making the servants shiver in their ragged clothes, as they slept huddled together for warmth in the basement. 

	In the master bedroom, the young man moved sluggishly under his comfortable covers, the room still warmed by the embers glowing in his own fireplace. His pale, handsome face was less than peaceful in his sleep: his closed eyelids flickered with swiftly passing emotions. The house was silent, apart from the usual night time sounds of creaking boards and the occasional whisper from a breeze through the clothing in the laundry room, but he was still disturbed. His long fair hair was loose around his neck, wisps tangling across his cheeks as he shook his head in denial of something that no-one else heard. 

	For a moment his strong, slender body tensed, and arched up gently from the mattress. His lips were moist with saliva, moving silently, forming the shape of words. They were full lips, though drawn back in a grimace as they struggled with the words that were both unintelligible and unspoken. The sheets rustled underneath him and the cord of his dressing gown slid off the end of the bed on to the floor. Then his hand moved slowly up under his silk nightshirt, and a soft gasp escaped his mouth.

	The voice was within him again: he knew it as certainly as he knew he dreamed. It carried the sweetness of a caress and the aggression of a cancer. There was no recognisable form to it, nothing but the warm slipperiness of naked skin, and the hot, fragrant whisper of breath on his neck. He couldn’t have explained how a voice could be incarnate, but he knew that it was. The wet imprint of lips suckled at the sinews of his body, dragging at his flesh with a dark, damp desire. The illusion of sharp teeth grazed at his throat. 

	None of this was new to him. Every night a new assault--a fresh seduction. Every night the anticipation of its approach, mixed with the despair of its arrival. Its possession of his mind and body brought with it the unwelcome gifts of climax and conflict. He struggled-—and yet he succoured it, too.

	He hands pushed his nightshirt away impatiently, the fingers of one hand sliding down between his bare muscled thighs, probing at the soft, sensitive skin behind his sac. He cupped and kneaded the tight balls, tormenting them. A moan slid out from between his lips, mixed with a thread of saliva. His other hand fisted firmly around his weeping erection, squeezing the blood-red, swollen flesh, and tugging the sheath of its skin up to the top and back down again. His hips started to buck gently in rhythm with his pumping, his buttocks lifting up from the linen sheets, his heels digging in to hold his body taut. His mouth still formed its silent pleas. He lifted the fingers of his other hand to his mouth, sucking until they were wet, then he reached them back down between his legs, probing further back, seeking and teasing at his puckered entrance.

	The voice responded to his movements. The deep, firm call commanded him, its low tone vibrating through his hot veins as if embedded in his own belly. It could demand: sometimes it cajoled. And sometimes it begged. 

	Touch…touch me…

	His finger slid carefully into his entrance, seeking a spot that would conquer his resistance, demanding his surrender to the coil of lust that was creeping relentlessly through his limbs, deep and irresistible in the pit of his groin. He moaned again—his body shivered from the unerring stimulation. He knew what he wanted; what he liked. How he liked it!

	The voice hissed its approval, for it knew his weakness too. He felt its need like a corporal presence: its lips like suckers, its hands like the sticky tentacles of a flytrap. He keened for its caress, even as he cried in protest.

	And then he was over the brink, the sexual climax wracking through him with hot, angry bursts. His body shuddered, and his hand gripped at his cock like an anchor to the real world. His legs stiffened—his neck bared itself for an imaginary predator. Thick white seed spattered from him, catching in his palm, dribbling across his heaving belly and spilling on his carefully laundered covers. The sound of his panting was very loud in the room now, drowning out the whisper of the wind at the window. His hand lay damp and sticky on his thigh: the muscles of his legs shook with the release of tension.

	In his dream, he struggled to wake, but was never allowed. He thought he could hear the echo of his own harsh breath. The fog blanketed the sky outside the window and the room was becoming chill. There was no other voice now—he was alone again.

	As always. 
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	“But why no extension to the loan! Why the hell not?” 

	My voice was far too loud for politeness, yet I saw no reason to moderate it. I stood in my office, ledgers and reports strewn out on the mahogany desk. My hand slammed down on it, scattering pencils and fluttering many thin-sheeted documents on to the floor. Some of them were invoices from our suppliers.

	“I warned you,” came the quiet voice from behind me, and a hand pressed to the shoulder of my velveteen jacket. Valentine—my trusted bookkeeper, and friend. His earnest face stared at me now. 

	“Lucas, I showed you the declining commission figures. The Auction House has hosted significantly fewer sales over the last quarter.” He leant forward, as if to breathe the words to my ear. “But the bank will no longer accept your explanations and I can no longer manipulate the results to support us. They are threatening to foreclose unless you can provide them with a viable business plan for the year ahead. New clients, new stock. More sales.”

	“Three generations,” I spat, bitterly. “My family has run this House for three generations, and countless thousands of pounds have passed our doors in precious gems. We have made money for many associates, and many bankers, too. Our name is known throughout the City—damn it, we are courted more than the royal family itself.”

	“Profit,” murmured Valentine. “Turnover. The bank works only on those indicators. Their support is very restricted, Lucas—their imagination limited.”

	“How am I to work with such small-mindedness?” I snapped, loudly. 

	Valentine smiled, a little sadly. “Lucas, please.” 

	His hand squeezed gently again at my shoulder, beseeching me to be calm. He had been this way all morning, and I had sorely tried his patience. We had looked at the figures from all manner of ridiculous directions, and yet they still gave the same dismal picture.

	“Please, please,” I mimicked him, still annoyed. “So what am I to do? I have great plans for later in the year, there are many good families who wish to deal with us. But these things cannot be hurried. We are admired for our caution and meticulous behaviour—I cannot suddenly turn to running a stall in the market, surely.”

	Valentine smiled. “You could do whatever you wished, Lucas, and be successful. You have that touch. But I came to tell you that I have received an offer from a potential client. He has some valuable items to offer us, exclusively, and he is willing to bring them to the table now. Just think! A prestigious sale next month would bring the House back into the public eye, and raise its profile again. The bank would be delighted. And all he wants in return is a good price, and to spend some time with you personally, to discuss the presentation of his goods.”

	“He can see one of the managers—”

	“You, personally,” Valentine interrupted. “He insists.”

	I raised my eyebrows, unused to
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