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        For my daddy—you will always be in my heart and the first person I think of when horse racing, cards, or gambling are mentioned. I love you and will forever miss you.
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        Suffolk, England

        April 1812

      

      

      Lady Narissa Goodwin had never been the conventional sort. Raised by her gambler father, she’d grown up around card games, horse races, and drinking. As she strolled across the turf at Newmarket, ready to ride her horse Merlin, she glanced at the crowd of spectators gathered for the race. Narissa could not be more ready for the days’ events. A grin spread across her face.

      Gentlemen lined the course dressed in fine day coats and breeches, their cravats starched and tied expertly. Bookmakers collected wagers and called out odds while jockeys mounted their horses and prepared for the race. The thrill of the day vibrated in the air. A slight spring breeze cooled her skin and the sun shone brightly. There could not be a more perfect day for a race.

      Her gaze stopped on a group of ladies who peered at her with disapproval radiating from their eyes. Narissa paid them no mind as she turned her attention back to the turf. Before long, she would be racing along the course, Merlin’s hoofs pounding beneath her. A controlled wildness one would have to experience to understand, and she thrived on it. She cared not what a group of dull ladies thought about her.

      Papa’s words echoed in her head, ‘You have but one life. Live it on your own terms, Poppet’. Narissa did just that, she raced with the best, ran her own gaming hell, and lived by her own set of rules—society be damned. She notched her chin confidently as she took Merlin’s reins.

      “Thank you,” she said to the groom.

      He offered a smile and nod before she glanced back at the crush of people assembled beyond the track. A few ladies standing closer to the turf than ladies normally did had been watching her but turned away when she caught their gaze. She recognized one of them, Lady Ophelia, wife of an earl. The lady frequented Narissa’s gaming hell, Fortuna’s Parlor, named after her first thoroughbred. A gift from her beloved papa for her thirteenth birthday.

      At the club, Lady Ophelia went out of her way to chat with Narissa. Funny how differently the lady treated her in public, but then, many of her patrons acted in the same manner, save for a few close friends.

      Most of the ton’s ladies kept their parlor doors closed to Narissa and shunned her on the streets, but the gentlemen did not share their sentiments. Rarely did a man shoot her a disapproving glare or speak out against her. In fact, they tended to act as if she belonged among them, allowing her to join their card games and such. Perhaps it was a result of having known her papa. Perhaps it was the source of the ladies scorn for her? Regardless, she did not give a whit.

      She nudged the chestnut colt into motion. Narissa had been anticipating this race for months. Excitement thrummed in her veins as the well-muscled horse moved beneath her. She’d been born for this. Leastwise that is what Papa had always said, and she most certainly believed it.

      The thrill of racing was in her blood the same as it was Merlin’s. Together, they were a force the likes of which the ton had not seen before. All of England would soon know it. Merlin ran fast and free like the wind, a born racer. Her own spirited nature only served to compliment the thoroughbreds. Together they were unstoppable. Drawing him to a halt at the starting line, she stroked the animals’ neck. “Let us show them what we are made of,” she whispered.

      Papa crossed her mind and she glanced up at the heavens. She’d give anything for him to be here now. He would be exceedingly pleased. Merlin had been bred from Papa’s prize stallion, and it had been his dream to race the horse. Together they had started the horses’ training. After Papa passed away, she was determined to see his dream brought to reality.

      She closed her eyes. Papa, I hope you are watching. A gentle breeze wrapped around her as if in answer and her chest tightened. She missed him dearly—always would. In her heart, she knew he was watching, cheering, as he would at Epsom, and she found a measure of comfort in the knowledge. Papa had always been her champion.

      She turned her attention to the other riders lining up for the Two Thousand Guineas sweepstakes race over the Riley Mile. The twelve-horse field looked impressive, though it did not shake her confidence in Merlin. He could outrun all of them. The bookkeepers had picked him as the favorite. She’d heard the frenzy of betting with many gentlemen placing wagers on her mount. She, too, had bet on Merlin for the win.

      Even now, a crowd surrounded the bookmaker, placing last-minute wagers. Off to the side, a tall man with midnight black hair caught her attention. The way he studied her with his piercing blue eyes sent a chill straight through her. Who the deuce was he? And why did he take such an interest in her?

      Narissa tore her gaze away, determined not to let the stranger shake her. She bent low over Merlin, then inhaled his scent, calming herself. Nature, the mingling of hay, horse sweat, and dust—there was nothing more refreshing, more capable of bringing her into the moment.

      Merlin bolted at the signal to start. Narissa’s muscles strained with the effort required to hold him back. Heart pounding, excitement thrumming through her, she focused on the course awaiting the perfect time to loosen her hold on the reins, and unleash Merlin’s full speed. Yes, this is what she lived for—the thrill of competition. The satisfaction found in victory. And make no mistake, victory would be hers.
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      Seth Blakey, Duke of Blackmore, could not take his attention from the turf. Not that he wished to as his own horse, Highflier, was among the racers. However, it was the lady rider that held him captive. Where had she come from? And what the devil was a female doing jockeying at Newmarket? This was a competitive male field, not suitable for the gentler sex.

      Prying his attention from her, he looked at the whole field of horses. Highflier had the lead by a head. His competition, a well-muscled black, fought to close the gap, while the rest of the horses ran in a cluster a few furlongs behind. The woman trailed the field at the back of the pack, though not by any great distance.

      Calls of ‘Come on’, ‘Go, Merlin, go’, ‘Come on Highflier’, and ‘Move Gypsy Dancer, filled the air around him. A frenzy of chants and curses from the crowd rang out from the sidelines as the horses approached the final stretch.

      Seth remand silent, his focus on the woman whose mount was overtaking the field with a burst of speed. Merlin took to the inside, passing the cluster of trailing horses before closing the distance on Highflier and the black who remained neck in neck with him. Bloody hell, the woman could ride. And she’d not used the whip at all.

      For the first time since the race began, he saw the real possibility of losing. Something he could not abide. He leaned closer to the rail and bellowed, “Move it, Highflier. Use the damn whip!” His gaze skittered between the three horses battling it out for the lead.

      “Come on Highflier!” he yelled as his horse and Merlin pulled ahead of the black, nose and nose. Not only did he stand to lose the prize purse, but he’d also bet ten thousand pounds on Highflier winning. “Use the whip, dammit!” He screamed across the turf at his own jockey as Merlin pulled into the lead. What the devil was his rider doing?

      Pulse thrumming, he tossed his program to the ground as Merlin raced across the finish line leaving Highflier in second place. Merlin and his female rider were not among the initial field of entrants, but were late editions added only this morning. A complete surprise that left him at a disadvantage, not that he would have scratched Highflier from the race—he could not have even if he’d wanted to.

      Bloody hell, he should have won. Who the hell was the woman? And where had that horse come from? Determined to find out, Seth moved toward the finish line.

      “Your Grace,” a baritone voice called after him.

      His irritation increased as he turned toward the man. “Lord Stanford.” The older man smiled, his brown eyes sparkling, the skin at their edges creased with age.

      “Your horse ran a fine race, today. If not for Merlin, you surely would have won.”

      Seth swallowed. He did not need nor want a reminder of what had just occurred. Though he did have unanswered questions. “Who is the woman that rode Merlin?”

      Lord Stanford glanced to where the jockeys now congregated. “A true hoyden that one. Lady Narissa Goodwin. She’s a rare breed, beautiful and brazen. There should be more like her.”

      Goodwin. Where had Seth heard that name? He looked at the beauty that had dismounted and removed her riding cap, revealing tightly bound chestnut locks. “Lord Haddington’s daughter?”

      “Indeed.” The older man clapped a hand on Seth’s shoulder. “Ladies like her breed excitement. They keep a man young, you know.” He flashed a fine set of crafted ivories. “In my day they ruled society.”

      Seth disagreed with the old man’s musings, though he kept his opinion to himself. Women like Lady Narissa were foolish. They would bring a man to ruin and had no care for their own reputations or safety. It mattered not to him, for he had no desire for lasting connections. Though he may have a short-term use for this particular hellion. “If you will excuse me.”

      Lord Stanford gave a nod before turning away.

      Seth strolled through the crush of spectators, toward Lady Narissa. A crowd of gentlemen surrounded her, offering their congratulations and complimenting her skill as well as her mount. He stopped short of reaching her to watch the frenzy and wait for his opening. Squinting against the sun’s rays, Seth studied her from the shiny braided mass of hair at the back of her head to her boot-clad feet.

      Her golden eyes twinkled against her tanned skin reminding him of fine whisky. Full pink lips grinned at her crowd of admirers, emitting whimsical laughter now and again as the gentleman spoke. She could not be much over five feet tall. An imp of a woman, but Lord Stanford had been correct. Lady Narissa was indeed a beauty. The fact only served to rankle him more.

      She said something he could not make out, then began moving away from her admirers. This was his chance. Seth sprinted after her, calling out her name, “Lady Narissa.”

      “I truly must be—” Her gaze caught on him, brows creasing. “Have we meet?”

      “No. I am the Duke of Blackmore, Seth Blakey.” He offered a friendly smile, his annoyance at having lost the race forgotten the moment he drew near her.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Your Grace.” She glanced down, swiping a hand over her dusty riding jacket. “Perhaps we will become better acquainted some other time.” She turned to take her leave.

      How dare the vixen dismiss him? “Wait,” he said in a firm tone he hoped brokered no argument.

      Scowling, she returned her attention to him. “I haven’t the time for games right now.”

      “Very well then, I will cut straight to the point.” He rocked back on his heels. “I want you to ride Highflier at Epsom.”

      “I will be riding, Merlin. Good day, Your Grace.” She turned on her heels and began to march away.

      “I will give you five thousand pounds,” he called after her.

      “Keep your blunt.” She tossed the words over her shoulder. The sway of her hips confident as she grew smaller in the distance.

      Had he ever met a more self-assured, infuriating woman? She acted as if he were below her. A bothersome pest circling her tiara. Yet, he found himself captivated, wanting to know more about her. A foolish notion, he was certain.

      Seth kicked at the ground, causing a plume of dust to fill the air. Let the hellion ride Merlin. It would make no difference to him. He’d train more speed into his mount. Find a more skilled rider. Do whatever was necessary to win at Epsom. As it were, his horse had nearly won. If he trained him a bit harder, Highflier could, no would, beat Merlin. In the meantime, he would keep an eye on Tattersall’s offerings. The she-devil would not best him at Epsom.

      Not unless she changed her mind and rode for him.
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        London, England

      

      

      Narissa strolled across Madam Josephine Debroux’s shop, a smile curving her lips when she found Josephine relaxing in her office.

      “Do tell.” Josephine repositioned herself on the gold brocade chair she’d been lounging in. “Did you find victory?”

      Narissa took the chair opposite from her modiste, who was in truth, more of a friend. “The competition was stiff, but the odds favored Merlin.” She paused, meeting Josephine’s warm gaze. “We were victorious indeed.”

      A wide grin spread across Josephine’s face, her warm gaze sparkling. “I knew you would be. Never doubted it.” She beamed. “Your papa would be so proud. Let us celebrate.” Josephine strolled from her office to the dress shop door and turned the lock.

      Narissa stood, smoothing the wrinkles from her green dress. She had bathed and donned a frock hastily before coming to Madame Debroux’s, intent to see her friend and check on her gaming hell. When Josephine returned to the office, Narissa said, “Then let us go above stairs and have a scotch. I dearly wish to check on my club.”

      Josephine gave a nod, signaling for Narissa to lead the way.

      Narissa strolled through the shop to the door hidden behind the fitting room that displayed the name of her secret, all female gaming hell, Fortuna’s Parlor. The letters scrolled in black across a brass plate. In the rear of the building, another door led into the club, but it bore no sign in order to maintain secrecy. All the same, her members were familiar with it as well as how to gain entry.

      Narissa had made a fortune gambling with her pin money before papa passed away. After his death, she came up with the idea for Fortuna’s Parlor. During a fitting for new riding clothes, she shared her desire to open a female gaming club with Josephine—her longtime modest. Josephine offered to rent Narissa the space above her shop, and Fortuna’s was born.

      Now Narissa did all she could to guard her club and see it flourish. She catered to societies upper crust ladies and their need for both adventure and secrecy. All the while, Narissa watched her fortune grow while doing the things she most enjoyed. She’d managed to carve out her own version of a perfect life.

      Narissa pulled open the door and started up the stairs with Josephine behind her. The dark haired man from Newmarket sprang into the forefront of her mind. Why the devil had he upset her so? It wasn’t as if he’d been the first man to ever study her. Nor had he been the first to incite her anger. She glanced back at her friend. “There was a man at the race.”

      “Several, I imagine.” Josephine gave a wave of her hand. “What makes one stand out from the rest?”

      “I noticed him watching me before the race started. He seemed to be studying me, and I must admit that I found it rather unsettling. It was as if he knew I had secrets and wished to discover them.” Narissa glanced around the grand space before she strolled toward her office.

      She had a full house tonight. Ladies sat around green baize tables, some chatting and laughing, others with serious expressions focused on the game at hand—faro, whist, rouge et noir, and hazard among them. Tonight would be profitable, indeed. She grinned.

      Narissa caught Lady Brooke Lynwood’s attention and waved her over to join their celebration. Brooke, the daughter of an earl, had been one of Fortuna’s first members and had become a close friend to Narissa. She was one of few ladies who did not publicly shun Narissa while embracing her privately. Furthermore, the pair had much in common and lived by similar philosophies—neither giving a fig for what the ton deemed appropriate.

      Leaving the door ajar for Brooke, Narissa and Josephine entered the office. “It was almost as though he were looking into my soul. He had the most captivating blue eyes.” She shuddered at the memory emblazoned into her mind. “I swear they cut right through me.”

      “Did you speak with him?” Josephine lifted a decanter from the carved mahogany sideboard and began pouring tumblers of scotch.

      “Speak with whom?” Lady Brooke stepped into the office closing the door behind her.

      Narissa accepted a tumbler from Josephine and took a drink, relishing the heat that spread through her, before replying. “His Grace, the Duke of Blackmore. And indeed, I did.”

      “I am acquainted with him.” Brooke took the tumbler Josephine offered. “I have played cards with his sister, Lady Hannah, a few times. I met him through her, though it was but a brief introduction. He is a handsome devil.”

      “Never mind him. I am far more interested in his sister.” Narissa strolled to the window that overlooked the gaming floor. Papa would love what she’d created here. An image of him playing at the tables formed in her mind. How many times had she witnessed such a scene growing up?

      Her mind flashed back to the first time Papa had allowed her to join in on a game. She’d been sixteen and the only lady in the card room. Papa had beamed and jested good naturally with the other gentleman when Narissa won. From that day forward, she was always allowed a seat at the table when the gentleman gathered. God, she missed him.

      Narissa turned back to Brooke. “Is the lady fit for membership?”

      “I believe she would be a good addition.” Scotch in hand, Brooke positioned herself on a chase. “She is free-spirited and holds her own around a deck of playing cards.”

      “Bring her tomorrow night.” Narissa stared out at the crush of gambling ladies.

      What did she hope to accomplish by meeting the duke’s sister? She did not know, however, it could only benefit her to learn more about the man in case they should cross paths again. Papa had long ago taught her to keep as many tricks as possible up her sleeve. Lady Hannah would be an ace against her brother, the Duke of Blackmore, should Narissa ever require one.

      “I can do better than tomorrow. I am to meet with her this evening, within the hour as a matter of fact. We were to go for a ride in Hyde Park. I will bring her here instead.” Blue eyes sparkling, Brooke lowered her glass to the marble table beside her, “If it pleases you.”

      “Indeed it does.” Narissa sighed, her shoulders relaxing.

      “Are you planning to keep us in suspense all night?” Josephine asked from where she leaned against the sideboard. “Or do you intend to tell us about your duke?”

      “He is not my anything.” Narissa took another deep drink. “All the same, I will fill you in.”

      Josephine settled more comfortably, her attention solidly trained on Narissa.

      “After the race, once my well-wishers had dispersed, the duke approached me. He requested that I ride for him at Epsom.”

      Brooke’s eyes rounded. “The nerve! Surely, he knew you rode for yourself.”

      “I do not know that he did. After all, Merlin is still registered under Papa’s name.” Narissa ran her finger around the rim of her tumbler. “I really must update that. All the same, I have no wish to ride for anyone else and I told the duke as much.”

      “Good for you,” Josephine said, giving a matter of fact nod of her head.

      “Thank you.” Narissa smiled, she did so adore these women and considered herself kissed by good fortune that she got to refer to them as friends. “After I declined, the duke offered to pay me an absurd sum to change my mind. Five thousand pounds, can you imagine?”

      “I may have agreed for that much blunt.” Josephine carried the decanter to Narissa before topping off her tumbler.

      “Say you did not.” Brooke held her own glass out for a refill. “It is a great deal of coin, but you are already wealthy.”

      “Of course I stayed steadfast, refusing the offer and marching away.” Though a part of her wished she’d entertained the duke a bit more. Allowed the conversation to go further. Not that she ever would have agreed to ride for him.

      Josephine raised her tumbler. “Cheers to you, my lady, my friend.”

      “Cheers, indeed.” Brooke followed suit. “As well as congratulations on your most recent win.”

      Narissa lifted her tumbler. “And here is to victory at Epsom.”

      The duke would be there, and she would not cede to him. Merlin had better times than any horse she had ever trained. He ran a mile in under two minutes and required no whip. Furthermore, he ran equally well on dirt or grass. She doubted there were many other horses out there like him, and fewer capable of besting him. The duke would soon know it, too.

      “Yes, to Epsom.” Brooke notched her chin.

      “And to besting the duke.” Josephine winked. “I’d wager all I have that your father is proud as a peacock watching over you.”

      Narissa smiled, then drained her glass. She looked at Brooke. “Do bring the duke’s sister at once. I should very much like to make her acquaintance.”

      Brooke nodded, rising from her seat. “I will return within a couple hours’ time.”

      Narissa placed her tumbler on the sideboard. It would not serve her to be foxed when the lady arrived. “Thank you, Brooke.”

      Josephine retrieved a deck of cards from the top of Narissa’s desk as Brooke took her leave. “Shall we pass the time with a friendly game of piquet?”

      Narissa accepted the cards and began shuffling as she took a seat near the fireplace.

      “While we are at it, you can tell me what you have planned for the duke’s sister.” Josephine gave a knowing grin.

      “How is it that you understand me so well?” Narissa laughed, then without waiting for an answer, said, “I am not certain as of yet, but believe she could prove useful.”

      “Indeed.” Josephine fanned her cards out.

      After several hands of piquet, a knock came at the door, drawing Narissa’s attention. It had to be Brooke with the duke’s sister. Her excitement spiked. “Enter.”

      Lady Brooke strolled in, followed by a petite woman with midnight curls and the same piercing blue eyes as the duke. Narissa sat her cards aside and stood. “You must be Lady Hannah.”

      “And you must be Lady Narissa. Brooke has told me a great deal about you and your club. I am honored to be here.” The lady bestowed a genuine smile, excitement radiating from her.

      “It is my pleasure to have you. And do call me Narissa. We are all friends here.” Narissa retrieved a tumbler and offered it to the lady. “Come, sit.”

      Hannah accepted, taking a sip of the scotch before positioning herself on the chase near Brooke. “It is very impressive…what you have built here.”

      “Fortuna’s is a labor of love.” Narissa offered a grin. “Is it your wish to become a member?”

      “I would very much like the honor.” Hannah returned Narissa’s smile.

      “Then let us get to know each other better.” Narissa sipped from her scotch. “Tell us all about you. Your family, hobbies, leave nothing out.”

      Hannah sat her tumbler aside and folded her hands in her lap. “I am afraid there isn’t much to tell. My parents are deceased. The duke of Blackmore is my brother and guardian. He brought me to London hoping to secure a suitable marriage for me.”

      “Do you wish to be married?” Narissa studied her finding nothing off in the tone of her voice or her body language.

      “No, leastwise not yet. Once married, I fear that I will lose the freedom to do the things that I enjoy.”

      “Such as?” Narissa prodded.

      Hannah retrieved her tumbler and held it up. “For starters, a husband is not likely to approve of me drinking scotch.” She tipped the glass against her lips and drained the contents. “Nor would he approve of my spending time in a gaming hell or attending secret female fencing matches in darkened gardens.”

      “I take it you have met Lady Diana?”

      Hannah smiled. “Indeed. I found her delightful.”

      Josephine retrieved the decanter and refilled Hannah’s tumbler before topping of Narissa and Brooke’s. “Do you enjoy fencing?”

      “Regrettably, I have never had the occasion to try my hand at the sport. I do rather enjoy spectating though.”

      Narissa swirled the scotch in her glass. “Does your brother approve of how you spend your time?”

      “Heaven’s no.” Hannah shook her head. “He doesn’t know the half of it, but what he does know makes him want to lock me away.”

      Narissa laughed. She had the distinct feeling that whether or not she learned anything useful about the duke, Hannah would be a welcome addition to the club.
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      Seth rubbed the sleep from his eyes as he strolled along the line of stalls at Tattersall’s. Hannah had snuck out last night, resulting in his keeping watch for her return until nearly sun up. He had to do something about his hellion sister before she ruined any chance of making a good match for herself. The unapologetic minx strolled into their townhouse in the early morning hours as if she’d done nothing wrong, bid him goodnight, and retired to her room behind a locked door.

      He should have throttled her. Though he’d wager a good whipping would straighten Hannah out, he wasn’t the sort to result to such violence. The very idea of anyone striking a woman made his stomach sour and incited his anger. No, Hannah did not need to be beaten, but she most certainly did require a husband—and sooner rather than later.

      “What has you so addled?” His long-time friend, Graham Fulton, the Marquess of Ramsbury, asked.

      “Hannah robbed me of sleep yet again.” Seth glanced at the rows of stalls as he made his way down the path toward the stallion he’d come to bid on.

      “Did she have an explanation?”

      Seth shook his head. “Does she ever bother to defend her actions?”

      “Perhaps you should arrange a marriage for her and be done with it.” Ramsbury flicked something from his coat sleeve, amusement lighting his green eyes.

      Seth peered at him, sharing none of his good humor. “You know I cannot.” His mind roamed back to earlier times, before his parents’ tragic accidents. Both Mother and Father gone forever in the span of a fortnight. Father had died first when his carriage careened off an embankment. Mother followed, her neck broken in a fall down the stairs.

      Before Mother’s death, she’d requested an audience with Seth to discuss Hannah’s future. She’d made him swear to allow Hannah a choice in husband. He could not go back on his promise no matter how troublesome his sister had become.

      “What I should have done was stayed in Yorkshire. Hannah is woefully unprepared for London.” He cut a look at Ramsbury. “If not for that blasted promise.”

      “Stop with the bloody oath. There is no reason to take everything so seriously. You never agreed to allow Hannah free rein. Present her with a couple of gentlemen and make her choose one. Have done with it and resume your own life.” Ramsbury nodded to a passing gentleman.

      A novel idea. Why hadn’t Seth thought of it before? Hannah would no doubt revolt against having her hand forced, but in the end, he would see her settled. Alas, he very well knew that was not his mother’s intention when she’d made him promise to allow Hannah a choice. “Are you offering yourself up for consideration, Ramsbury?”

      “Gads no! Though I am certain many a gentleman would.” Ramsbury nodded at a nearby stall, housing a large grey stallion. “There’s the one we came for.”

      Seth chuckled at his friend’s disdain as he moved to stand before the stall gate, studying the horse within. Banshee, a three-year-old grey stallion of superb bloodlines. The horse had yet to be tested on the turf but was rumored to have been born on the wings of the wind. The beast had everyone talking, and would no doubt bring about a bidding war. How many others had stood before this very stall today? It did not matter. Seth would own the horse by auctions end.

      Banshee reared up, snorted, then approached the gate, allowing Seth to reach in and run a hand down his nose. Judging by the horse’s well-muscled frame and feisty disposition, Seth had no doubt this creature could beat Merlin, as well as any other horse it went up against. He turned to Ramsbury. “Banshee will win at Epsom and I will be the proud owner.”

      “You get ahead of yourself, Your Grace. It is rumored a great many are interested in this particular bit of horseflesh.” Ramsbury studied the beast, one of his eyebrows arched slightly.

      “But few have my blunt.” Seth clapped Ramsbury on the shoulder.

      “Oh hell, perhaps I will bid on the beast if for no other reason than to take your arrogance down a notch.”

      “You wouldn’t dare.” Seth shot him a good-natured glare.

      Ramsbury chuckled. “Let us move to the auction space.”

      Tattersall’s fairly vibrated with excitement as the crowd gathered beneath the veranda in the yard. Gentleman stood in clusters, leaned against posts, and waved papers around with enthusiasm as all awaited the auctions start. Seth wove his way through the crowd, determined to find a good spot. He looked at Ramsbury. “Half of London must be here.”

      “I do hope none have more blunt than you,” Ramsbury called, then winked good-naturedly.

      “Bite your tongue.” Seth chuckled as he stepped around a group of gentlemen before stopping to lean against a pillar. A black barouche with silver joints and mountings was brought out for bidding and the auctioneer began.

      Bids started. Calls of ‘fifty guineas’ followed by ‘seventy-five guineas’ were yelled by gentlemen on opposite sides of the auction yard.

      “I have seventy-five guineas, do I hear one hundred? One hundred guineas,” the auctioneer called, brushing back a stray lock of hair.

      Seth looked around the space, wondering how many of these gentlemen had designs on Banshee. Tattersall’s was packed with people from all walks of life, the upper crust of society and poor folk alike. Had he ever seen it so full?

      “Quite the turnout, I must say.” Ramsbury’s voice was laced with humor. “I do hope you brought a significant amount of coin.”

      “Leave off with your jesting. I’ve heard enough.” Seth crossed his arms over his chest. His friend was enjoying this entirely too much. He turned back to Ramsbury, about to shoot him a peering glance when his gaze caught on a nearby woman.

      Seth’s breath hitched as he studied the woman. “Bloody hell, what is she doing here?”

      Ramsbury turned in the direction of Seth’s gaze. “Who?”

      “Stop staring.” Seth’s tone rankled.

      Ramsbury turned back. “Very well, but do tell me who you are referring to.”

      “The she-devil over by the corner. The short brunet standing beside the blonde.” How the devil had she gained admittance in the first place? She’d not even had the decency to disguise herself in order to protect her reputation. Had she no care?

      Ramsbury glanced back at the women. “The one in the red riding habit?”

      Seth fought to keep control of his growing frustration. “Yes.”

      Ramsbury arched a brow. “What has the beauty done to have you so ruffled?”

      Bloody hell, he wished men would stop referring to her in such a way. “She bested me at Newmarket, then refused my offer for her to ride Highflier at Epsom. A bloody good offer I might add.”

      “I am not at all surprised. Lady Narissa is a renowned rider.”

      Seth scowled, his irritation increasing tenfold. “Why the deuce didn’t you come right out and say you knew her?”

      “I do not recall you having asked.” Ramsbury grinned, leaning back against a post and crossing his legs at the ankles.

      Maybe Ramsbury could satisfy his curiosity. Perhaps give him some useful morsel he could use to persuade the lady to change her mind. At the very least, he’d like her to explain how she got into the auction when women were not allowed. “I am asking now. Tell me what you know about the chit?”

      “I know she has your ire up.”

      Blast it all, he needed a stiff drink and Ramsbury wasn’t helping matters in the least. Seth closed his eyes, seeking a bit of calm. “Do not be addle-brained.”

      “Careful old chap, or I may decide you have designs on her.”

      A bloody ridiculous thing to think. Seth studied the woman. She was striking, but he’d never fancy a vixen like her. “Believe what you will. Now tell me what you know.”

      Seth kept his attention on the woman. She appeared to be just like any other, dressed fashionably, her hair styled in a proper way, fan and reticule in her hands. By looking at her now, one would never guess what a hellion she was. Except, of course, for the fact that she stood in the midst of a male-only auction.

      What cause could she have for being here? Did she intend to bid on Banshee? His muscles tensed as he continued to watch her. If she’d set her cap on the bloodhorse, she would not win. He would bid every farthing he had to make sure of it.

      “She is the only child of the late Earl of Haddington, Fredrick Goodwin, renowned gambler. As such, she moves in many male circles. No one seems to mind. I have met her a few times and assure you she is a lovely lady. Unconventional and charming.”

      Seth huffed. “If you like your women viper-tongued, I suppose you would find her pleasing. Now tell me something I did not already know about the little vixen.”

      Ramsbury chuckled. “I find her refreshing, as do many other gentlemen of the ton.”

      “Perhaps you should court her,” Seth said dryly.

      “I have considered it. Alas, the lady makes it clear to all that she has no wish to settle into matrimony. Nor is she amiable to having a love affair. Mores the pity.”

      Seth’s jaw ticked as he considered Ramsbury’s words. Very odd indeed, for what lady did not have designs on marriage? The more Seth heard about her, the more interested he became in Lady Narissa.

      Surely a lady who got away with behaving like a man had something to hide. The kind of secrets that begged one to keep the lights off. If he learned them, she would have to ride for him.

      Ramsbury continued. “She is very much like her father, having been raised by him without the benefit of female guidance. Lady Narissa is known for her skills on the turf as well as at the tables. She has amassed a fortune of her own through plying the skills she learned from the earl and is quite independent as a result.”

      “Now that was interesting.” The devil if he didn’t wish to know her better. Perhaps he should approach her again. Attempt a new tactic. Friendship? Seduction? She clearly had no need for his money.

      “She even trains her own thoroughbreds. Can you imagine?” Ramsbury shook his head. “She’s got some of the finest bloodhorses in England.”

      “No, I cannot fathom it,” Seth replied, more determined than ever to discover all there was to know about Lady Narissa.

      He started toward her but stopped when the auctioneer announced Banshee. Seth moved his attention to the horse being paraded around the yard. A fine specimen indeed. His attention went back to Lady Narissa. Bloody hell, she was watching the horse with the same intensity he felt.

      The auctioneer called out the opening bid for Banshee, ‘Twenty thousand guineas’.

      With his mind set on approaching Lady Narissa and his determination to have Banshee, Seth called out, “One hundred thousand guineas”. Surely no one, not even the she-devil, would counter his bid. He took another step in her direction.

      “One hundred and fifty thousand guineas,” Lady Narissa called, raising her gloved hand.

      So, the hellion had come after the same horse? Seth met her glare with his own stern countenance. “Two hundred thousand guineas.” He would not allow her to best him this time, or ever again for that matter.

      “Three hundred thousand guineas.” She grinned at him, offering a contrite wave of her hand.

      He increased his pace, determined to reach her as he called out, “Three hundred and fifty thousand guineas.”

      Lady Narissa notched her chin, determination burning in her golden eyes. “Four hundred thousand guineas.”

      Annoyance blazed within Seth. “Four hundred and fifty thousand guineas.” Seth took hold of Lady Narissa’s arm and leaned close. “What the devil do you think you’re doing?”

      She peered up at him, jerking her arm free. “Four hundred and seventy thousand guineas,” she called before peering at Seth. “I am bidding on a horse I intend to win.”

      “The hell you will. Five hundred thousand guineas.” He increased his bid before staring down at her. “Not this time.”

      “Like you failed to secure a victory at Newmarket?” She gave a cocky grin before placing another bid. “Five hundred and twenty thousand guineas.”

      She must be running out of coin, for her increments were shrinking. Seth doubled the bid, hoping to put an end to their little game, “One million and forty guineas.”

      Lady Narissa’s eyes rounded. “Are you mad?”

      “Perhaps, or maybe I am simply more determined than you.”

      “I have one million and forty guineas, do I hear one million and fifty? One million and fifty guineas. Going once, going…” the auctioneer called out to the crowd.

      “Better hurry if you wish to own the stallion.” Seth smoothed his cravat, thoroughly enjoying the indigent stare she pinned on him.

      “…Twice, sold to His Grace, the Duke of Blackmore, for one million and forty guineas,” the auctioneer called.

      “Go to the devil.” Lady Narissa pivoted on her heels, her companion following as she stomped away.

      Seth hollered after her, “Let me know when you are ready to ride for me.”

      If she were a true horsewoman, the lure of riding such a bloodhorse would prove too much to ignore. He would see her again, and he’d wager sooner rather than later. He turned when he felt a hand come down on his shoulder.

      Ramsbury inclined his head. “Looks like you got what you came for.”

      Seth would argue he got more than he’d intended. However, he had no wish to further discuss Lady Narissa. No desire to ponder how adorable she’d looked while engaging wills with him, nor the lack of enjoyment he gained from besting her.

      To the devil with her and the way she seemed to affect him. Now that he had Banshee, he was granted a win with or without her as his rider. He nodded at Ramsbury. “I am in want of a drink. Let us retire to the subscription room at once.”
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      Narissa could scarcely believe the nerve of the duke. Even now, with the time that had elapsed since the auction, his actions, and more so his words, still grated on her. How dare he approach her again after Newmarket? And to add insult by tossing Banshee in her face. She ceased pacing her office and turned to Brooke. “Can you believe that scoundrel?”

      Brooke flicked a speck of lint from her dress sleeve. “Are we discussing the Duke of Blackmore?”

      Narissa sighed, reaching for the decanter. “Who else would I refer to in such a way?”

      The blasted man strolled through her thoughts at all hours of the day and night. She could scarcely do anything without him coming to mind. She loathed herself for finding him attractive, for enjoying their battles as much as they vexed her. A small part of her wished to accept his unspoken challenge. Most of her wanted to see him hanged.

      Her anger burned afresh as she recalled his words, ‘let me know when you are ready to ride Banshee’, indeed! It truly was more of a challenge than an offer. As if the pompous ass thought she wasn’t capable of refusing. She poured scotch into tumblers, handed one to Brooke and took the other to her desk. Once seated, she took a Long drink of the warm liquor.

      Her gaze settled on the letters resting on her polished desk near her tumbler. They’d come from the duke, two days apart, and only served to add fuel to her annoyance. The blasted scoundrel did not give up, hassling her to ride for him and making absurd offers as though she could be bought like a street trollop.

      The devil if she would cave to his will. She flicked the corner of one letter. Why hadn’t she burned them yet?

      “It has been a sennight since the auction. Do try to let your anger go. It was only a horse, and you have so many already. Fine bloodhorses capable of running with the best.” Brooke gazed out of the office window watching the gaming floor. “Let us enjoy some cards.”

      Narissa took a deep swallow of scotch, it had been her papa’s favorite, an inclination they shared, for it was always her first choice as well. “Losing the horse is the least of what angers me. He can have the damn thing with my blessing. It is his audacity that I cannot abide.”

      Brooke turned to Narissa. “He is rather tenacious.”

      “He’s a pompous ass not fit to lick my slippers.” Narissa set her empty tumbler aside.

      Brooke laughed as she turned back to face Narissa. “My, he has gotten under your skin.”

      “No matter, I will have my revenge when Merlin beats Banshee or Highflier, or whatever bloody horse he decides to run at Epsom.”

      “You most certainly will,” Brooke agreed.

      “Now, let us join a game.” Narissa stood and strolled to the office door. She glanced at Brooke as she pulled the door open. Why the devil was she just standing there when it had been her who wanted to play? “Come along. This was your idea.”

      Brooke smirked. “I was imagining the look on His Grace’s face when you steal another victory from him.” Brooke mimicked what she imagined the duke would look like, her jaw slack and eyes wide. Both women burst into a fit of laughter before stepping into the gaming hell.

      Sobering, Narissa nodded toward a vingt-et-un table where Lady Diana and Lady Katherine were hard at play. Though she did not share the same close regard with them as she did with Brooke, she still considered both ladies among her friends. They, too, were long-time club members and she would be interested to know what they thought of  Fortuna’s newest member, Hannah, as well as, what they might know about her bothersome brother. Narissa nodded in their direction. “Let us join them.”

      “I do so enjoy that game.” Brooke grinned before turning toward the green baize table.

      “Good evening, ladies,” Narissa said as she took the vacant seat between Diana and Katherine. A server approached, and Narissa took a drink from the tumbler of scotch that had been handed to her. She set it aside with a nod, then smiled at the other women. “Deal us in on the next hand.”

      Diana nodded before she looked back at her cards, then tapped the table with her glove covered finger. “I’ll take one more.” She peeked at the fresh card and frowned before laying it down. Two sixes and a ten, twenty-two.

      “I won again.” Katherine scooped the pile of coins from the table, her gold and diamond earbobs sparkling with the movement.

      “Don’t get overconfident, your luck can change at any time.” Diana notched her chin.

      “Perhaps, but I am not worried.” Katherine picked up her new cards, flashing a wide grin as she did so.

      Brooke followed suit, examining her hand. “What do you think of our new member, Hannah?”

      Narissa glanced from her cards, a ten and a queen, to Brooke and back. “I was wondering the same thing.”

      “She seems to be a good addition to the club. Holds her liquor well and plays with grace and skill.” Diana indicated that she wished for another card.

      Katherine glanced at the dealer, “I’ll stay.” She glanced at Narissa, then Brooke, before returning her attention to the cards. “I’ve had occasion to associate with Hannah beyond the club walls and agree with Diana. She is a quality lady deserving of entrance here.”

      “I agree with Katherine. In fact, I first meet the lady at a secret fencing match.” Diana toyed with her cards, closing them in her hand then fanning them back out.

      Narissa waved her hand, refusing another card. “Good, I had hoped she would fit in here.”

      “Honestly, I find her charming.” Brooke slid her fresh card across the table. “One need not spend much time with her to determine that she is a perfect hoyden without a care for what others think she ought to be doing.”

      “Indeed, she is one of us.” Narissa turned her attention back to the game. She watched as first Diana, and then Brooke, flipped their cards over, revealing sixteen and nineteen, respectively. Katherine grinned as she revealed two tens. “I have twenty. Can you beat it, Narissa?”

      “Perhaps,” She slowly turned her cards, first the queen and then the ten, revealing a perfect score of twenty-one.

      “Ha. I told you not to gloat.” Diana lifted her tumbler, eyes sparkling. “Everyone’s luck takes a hiatus eventually.”

      “Stuff it,” Katherine shot back.

      Diana smirked before taking a copious sip of scotch.

      “I cannot help but wonder what sort of man Hannah’s brother is. Have either of you had the occasion to meet him?” Narissa asked without looking away from her freshly dealt cards. She would hate for them to ascertain exactly how deep her interest in the devilish duke went. Still, she was obsessed and powerless to stop herself from pursuing all there was to know about the man.

      “I have not, though I should like to. I have heard that he is handsome and rich beyond measure.” Diana peeked at her cards. “I thought you meet him at Newmarket?”

      Narissa scowled. “I did, but only spoke with him for a moment.”

      “Mores the pity, he is every bit as handsome as people say. I met him at the Earl and Countess of Harrison’s musical last week. He’d come along to chaperone Hannah, and she introduced us. I found him surprisingly interesting.” Katherine accepted an additional card.

      “I missed the musical in order to stay in bed with a headache. Perhaps I will meet him at tomorrow’s ball.” Diana motioned for more scotch. “Will you be attending, Narissa?”

      Narissa slid her gaze to Brooke. Surely Brooke would have warned her if the duke had accepted an invitation.

      “Indeed, I would not miss a ball hosted by Brooke’s family.” She studied her cards, debating. Having an eight and ten did not allow for much room. If she got anything above a three she would bust. She forwent the risk, waving her hand in refusal, and stayed at eighteen. It was still a good hand.

      Brooke drained her tumbler of scotch before pinning her attention on Narissa. “There is something you may wish to know…about the ball.”

      Narissa caught Brooke’s gaze and she arched an eyebrow. “What is that?”

      Before Brooke could answer a commotion broke out near the entrance. Scuffling and raised voices rang out across the gaming floor.

      Narissa swung around to face the commotion, her breath hitching.

      “You cannot be here.” Josephine’s familiar voice rang out.

      “What the devil is this place?” The duke of Blackmore’s deep voice filled the room.

      Narissa’s body heated, her blood boiling in outrage. What the devil was he doing here? And how had he discovered her secret?

      “Forget what you’ve seen and leave at once,” Josephine ordered, blocking his path.

      “The hell I will.” Blackmore’s words were followed by a thud, as ladies at a nearby table fled the area knocking over a chair in the process.

      Narissa pushed back her chair and stood, forfeiting her hand to march toward the commotion. Fury consumed her when her glare met the Duke of Blackmore’s. One of her men, Ace, had charged ahead and now held him by the lapels, ready to remove him from the club. She should let Ace drag the pompous ass out and toss him in the alley. It would serve the duke well enough.

      “You!” His Grace shot her a seething glare.

      She smirked, enjoying his discomfort. “I could say the same.”

      She glanced at the women standing behind him. Josephine and a red-faced Hannah. He must have followed his sister. Bloody hell. Narissa closed her eyes for a moment. “Let him go, Ace.”

      He did as she bid, releasing the duke and stepping aside. “Do you wish for me to show him out?” Ace asked.

      Much as Narissa would like to have him removed, she could not risk turning him out—not now that he had discovered her gaming hell. Bloody hell, what was she to do? She drew in a deep breath and pinned her gaze on the duke. “No, that won’t be necessary. I will handle him from here.”

      Blackmore had the audacity to flash his perfect white teeth in an amused grin. “I rather like the idea of you taking care of me, Lady Narissa.”

      Ace gave him a slight shake before releasing him. He turned his attention to Narissa. “As you wish.” Then strolled away, but not too far from her.

      Narissa turned to Josephine. “Please see that Hannah receives a drink while the duke and I have a chat in my office.”

      Josephine nodded, then took Hannah’s elbow.

      Hannah glanced up from the floorboards, her gaze finding Narissa’s. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be,” Narissa said, before turning back to the duke. “Follow me.”

      Narissa strolled toward the office without giving His Grace another glance. She had no need to look back, the heavy fall of his boots let her know he followed.
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      Seth could scarcely believe what he had wandered into—a gaming hell full of women. It was absurd, to say the least. Nearly unbelievable, and yet here he was witnessing it with his own eyes. The fact that Hannah had snuck off again came as no surprise, but what was she doing here? How had she found such a place? He closed his eyes for a second, gathering his wits.

      Seeing Lady Narissa—that had left him momentarily dumbfounded. Why should it surprise him that the vixen was a part of this scandalous place? He could not fathom, for he should expect nothing less given what he knew of her. The woman clearly had no moral compass or sense of propriety, and he’d be damned if it didn’t make her all the more appealing.

      The fact only made him wish to wring her slender neck all the more.

      He followed her past a row of hazard tables and into a spacious room, no doubt her office based on the large mahogany desk at the far end. Before she could do anything, Seth reached behind him and flung the oak door shut. He would have answers. “What the hell is going on here?”

      She stared at him through fiery golden eyes, her shoulders squared, back straight. “I believe you are intelligent enough to answer your own query.”

      He flexed his fingers at his sides. “And you are more scandalous than the ton knows.”

      “You don’t say.” She shot him a smirk then moved to the sideboard where she proceeded to pour two tumblers of scotch. “Might I add that I am rather proud of it?”

      The blasted woman was infuriating. All the same, he could not fight the ghost of a grin pulling at his lips. She was unlike any woman he’d ever met. A dangerous combination of wit and beauty mixed with a devil may care attitude that drove him to madness. It was all he could manage to remain standing in place as he desperately wished to take hold of her and shake her senseless—or capture her full lips beneath his.

      He’d wager she tasted of whisky and honey. He took a step toward her, his trousers straining against the bulge of his manhood. Honor stopped him from continuing down that particular path, and he glanced out at the gaming floor through the large window. Hannah had to remain his focus. He pinned Lady Narissa beneath his gaze once more. “This is a female gaming hell.”

      “Well done, Your Grace. Welcome to Fortuna’s Parlor.” She held a tumbler out, offering it to him. “Now, do have a seat.”

      He scowled, rejecting the drink. It would be a cold day in hell before he sipped liquor with the vixen. “I would prefer to collect my sister and take our leave.”

      Her eyes rounded as she sat the tumbler down. “Then what?”

      He smirked. “I believe you are intelligent enough—”

      She waved a hand through the space separating them. “Let us cease with this game, it has grown tiresome.” Nodding toward a chair, she said, “Do sit and let us speak frankly.” Then she situated herself in the chair opposite the gold brocade armchair she’d offered him.

      He hesitated for a moment before taking the seat she’d indicated. Perhaps there was something to gain here. “I should tell all of society what you have been doing. It would serve you right to be brought to ruination.” He leaned in heart pounding. “However, I may be persuaded to hold my tongue.”

      He studied her as a myriad of emotions flashed through her striking whisky eyes. Anger, frustration, determination. When they softened, he relaxed a measure, certain he had her where he wanted her.

      She notched her chin. “Very well. Name your price.”

      “It is not coin I seek, and you well know it.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “What then?”

      The lady may be many untoward things; however, he did not believe her to be addle-brained. He had asked her twice for what he wanted. She well knew the price for his silence. What he could not be certain of was her willingness to accept his terms. “Again, I am quite certain you can figure it out.”

      Lady Narissa placed her elbows on her desk and leaned forward. “You want me to ride for you at Epsom in exchange for your silence.”

      “Bravo, my lady.” Seth smiled with mock sincerity. He was enjoying her
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