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            Prologue

         
         
            London

            1840

         

         The Earl of Elverton scowled at his latest bastard, blotchy and naked, held aloft by a midwife, as though she were offering
            him a treasure discovered in the ruins of Egypt or Pompeii. He wondered if he should present this one to his wife, tell her
            to suckle it at her teat, and announce to the world she’d given birth to it.
         

         
         Why the devil couldn’t he get his countess with babe when he had such success at it elsewhere, with every woman he bedded
            save her? Perhaps if he were more enthusiastic when it came to the taking of her—
         

         
         But she was a plain, docile thing, the daughter of a marquess his father had forced him to marry when he was nineteen. Naught
            about her made a man’s cock stand at attention, although he did manage it. Yet still, after a decade, not once had his seed
            taken root.
         

         
         He should probably rid himself of her. A trip down the stairs, a fall from a rowboat in deep waters, a tumble from her horse.
            He could make an accident happen. He had before with a brother who should have inherited the title ahead of him.
         

         
         A shooting accident when they’d been out hunting grouse. No one was surprised. The heir apparent had never been comfortable around weapons or
            truly mastered the use of firearms. “He tripped, his finger on the trigger,” Elverton had told everyone. “The gun discharged
            quite by accident.” No one doubted his word, no one suspected it had been his finger on the trigger that was responsible for his brother’s demise, not when he blubbered and produced tears. He became
            the victim, the one everyone comforted, because he would have to live with the horror that he’d witnessed due to his brother’s
            clumsiness. Fools all.
         

         
         Now he slid his gaze from the bawling babe to the woman in the bed recovering from her ordeal, watching him, waiting for his
            decision. If he were to arrange to pass this by-blow off as his legitimate heir, he would have to dispatch her to a watery
            grave at the bottom of the Thames in order to ensure her silence. He was not one to take risks of discovery when misdeeds
            were done. While at present—with her bedraggled hair sweaty and her skin clammy—she wasn’t much to gaze upon, when she was
            at her best, she was the most beautiful, exciting woman he’d ever plowed. She also possessed a luscious mouth that knew its
            way well around a man’s cock. He grew hard just thinking of placing his once again between her luscious lips.
         

         
         “Swaddle it,” he ordered the midwife.

         
         “Can I not keep this one?” his favorite mistress asked.

         
         He glanced around at the lavish furnishings he provided for her in the fine town house he leased. “Not unless you want to
            keep it and yourself on the streets. Bastards are tiresome, a burden I do not tolerate.”
         

         
         “But you will ensure he is well cared for and loved, will you not?”

         
         No good would come of changing his plans, but where was the harm in a small lie that would keep her enthusiastically welcoming
            him between her thighs? He gave her a much-practiced reassuring smile. “For you, I will do near anything.”
         

         
         Perhaps he’d even replace his wife with her when the time came, if it came, if his countess did not bear fruit soon.

         
         Taking the boy from the midwife, he headed from the room. Because he paid for his bastards to be “put away”—killed in baby-farming circles—he preferred to spread them out, never using the same farmer more than a couple of times. He’d recently
            obtained a new name, a woman he’d not visited before. He’d gladly hand over the required fee to Ettie Trewlove to ensure he
            was never again inconvenienced by this brat.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            London

            Early March 1872

         

         She was in want of a man.

         
         And not just any man would serve. She had a particular one in mind.

         
         Standing in a shadowed corner of the Elysium Club, an exclusive gaming hell singularly for ladies, Selena Sheffield, Duchess
            of Lushing, watched as the club’s owner prowled the floor with lengthy, lithe strides, reminding her of a large sleek lion,
            predatory and dangerous. His black fitted coat caressed his wide shoulders, as she suspected many a lady had. His black brocade
            waistcoat molded itself around his lean torso. His white shirt and knotted snowy cravat were pristine, a direct contrast to
            the swarthiness of his skin. He didn’t appear to be a man who spent all his time indoors.
         

         
         She’d first caught sight of him last summer at Lady Aslyn Hastings’s wedding, when the daughter of the late Earl of Eames
            and ward to the Duke of Hedley had taken Mick Trewlove as her husband. Selena had known nothing about the Trewloves until
            that day, until she’d caught tidbits here and there as people whispered about the disreputable family that was naught but
            by-blows.
         

         
         Then the Duke of Thornley had married Gillie Trewlove—a tavern owner of all things, for God’s sake—and the whispers had turned
            into a dulcet tone of alarm. More recently, one of the Trewlove brothers had taken Lady Lavinia Kent, sister to the Earl of
            Collinsworth, to wife, and suddenly no one could talk of anything other than the Trewlove bastards and the swath they were
            rapidly cutting through Society like Genghis Khan’s hordes intent on conquering what had once believed itself unconquerable.
         

         
         She considered herself immune to their spell but had to admit to being intrigued by Aiden Trewlove ever since she’d seen him
            standing at the altar looking nothing at all like his brother, but then only God knew who had sired him, who had given birth
            to him. However, it had been more than the cut of his bristly shadowed jaw or his patrician nose or those full, sensual lips
            that had made it near impossible to take her eyes from him.
         

         
         It was the way he’d seemed amused by the entire affair. Whenever he peered over his shoulder or faced the crowd of people
            who had packed themselves onto the pews, desperate to watch a lady of such a storied family marrying a man of such a scandalous
            one, he’d studied them through half-lowered lids, as though taking their measure and not wanting them to see exactly what
            he thought of them, of how much he found them lacking.
         

         
         But when Lady Aslyn had glided up the aisle, the warm smile he’d bestowed upon her, expressing his acceptance of her and welcoming
            her into the family, had marked him as not only kind but immensely approachable.
         

         
         And Selena was in need of a man harboring both characteristics in order to calm her fraying nerves and ease the guilt threatening
            her resolve. She was where she should not be, standing with her back pressed against a wall, wearing a gown of deep royal
            blue, a mask of the same shade, because Aiden Trewlove offered women sin and secrets. Not all the women hid behind masks,
            not the bold ones or those who had nothing to lose. She imagined the freedom one must feel to stride through the rooms unmasked,
            to be unafraid, to be liberated. But it was imperative that no one ever learn of her presence in the scandalous environs provided
            by Aiden Trewlove.
         

         
         To women, he had opened the heavens where gods plotted and revealed the delicious mysteries within. A club they whispered
            about among themselves, a place unknown to fathers, brothers, and husbands. A domain in which women ruled and did as they
            pleased. He’d given them a paradise within the shadows of London that was theirs and theirs alone. He’d known what they wanted,
            what they needed. And he’d provided it.
         

         
         A man who created all of this, who understood women so well and knew the entertainments for which they yearned, surely would
            not sit in judgment and would know how to provide a safe haven where a woman could do what she ought not without fear of her
            actions being revealed to others.
         

         
         And so she watched as he whispered in the ear of one lady, making her laugh, while his words to another caused her to dip
            her head and blush profusely, a shy smile curling her lips upward. To various other women he nodded or grinned—the grin given
            slowly and seductively as though the one to whom it was given was the only soul in the room for whom he had a care. He placed
            his hand over one lady’s, stopping her from moving a stack of wooden disks into the pile at the center of the table. Then,
            with a devastating wink that no doubt took the lady’s breath, he tossed one of the chips onto the mound.
         

         
         Then he carried on striding through his dominion—

         
         No, not through. Toward. Toward her.
         

         
         Her heart kicked frantically against her ribs; within her gloves her palms dampened. She wasn’t yet ready to step out of the
            shadows into the golden glow of the gaslit chandeliers above. She wasn’t yet prepared to meet, to speak with this man who
            might prove to be her salvation—if only her courage would not desert her.
         

         
         It was more than his good looks that unsettled her. It was the way he moved as though each movement was calculated to bring
            attention to him while giving the impression he wanted none at all. The manner in which he observed so keenly, so thoroughly,
            as though he could decipher all mysteries, make them blossom before him. Choosing him could turn out to be a colossal mistake
            because she had secrets to hold close. If she were wise, she would turn on her heel and flee. But if she’d never fled the
            circumstances of her marriage, she certainly wasn’t going to run off now, simply because his thorough gazing of her was disconcerting
            in the extreme. No man had ever looked at her as though she were a confection to be nibbled and enjoyed.
         

         
         He stepped from the light into the gray and leaned one shoulder negligently against the wall papered in curlicues of dark
            burgundy and light rose. The shadows prevented her from discerning the exact shade of his eyes, but not his keen interest
            in her, not the slight tilting up of one corner of his mouth. “You’re new here.”
         

         
         His diction was more polished and refined than she’d expected, not fully aristocratic, but close. She wondered if his father
            had seen him educated. Not that it mattered as his schooling wasn’t a deterrent to her purpose, although her nerves were certainly
            vying for that role. Somewhere within the recesses of her soul, she found the wherewithal to shore up her confidence and force
            it into her words. “You can’t possibly know that. I’m masked.”
         

         
         “I can identify the ladies who visit, mask or no. It is not only a face by which one might be recognized.” Slowly his gaze
            roamed over her, not in an insulting or lascivious way, but with an appreciation that had her skin prickling as though it
            longed to be nearer to him. Then his eyes were back on hers. “What is your name, darling?”
         

         
         She didn’t want to remember how she had once longed to be someone’s darling, to have endearments, not apologies, whispered
            in her ear. “Lena.”
         

         
         A shortened version of her name, a name no one would recognize her by should they hear it. A name she never used.

         
         He cocked his head to the side, gave her another thorough going-over, shook his head. “I don’t think so. Too simple a name
            for far too complex a woman, I wager. Helena, perhaps, Helena of Troy. Or something fancier.”
         

         
         Licking her lips, she glanced around nervously, noting she’d snagged the attention of a few ladies, those not masked known
            to her, which meant she was known to them and probably to a few of the masked ones as well. She didn’t want to consider the
            embarrassment and shame she would bear if her presence were discovered. “I don’t wish others to hear my name spoken.”
         

         
         “It will be our secret,” he murmured, his voice low and seductive, causing unexpected warmth to sluice through her, along
            with a desire to trust him completely, with everything, but she wasn’t quite as foolish as all that.
         

         
         “Selena,” she whispered back, thinking no word on her tongue was nearly as sensual as any syllable on his.

         
         “Selena,” he repeated, his voice going even lower, a velvety caress that nearly had her leaning toward him, toward those lips
            that created such mesmerizing resonances. “I’m Aiden.”
         

         
         “Yes, I know.” Did she have to sound so breathless of a sudden? “The owner. It’s quite a spectacular place.”

         
         “How would you know? You haven’t left this spot since claiming it after coming through the door.”

         
         Oh Lord, the man was too observant by half. Choosing him could turn out to be an error in judgment. Without another word,
            before she claimed another breath, she should take her leave, but his gaze held her hostage as though she were a butterfly
            beneath glass. “I can see the entirety of this room.”
         

         
         “Ah, but this room is only a small portion of what I offer.” He held out his hand, ungloved, large, rough-hewn. It would swallow
            her breast. Where had that thought come from? Yet at that particular moment, she could envision those long, slender fingers
            doing little else than kneading what no man had ever touched. “Come, my lady. Allow me the honor of giving you a tour.”
         

         
         She almost corrected him. She wasn’t my lady, but Your Grace. However, the less he knew of her, the better. In addition, considering the way he studied her, she wasn’t entirely certain
            if he was addressing her with an honorific or claiming her as his lady. A silly thought. An even sillier one was that she wouldn’t mind if the latter were the case, but it was imperative that
            he not have a care for her and she not have one for him, that tonight’s little adventure leave behind no fond memories to
            be mulled over in the days and years to come.
         

         
         Swallowing hard, she placed her gloved hand in his, surprised how the warmth of his burned through the silk. He tucked it
            within the crook of his elbow and began leading her out of the shadows.
         

         
         “I’m looking forward to introducing you to the pleasures of sin.”

         
          

         Aiden Trewlove escorted the lady into the dim light where he could get a better look at her. In contrast to his, her hair
            was the shade of wheat with the barest hint of red, as though she’d eaten strawberries as a child and the fruit had become
            part of her. But it was her eyes that drew him in, the blue of the hottest flames dancing upon a hearth, and he had the unsettling
            thought that with her he could get burned.
         

         
         Not likely. He was not one to become overly involved with a lady. Having watched as one had nearly destroyed his brother when
            they were younger, randy, and wild, Aiden had made a vow to never allow any woman to capture his heart. He would enjoy them,
            ensure they enjoyed time spent with him, but he’d walk away if he ever felt a spark that threatened more than a casual encounter,
            more than a frolic between the sheets.
         

         
         He’d noticed this one the moment she entered his establishment, although he made note of everyone who came and went. It wasn’t
            unusual for a woman, upon first arriving at his club, to be a bit shy, to hover in a corner, to be hesitant about going forward
            and embracing what he offered. But this one had been neither shy nor hovering nor hesitant. She’d been watching. Not the dice
            games or the cards or the roulette wheel. Not the well-dressed men walking through offering champagne, brandy, and port. Not
            the young bucks leaning over a lady’s shoulder whispering tips on how to play and compliments into her ear. No, none of that
            had caught her attention or sparked her curiosity. She’d been watching him.
         

         
         He’d felt the caress of her gaze like a physical force traveling the length of him, and the urge to preen had hit him strong.
            But he was not one for preening. She either liked what she saw or she didn’t. Based on the fact that her hand was now nestled
            in the crook of his elbow, he assumed she liked.
         

         
         He was desperate to see her without the mask that covered three-quarters of her face, leaving only her mouth and chin visible.
            Her chin reminded him of the bottom half of a heart, but more delicate, finely etched by fate’s gentle hand. The gods had
            taken care in creating this one.
         

         
         She had luscious lips, a rosy pink, not red. His mind started to wander to other areas of her that might be pink, and he abruptly
            brought it back to the task at hand. Too soon to travel there. Besides, he didn’t need to be walking about the place, looking
            as though he’d stuffed a tent pole in his trousers. He was introducing these ladies to sin, not decadence. “Do you have an
            interest in these games?”
         

         
         “I wouldn’t know. I’ve not played them.”

         
         “So you only have an interest in that which you know? Where’s your sense of adventure, darling?”

         
         “I’m here, aren’t I? My presence must demonstrate I’m in possession of a great deal.”

         
         “But you’re not entirely comfortable with your surroundings or your daring to come here.”

         
         “I suppose the mask was a hint, but no, I’m not. I had to give myself several lectures before convincing myself to come.”

         
         “Nothing will happen here that you do not want to happen.”

         
         She looked up at him, a bit of deviltry reflected in the blue depths. “So I will not lose my coins should I sit down at the
            tables?”
         

         
         He laughed, grinned at her. “Point well made.”

         
         Her lips twitched and for half a heartbeat, he thought she might at least offer him a hint of a smile. He wanted to see the
            upward curl of her lips, the joy reflected there. A sadness, a sorrow, hovering about her was calling to his protective nature,
            the irritating side that caused him to make sacrifices regardless of the cost to himself. It was the reason he now owned this
            club, a gift from his brother Finn, for whom he’d once humbled himself before their maggot of a father. Finn had seen it as
            a way to repay Aiden for a debt Finn felt he owed in spite of Aiden insisting he didn’t. But the tug he felt to protect this
            lady was far greater than anything he’d ever experienced before. Was ludicrous to the extreme. He didn’t know her or anything
            about her. He couldn’t imagine she didn’t already have a protector.
         

         
         She was nobility, that much he did know. Her fine threads and the cut of her gown hinted at it, but her diction clinched it
            along with the manner in which she held herself, as though accustomed to people bending to her will. He’d never much favored
            the aristocracy except for the coins they could place in his pockets. At nineteen, he’d opened the Cerberus Club intent on
            taking what he could from as many lords as possible, using them for his betterment. Certainly, the less affluent visited his
            gaming hell. He had no prejudice in him when it came to money. He’d taken it from sons, brothers, and husbands. Now, with
            the Elysium Club, he would take it from daughters, sisters, and wives.
         

         
         Finn had made plans for this club before love diverted his attention away from it. He now lived on the outskirts of London,
            making a wife happy and raising horses. When he handed Elysium over to Aiden, barely a dozen women visited each night and
            it had been designed to reflect a bit more elegance and refinement. Aiden had made some adjustments in order to appeal to
            the ladies’ hidden desires.
         

         
         The addition of the masks had been his idea, because he’d known women would be curious, but hesitant to show their faces.
            Yes, those who came through the doors had to swear an oath of secrecy, but he was well aware that oaths were broken. Hence,
            he’d needed a way to protect those who needed protection, while at the same time offering them a sanctuary and a means to
            fill his coffers.
         

         
         The gaming room through which he escorted Selena remained much the same as Finn had left it. All manner of gaming was to be
            found here, and it was here that the bulk of his income was earned.
         

         
         “I’d not expected to see men playing,” she said.

         
         “They’re tutoring their partners. These games are not what ladies play in the afternoon while sipping tea. Would you like
            me to fetch you a tutor?” Even as the words escaped his mouth from habit, his gut tightened with the thought of anyone leaning
            in and whispering advice into the delicate shell of her ear.
         

         
         “I have no interest in learning card play.”

         
         He wondered where her interests resided but where was the fun in getting right down to it? He preferred keeping her at his
            side a while longer, learning more about her, discovering all the various facets of which she was comprised. “Perhaps this
            will interest you more.”
         

         
         He led her through a doorway into a room his brother had envisioned for elegant meals with white linen-covered tables and
            candles flickering on them. What use had adventurous women for such boring dining options? He still had the flickering candles,
            but they stood on tall pillars providing the barest of light over fainting couches and mounds of pillows where ladies lounged
            while men placed grapes between their lips or handed them glasses of wine. Young bucks knelt before them, holding a platter
            of food while they ate to their hearts’ content. Some women invited the men to join them while they dined, some merely wanted
            to be served. Whatever their pleasure, the gentlemen were hired to provide it.
         

         
         “Have you a hunger to be sated?” he asked suggestively. “A thirst to be quenched?”

         
         “I have no interest in food or wine. Although I am intrigued by the decadence.”

         
         She lifted those flame-blue eyes to his, and it took every bit of resistance he could muster not to fall headlong into the
            fire. Why was a woman with such seductive powers coming to an establishment that catered to the lonely wallflowers?
         

         
         “Within this room, women are made to feel like goddesses,” she continued.

         
         It pleased him that she understood the underlying purpose of his efforts here. He grinned. “Hence the reason we call it the
            Goddess Parlor.”
         

         
         “Did a woman help you design this place?”

         
         He thought a touch of jealousy marred her tone, but that could not be. They didn’t know each other well enough to spark emotions
            as volatile as that between them. Although had she wanted to lounge about within these walls, he might have found himself
            letting go any man who came near enough to inhale her strawberry scent. “My sister-by-marriage suggested the ladies would
            welcome being made to feel special.”
         

         
         “Which one? Lady Aslyn or Lady Lavinia?”

         
         Definitely nobility. She spoke the names as though they were familiar to her tongue, and he fought not to consider with what
            else he might wish to make her tongue familiar. “Lavinia. Although she’s dispensed with the use of lady before her name.” Except when she wrote scathing articles about the unjust treatment of unwed mothers and children born on
            the wrong side of the blanket. Then she embraced her place in Society, allowing it to serve her purpose and a greater good.
            “You seem to know a great deal about me.”
         

         
         “Your family is the talk of the ton.”
         

         
         “My family, but not me.”

         
         “Of course, you. How do you think I knew of this place? Why provide women with all this?”

         
         “I have a gaming hell for men. Not as posh. Cards only. But every now and then a woman would come to play. Why shouldn’t women
            have their own space in which to enjoy themselves? Why should they be relegated to evenings of needlework?”
         

         
         “Because it is the proper thing to do.”

         
         “And you are proper, are you?”

         
         “I have been. In the past.”

         
         “And now?”

         
         “Not so much, obviously.”

         
         He detected a bit of remorse in her tone, perhaps even shame. It would lessen in time. She would become addicted to what he
            offered. He had yet to welcome a lady into his lair and not see her return. “You might not be in want of wine, but you should
            at least absorb the atmosphere of the parlor in a bit more comfort.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         As he began guiding her toward an immense ottoman in a back corner, she considered objecting, but her plans were dependent
            on retaining his interest. Besides, it would no doubt behoove her to become more comfortable with him. The velveteen-covered
            piece of furniture was larger than any ottoman she’d ever seen, designed to allow room for sprawling. He lowered her to its
            edge, and when she would have sat there primly and properly, he lifted her feet onto it, gently twisting her in such a way
            that she found herself lounging against a mound of pillows. She’d never been in a prone position with anyone other than her
            husband. “I’ll get it dirty.”
         

         
         “It can be cleaned. Or we can remove your shoes.” Unlike hers, his words came easily, as though he’d murmured them a thousand
            times.
         

         
         She noticed then that several of the women had done exactly that, bare toes peering out from beneath skirts, stockinged feet
            clasped in attentive hands. “I’ll leave them on.” They wouldn’t be here for long, surely.
         

         
         He spoke to a footman before sitting so his hip buttressed hers. She hated that she gave a little start at his nearness, wasn’t
            acting nearly as sophisticated as she’d hoped she would.
         

         
         “You’re tense. Would you like me to rub your shoulders?”

         
         Her gaze darted nervously to those large hands and strong fingers. “Not at the moment.”

         
         “Why are you tense, sweetheart?”

         
         A different endearment, and she wondered how many he possessed, if he would use them all on her, if he used them on all the
            ladies, and she found herself wishing he would reserve one for her and her alone. Silly to expect to mean anything to him
            other than business. “The truth?”
         

         
         “It’s always easier to recall than a lie, should the subject come up again.” He leaned back on his elbow, and with his free
            hand, he skimmed a finger along her calf. Only then did she realize her skirt had not fallen properly to cover her ankles
            as it should. Her first instinct was to shoo his hand away and tuck her toes up beneath the hem, effectively hiding what he
            should not be touching. But he would hopefully be touching a good deal more before the night was done.
         

         
         Through her stocking she could feel the gentle and remarkably intimate swipe of his skin over hers. Swallowing, she strove
            not to become lost in the lovely sensations. She had to keep her head about her and not do anything improper in front of witnesses,
            no matter that she was disguised. “I’ve never done anything remotely naughty.”
         

         
         His gaze shifted from the exposed calf to her eyes. “Why tonight?”

         
         Shaking her head, she was grateful the footman interrupted the conversation by returning with a tray bearing a glass of red
            wine. Aiden Trewlove straightened, took the glass, and offered it to her. While she’d stated her lack of interest in it earlier,
            she decided a sip or two might go a long way toward calming her nerves. “Aren’t you going to join me?”
         

         
         “It wouldn’t do for the owner to get foxed.”

         
         “I won’t be getting foxed either.” Still she sipped the wine, smiled at how smoothly it went down, how it warmed and gave
            her a sense of familiarity. “A fine vintage.”
         

         
         “My sister Gillie owns a tavern. She’d have my head if I didn’t serve the best.”

         
         “She married the Duke of Thornley.”

         
         “Another detail with which you’re familiar.”

         
         “As I said, you’re all the talk.”

         
         He stretched back on his elbow. “Which puts me at a disadvantage as I know so little about you.”

         
         “You know nothing at all about me.”

         
         “I know you’re someone’s wife.”

         
         She tensed, but his finger again trailed along her calf, distracting her, easing her back toward a more comfortable place.
            “You’re guessing.”
         

         
         “Although you’re wearing gloves, I can see the outline of a ring on your left hand. You would have been wise to remove it
            before you came.”
         

         
         She should have, but she’d worn it for nearly seven years now, hadn’t even thought about it. Unsettled to realize she hadn’t
            taken the simplest of precautions to protect her identity, she took another sip, striving—
         

         
         “A duke I’d wager.”

         
         And nearly choked on the wine. With a cough, she covered her mouth, barely aware of him taking the glass from her as she sought
            to regain control, to prevent the burgundy from killing her. Gently, he patted her back. When she was more herself, she took
            the glass from him, cautiously swallowed the rich wine to regain her equilibrium. “Why would you think that?”
         

         
         “The manner in which you hold yourself as though everything is your due, the impression you give that you are in a place beneath
            you, a place in which you really have no interest, walking with a man who isn’t good enough to polish your shoes.”
         

         
         “You are wrong there, Mr. Trewlove. I suspect you are applying your own prejudices to me. Not that I blame you, not if the
            rumors I’ve heard are true. They say your father is nobility.”
         

         
         On her calf, his fingers flexed as though she’d struck him a blow. “I don’t talk of my sire. Ever.”

         
         So it was true. Noble blood ran through his veins, which worked well with her plans. “And I will not discuss my place in or
            out of Society,” she said tartly. “So it seems regarding that aspect of our lives, we are of a like mind.”
         

         
         As he once more leaned back, his fingers returned to their trailing, going a tad higher with each stroke, growing dangerously
            close to her knee. So inappropriate and yet she sensed perhaps he was testing her, daring her to object. Or maybe he simply
            liked the feel of a woman’s leg.
         

         
         “If I were to extinguish the candles on either side of you, enshrouded you in darkness, you could remove your mask.”

         
         “Darkness is never absolute. Within this room, the mask remains. Besides, you’d be amazed by how observant some ladies are.”

         
         He studied her for the longest and then began working on the buttons of her shoes.

         
         “I said they were to remain on.” She would have kicked free if he hadn’t closed one hand around her leg, just above her ankle,
            the moment she began to speak.
         

         
         “You’ll be more comfortable with them off. My floors are clean.”

         
         He glanced at her through half-lowered lids, just as he’d looked at the gathered nobility in the church, and she had an unreasonable
            desire for him not to find her lacking, not to think her a coward.
         

         
         “When was the last time you went barefoot?”

         
         Strange that she should recall it. “I was nine, and there was a field of clover that I simply couldn’t resist.” It had felt
            like running over velvet. She shook her head. “My governess had a time of it, keeping shoes on my feet.”
         

         
         But that day her mother had given her a blistering scolding, convincing her that she was too old for such nonsense. She’d
            kept her shoes on ever since. Disappointing her parents, disappointing anyone actually, had always made her feel rotten.
         

         
         She sipped the last of the wine, finishing off the glass, and there was the footman offering her another. She took it, peered
            over at the man who seemed comfortable in spite of his awkward position, his feet remaining on the floor, and she wondered
            how he might react if she ordered him to place them on the ottoman, so she could remove his boots. Obviously the wine was
            having an effect on her, bolstering her courage. Although not completely. She gave a slight nod, and his fingers immediately
            returned to their endeavor.
         

         
         When he’d removed her shoes, he handed them off to another footman who suddenly appeared. She assumed he’d somehow alerted
            the servant that he was needed although she’d seen no signal. “Give them to Angie, to be placed under my name.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         As the servant dashed off, Aiden Trewlove said, “You can pick them up in the foyer on your way out.”

         
         She’d left her cloak there on the way in, at a counter in front of a room teeming with wraps. The girl guarding things hadn’t
            asked for her name but had merely given her a number. She wondered if they had a special place where they kept ladies’ things
            that came to them in his name, wondered what items ladies might leave with him.
         

         
         Suddenly she wasn’t wondering anything at all as he stroked the side of his thumb along one instep before encasing her foot
            in both his hands, squeezing and kneading. So much better than clover against her soles. She rather wished she wasn’t wearing
            stockings. Then immediately felt guilty for enjoying his ministrations so much.
         

         
         “Where were you educated?” she asked, seeking to distract herself from the wicked way his fingers moved over her.

         
         “The streets.”

         
         She shook her head. “You’ve had some schooling. I hear it in your speech.”

         
         “That’s Gillie’s doing. She’s of the belief that speaking properly is the first step to moving up in the world. When we were
            younger, she worked for a woman who taught her how to rid herself of the Cockney. Gillie shared what she learned with all
            of us.”
         

         
         “If not for your reputation, one wouldn’t know you came from the streets.” She’d sought to compliment him, but he merely shrugged
            as though it was of no consequence to him what people thought. She wished she could say the same of herself. But her position
            in Society required that she care and never cause any embarrassment to her family.
         

         
         “How is it that you chose to own a gambling hell?” She was truly curious about this man, who worked to make her feet feel
            lovely while never seeking to take his heavy-lidded gaze from her face.
         

         
         “This evening is about you, darling, not me.”

         
         Those words melted her nearly as much as the press of his thumbs along the center of her sole. She couldn’t remember the last
            time she’d been anyone’s main focus, that her wants, needs, pleasure had taken precedence over another’s. “If that is truly
            the case, it would please me to know your tale so surely you should share it.”
         

         
         He grinned such a masculine, sensual grin that she feared she’d find herself swimming in unchartered waters with this man.
            “That reasoning is a bit convoluted.” With another shrug, he dipped his head to the side, held her gaze. “Ever played the
            shell game?”
         

         
         “I don’t believe so.”

         
         “The patterer—that’s what you call the person who manages it because he talks the entire time—has three cups. He lets you
            see him put a pea or a ball or some other small object beneath one of the cups, then he starts moving them around quickly,
            talking, talking, and when he stops, he wagers an amount that you can’t correctly identify where the pea is. You guess correctly,
            he pays you. You guess wrong, you pay him. Not a lot, usually. Threepence, sixpence. Depends on the crowd, what it looks like
            they can afford.”
         

         
         “And you always guessed correctly where the pea was.”

         
         That grin again that did funny things to her chest, made it tighten until it was difficult to breathe. “I was the patterer and always knew exactly where the pea was. Right in the palm of my hand. So no matter which cup they picked,
            they were wrong. As I was lifting the cup under which the pea was supposedly hidden, I would slip it into place. ‘Sorry, mate,
            here it is,’ I’d say and collect the winnings.”
         

         
         “You cheated.” She was horrified at the thought, even more horrified that she was impressed with his strategy and quick sleight
            of hand.
         

         
         He chuckled darkly. “Of course I did.”

         
         “That’s how you made enough money to finance your business? On ill-gotten gains?”

         
         She seemed to be amusing him because his smile got even broader. “No. I had this rickety little table with one leg in its
            center that I carried around with me, so I was always on the move, going from one place to another. Had my three cups, had
            my pea. One day a crowd had gathered. This bloke comes up, dressed all fancy. Red brocade waistcoat. I remember that the most,
            being impressed by the waistcoat and judging him on it. I was eleven. Had been doing my trick quite successfully for a while,
            was full of myself. Decided this toff had money. I was going to take him for a guinea. I laid out my terms, and he agreed
            to them.
         

         
         “So I went through my little routine. Showed him the pea going under the cup, palmed the pea, shuffled the cups fast, egging
            him on, ‘Where’s the pea? Where’s the pea?’ I stop. ‘Where do you think it is, guv?’ I fairly crowed. He lifted a cup, and
            damned if there wasn’t a pea beneath it.”
         

         
         She released a quick burst of laughter, taken off guard by the profanity he voiced so casually in her presence—no one ever
            used foul language in her vicinity—and the self-mocking look he gave her, as though he understood he deserved getting caught
            in his arrogance. “He was a swindler as well?”
         

         
         He nodded. “He grew up on the streets, knew the game. Brought his own pea and slipped it into place as he was lifting his
            cup. I couldn’t very well call him out for a cheat without exposing my own trick.”
         

         
         “So you had to pay him an entire guinea?”

         
         He shook his head. “He told me, ‘Never let the mark lift the cup himself.’ He’d been watching me for some time apparently.
            Introduced himself. Jack Dodger he was.”
         

         
         Her eyes widened. “Not the Jack Dodger?” One of the wealthiest men in London, in all of Great Britain for that matter.
         

         
         He nodded. “Indeed. I went to work at his gaming hell, Dodger’s Drawing Room, learning my way around proper gaming. Eventually
            I became a dealer, the youngest they’d ever had. But I wanted to be the one standing in the balcony looking down on my domain,
            not standing on the floor being watched. So when I was nineteen I struck out on my own. I didn’t think it was right to go
            into competition against a man to whom I owed so much, so I opened the Cerberus Club in Whitechapel, more for the dregs than
            the posh, but dregs have coins, too. And not all the nobility is welcomed in the finer circles.”
         

         
         “And from there you decided women needed a place as well.”

         
         “I can’t take credit for that. It was my brother’s idea, but his heart was never truly in it, so he gave the place to me.”

         
         “Gave it to you? Without recompense? Just like that?”

         
         “He felt he owed me.”

         
         “Why?”

         
         “Ah, darling, that’s another story entirely.” Abandoning her feet, he straightened and leaned toward her. “Now you need to
            tell me a tale. What brought you here tonight?”
         

         
          

         “A carriage.”

         
         He chuckled low at her quick response, her deliberate failure to properly address his question. This one was full of secrets.
            He’d wager the entirety of tonight’s take on it. He couldn’t figure out what it was about her that drew his attention, that
            kept him at her side. Normally, he didn’t linger with the ladies, having no desire to make any of them jealous—jealousy was
            bad for business. But for some odd reason, he couldn’t seem to tear himself away from her. Perhaps it was the sadness in her
            eyes, or her discomfort. Most women had excitement thrumming through them when they came here, but with her, it was as though
            she had no interest in the place but felt compelled to be within these walls. She was searching for something, thought she’d
            find it here, but he could have told her no treasures resided within these rooms. They provided only momentary escapes. There
            was value in that, but it was always fleeting. Which was the reason people returned. Because the joy they found here could
            not be taken with them. It always dissipated once they exited.
         

         
         Which was good for business. Ensured they’d return.

         
         A footman came by, refilled her wineglass, and went on his way. She didn’t object, and he suspected she was beginning to feel
            a bit more relaxed. Reaching for her free hand, he began rolling her glove down past her elbow. Why did ladies wear frocks
            that exposed their arms and then add an accessory to hide them?
         

         
         “What are you doing?” she asked, and he heard a measure of alarm in her voice.

         
         “Gloves are a nuisance.”

         
         She closed her fingers into an ineffectual fist. “Please don’t remove them.”

         
         He thought of the ring that might be recognizable to those who knew her. “We could place your ring inside one of the gloves.
            It would be safe there. We have no thieves here. Or I could tuck it into one of my pockets.”
         

         
         She shook her head, and he wondered about the man who had placed it on her finger, and how she wanted it to remain there.
            If she loved him, would she be here? Hell, Lady Aslyn visited on occasion and she adored his brother. Sometimes a lady just
            needed to escape for a while.
         

         
         He rolled the glove back into place, trailing his finger along the soft flesh of the inside of her arm where the glove did
            not reach. “I’m waiting, sweetheart, for your story.”
         

         
         She brought the glass to her lips, delaying the telling, and he rather regretted not deigning to join her, but he did have
            a rule about not becoming overly familiar with his guests because fraternizing too much wasn’t good for business. Like his
            siblings, he was very much aware that his fortunes rested on taking care of his enterprises. Those in his family were born
            of scandal, and it still dogged their heels, and while he sometimes skirted the edge of impropriety, he didn’t do it here,
            never here. Yet she tempted him in ways no other woman ever had.
         

         
         After licking her lips, she turned her attention to the shadows. “I told you of the clover.”

         
         “You’ve more interesting tales than that.”

         
         Her gaze swung back around to him. “Not really. It’s the reason I’m here.”

         
         Not for a single minute did he believe she was as boring as all that, but he also knew when not to push. “Finish off your
            wine. I’ll show you another room of entertainment.”
         

         
         He liked watching the way her delicate throat muscles worked as she swallowed. There was not a solitary aspect to her that
            did not draw him in. He wondered if he took her to a room cloaked in blackness if she would remove the mask and allow him
            to outline her features with his fingertips. He’d always had a knack for drawing things and thought if he traced her features,
            he could transfer them to paper.
         

         
         She’d barely gathered the last drop on her tongue when a handsome lad—they were all handsome; Lavinia had convinced him the
            ladies would appreciate fine scenery wandering through the establishment—barely twenty was taking her empty glass and offering
            her a full one.
         

         
         “We’re done here,” he told the servant, surprised by the gruffness of his tone, the curtness of it.

         
         Jasper must have been surprised as well because his eyes widened considerably before he gave a quick bob of his head and made
            a hasty retreat.
         

         
         Aiden felt her speculating gaze on him, more than he saw it. He had an urge to apologize to her, to the lad, but he was not
            in the habit of apologizing, and an apology might lead to him having to confess he didn’t much like the idea of any of his
            lads fawning over her—even though that’s what he paid them to do. Make the ladies feel special so they would return in order
            to feel special again.
         

         
         “I’ll need my shoes.” She surprised him by her absence of a comment on his earlier reaction.

         
         “No, you won’t. As I said, the floor is clean. Why close those lovely feet in leather when there is no need?”

         
         Standing, he took her hand and helped her rise to her feet. Without her shoes, the top of her head came to his shoulder, and
            he didn’t want to consider how much he might like tucking her cheek into the curve there, an odd thought for a man who never
            tucked women in close. He liked them well enough, enjoyed their company immensely, but wasn’t one for offering hugs when they
            were in need of them. Tears usually had him searching for the nearest escape. He didn’t simply hold and comfort for the sake
            of simply holding and comforting. He liked having a jolly good time.
         

         
         Tonight he was not acting himself: lounging about with a woman, giving her attention, excluding all others. Perhaps it was
            merely the mystery of her. But others wore masks and he wasn’t slavering to know details about them. He should hand her off
            to one of the attention-givers but he feared he’d then find fault with how much attention the gent was giving her. If it wasn’t
            enough, he’d be angry because she was doing without. If too much was lavished upon her, he’d be furious because he wasn’t
            the one doing the lavishing.
         

         
         If she was aware of his rioting thoughts, she gave no indication, merely tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow as though
            it belonged there. The wine had done the trick. She was more relaxed, more at ease. Strange how he was suddenly more tense.
         

         
         Taking his time, he guided her into the next room, one that Lavinia had insisted would appeal to the ladies, one he referred
            to in private as the Wallflower Parlor, although to his guests it was merely a ballroom, like any other they’d visited before,
            but within these walls they were guaranteed a waltz with a charming gent. Although he’d have preferred to provide employment
            for the poorer among them, he’d needed fellows of a certain caliber to entertain his ladies, men who spoke with a bit of polish
            and knew how to dress to please in jackets, waistcoats, and cravats. Most of his visible male staff had been trained to take
            a position in some posh house as a footman. Here they earned double what they would have elsewhere.
         

         
         “I’d not expected dancing,” she murmured.

         
         A few ladies lined the edge of the dance floor, awaiting their turn, knowing they would soon circle about the floor. No female
            here was ever neglected.
         

         
         “Perhaps you would care for a waltz?” He never danced with his patrons, but he wanted to hold her in his arms, sweep her over
            the polished parquetry. The fact that he’d never waltzed in his life would hardly serve as a deterrent to something he desired.
            Lavinia had taught him the basics, thinking it might come in useful at some point, that he might wish to dance with one of
            his guests. He hated to give her credit for being correct. While she was now his sister-by-marriage, he was still struggling
            to forgive her completely for the horrid past she’d wrought upon his brother.
         

         
         Selena shook her head. “I am not here to dance.”

         
         “You have no interest in gaming, in feasting, in dancing. Why are you here then, darling?”

         
         With a bit of obstinance and daring, she met and held his gaze. “I am here to be bedded.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Growing up in the rookeries had taught him to never show exactly what he felt so he didn’t allow so much as a muscle in his
            cheek to tic, but the bluntness of her words took him off guard. As did the fact that she continued to hold his gaze as though
            she hadn’t said something outrageous. He wanted to tear off the damn mask and see if she was blushing. If she was, it was
            only her cheeks because her chin remained a pale alabaster, with no hint whatsoever of pink or a warming.
         

         
         He didn’t like at all the singular purpose for which she’d come to his club, and the irony was not lost on him. He reveled
            in sin, enjoyed his role in introducing people to vice. It was unlikely he was headed to heaven and so he fully intended to
            enjoy the ride that would deliver him to hell. He understood people had urges, had never understood why fault was found with
            people satisfying those urges—in or out of marriage.
         

         
         Yet at that moment he wanted her to be more discerning in her tastes, her desires. He didn’t want her interested in the act
            alone. He wanted her interested in engaging in the act because of how madly she was drawn to someone in particular, drawn
            to him. What the devil was the matter with him?
         

         
         “If you look closely, you’ll see that some of the gents wear a red button on their left lapel. They will provide that service
            for you.” He said the words flatly and yet an unwelcomed tightness was building within him like a volcano on the verge of
            erupting.
         

         
         “I’m not interested in them. You intrigue me, Mr. Trewlove. You are the one I want.”

         
         “Alas, I do not mix business and pleasure.” It nearly killed him to say the words.

         
         “Consider it all business.”

         
         “I do not involve myself with my clientele.”

         
         “I’m not asking you to involve yourself. I’m asking you to bed me.”

         
         He was accustomed to being the one in pursuit, not the one pursued. While he appreciated her boldness, was quite taken with
            it if he was honest, it did make him feel uncentered. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to bed her. It was simply that he was wary of her motives. Did ladies in whom he showed an interest feel the same, worry
            they might be left with regrets?
         

         
         Was it even possible to bed her without involving himself? Certainly he’d had encounters that were designed to merely slake
            lust, but she seemed a lady deserving of more. Did she fully comprehend the loneliness that could strike when the body was
            replete, but nothing called to the soul? It was an odd thing, having just met her, to realize he didn’t want to bed her and
            then be done with it. He wanted a bit more time to explore the possibilities of her.
         

         
         “We can stand here and debate or we can waltz and debate.” Bowing slightly, mockingly, if truth be told, he waved toward the
            dance floor. “Shall we?”
         

         
         “I’m not wearing shoes.”

         
         “All the better.”

         
          

         How often had she considered slipping off her slippers, certain the flow of her skirts would keep her bare feet hidden while
            she danced? She abhorred shoes, the manner in which they confined, often causing her toes to pinch. So the freedom she now
            had was as delightful as she’d always thought it would be, with her soles skimming over the polished wood as he swept her
            over the floor.
         

         
         It didn’t hurt that a handsome man whose gaze never wavered from her was the one doing the sweeping.

         
         “I shocked you with my bluntness.” Had shocked herself, truth be told. She hadn’t meant to blurt it out, had intended to be
            a bit more subtle in gaining what she required.
         

         
         “Not shocked. Surprised, more like. Certainly you’re not the first to come here wanting to dive into the more unforgiving
            of sins. Unhappy wives, lonely widows, doomed spinsters. Why not spend a night dancing with the devil?”
         

         
         “I don’t believe the devil would have rebuffed me.”

         
         “I am too familiar with temptation, vice, and addiction. I do not gamble at my own tables. I do not drink of my own spirits.
            I do not lounge upon my own ottomans. Until this moment, I’ve never waltzed upon my own floor.”
         

         
         She offered him a small, tentative smile. “So you are open to making exceptions.”

         
         “It would appear so.”

         
         Laughter nearly erupted from her. It had been too long since she’d had a good laugh. “You don’t have to sound so disgruntled.”

         
         “I’m curious. Have you ever been told you’re beautiful?”

         
         “So many times that the word has lost all meaning.”

         
         “Did you marry for love?”

         
         “I did not.”

         
         “He does not satisfy you?”

         
         “Can a woman be satisfied?”

         
         “With proper bedding. And a proper bedding begins with seduction.” With the slightest of pressure from his hand splayed over
            her lower back, he urged her nearer until his legs were brushing against her skirts and her toes were coming dangerously close
            to his boots, but she trusted him not to step on them, not to send her hobbling home.
         

         
         “You’ve been seducing me since you approached me in the corner.”

         
         One side of his mouth hitched up. “Before that, I’d wager.”

         
         She smiled fully then; she couldn’t help it. “Your earlier strutting through the gaming floor? Was that for my benefit?”

         
         “You noticed me, didn’t you?” He shook his head as a small self-deprecating grin formed. “You’re making me break all my rules.”

         
         “You don’t strike me as one who adheres to rules.”

         
         “I was striving to turn over a new leaf. To become respectable.”

         
         “Respectability is overrated.”

         
         “And you know that because you are so disreputable?”

         
         “I know that because I want to be so disreputable. I have observed propriety my entire life. It grows wearisome.”
         

         
         “I have another rule, sweetheart. I don’t bed married women. That one I have never broken.”

         
         “Fortunate for me, then, that I’m a widow.” Not so fortunate really. If she wasn’t a widow, she wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t
            have sought him out. She hadn’t meant to confess the truth of her marital status, but even if he’d read Lushing’s obituary
            in the newspaper, it was unlikely he would associate the duke with her, for surely he would not expect a woman only three
            days a widow to come so soon to a house of sin. Still, the less he knew or suspected about her, the better. She didn’t know
            why she found herself telling him things she shouldn’t. She’d learned early on, from the cradle, to hold her thoughts to herself
            and never reveal her true opinions or feelings, and yet here she was blathering on like a fishmonger’s wife who wouldn’t soon
            find herself facing consequences.
         

         
         On the other hand, where was the harm in what she’d revealed? Even if he managed to discern exactly who she was, he didn’t
            have the power to interfere with her plans. Besides, she was accustomed to having her way in most things. It was a privilege
            of her rank, and she’d discerned she wanted him. Why was he playing so hard to get? It was her experience that men were ruled
            by their baser instincts and nothing was baser than the need to see to their cocks. Why was he being so blasted difficult?
            Why hadn’t he immediately escorted her to a darkened room and lifted her skirts? More irritating than his apparent lack of
            interest was the sympathy that plunged into the depths of his brown eyes.
         

         
         “How long?” he asked.

         
         “It’s of no consequence.”

         
         “Do you miss him?”

         
         At that particular moment, she missed the silence of him, the fact that he’d never bombarded her with questions in an attempt
            to discern every facet of her. “Have you no interest in bedding me?” Her voice held her impatience. She’d come here for a
            purpose, and he was delaying it.
         

         
         His long fingers splayed against her back, dug in, and claimed as he brought her scandalously nearer, until his thigh was
            practically nestled between both of hers and she feared his feet might become entangled in the hem of her skirts. But apparently
            he was too light-footed for that disaster to occur, knew precisely what he was about, had calculated exactly how closely he
            could hold her without causing any mishap. Or perhaps it was simply at that moment they seemed to be one and the same. Strange
            how she felt as though she was sharing a familiarity far more intimate than anything she’d experienced in a bed.
         

         
         “You deserve better than to be bedded.” His low voice thrummed through every nerve ending she possessed. “You warrant a scandalous
            and thorough seduction.”
         

         
         His eyes locked with hers, offering a promise she didn’t know if she had the courage to accept. She couldn’t draw in a single
            breath. Suddenly coming here seemed an incredibly reckless venture, yet in spite of the pounding of her heart, which she was
            rather certain he could feel traveling all the way to her fingertips, she couldn’t bring herself to break free and leave.
            She was all of twenty-five and not once, in all her years upon this earth, had she ever been thoroughly seduced. She couldn’t even claim to have been slightly seduced.
         

         
         The final strains of the tune wafted on the air, lingering like the scent of a flower whose blossom had closed up for the
            night. They ceased their movements, but he didn’t loosen his hold one iota. “You don’t know me.” Her voice sounded raw, as
            though she’d not used it in ages. “You can’t know what I warrant.”
         

         
         “Every woman merits more than a bedding. Each is deserving of seduction. All that said, I suspect I know you far better than
            you think.”
         

         
         She was grateful the mask hid her reaction, that he couldn’t see how much she longed for someone to truly know her, to be
            aware of her thoughts, fears, and dreams.
         

         
         “As for your earlier question regarding my interest in bedding you—rest assured it is strong and powerful. If you were to
            turn your attentions to another man here, I might, regretfully, find myself having to kill him.”
         

         
         She was remarkably ashamed of the satisfaction that swept through her because he might be jealous of another.

         
         Another tune started up, and he was again gliding her over the floor. She had danced with gentlemen more accomplished and
            polished when it came to the waltz, but it had all been merely movement and motion, adhering to the formalities of the steps.
            His style was more feral, raw, and alluring. He held her gaze as though to look away would signal defeat. Their proximity
            to each other was scandalously close, not that it truly mattered here. There was an earthiness, a primitiveness to the way
            all the couples moved in tandem around the ballroom. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see how each of the other gents
            looked at his partner as though she hung the moon and the stars.
         

         
         But Aiden Trewlove had perfected his regard to reflect that of a man truly smitten. Even if only for a moment, the length
            of a dance, a woman felt treasured. She felt treasured. She hadn’t expected that tonight, didn’t want it. It made her feel weak when it was imperative that she remain
            strong in order to do what needed to be done.
         

         
         “Odd that you wouldn’t remove your gloves, that you rejected the
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