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Prologue
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From the Pen of The Society Spy, March 30th, 1792

All of London is abuzz with a single question. Just where has Westhart been?

His Grace, William Lynch, Duke of Westhart, has at last returned to the capital after years abroad, bringing with him not only a whiff of scandal but the tantalizing promise of matrimony. The Season, so far a predictable parade of modest heiresses and familiar suitors, has suddenly been transformed into a breathless race to catch the eye of society’s most elusive bachelor.

Rumor whispers that his exploits in Paris, Venice, and Vienna were as numerous as they were notorious, involving gaming tables, questionable company, and extravagances of the sort only whispered about behind fluttering fans. Now, having exhausted the continent, or perhaps, having been exhausted by it, the Duke has come home. But does he arrive chastened and ready to embrace respectability, or is he merely seeking fresh entertainment in Mayfair’s drawing rooms?

The marriage-minded mothers of London are convinced it is the former, and they have quickly marshaled their forces. Already, the names of eligible debutantes circulate like currency at Almack’s, each one speculated as the lady who might tame him.

Lady Charlotte Edmunds leads the field, buoyed by her impeccable pedigree and tidy dowry. Isabelle Theroux is not far behind, the delicate French beauty recently arrived with a whisper of her own intrigues from abroad. Amelia Fairfax, sweet-natured yet prone to fits of nervousness, remains in contention, but perhaps a little less vigorously. And let us not overlook the unyielding Lady Mary Banks, the Queen’s own goddaughter, whose patroness is said to watch closely from the palace itself.

All of London waits, breathless and eager, ready to learn which lady, if any, can claim the hand of the notorious Duke. For make no mistake, Westhart’s return promises excitement, scandal, and, most thrillingly, it promises a great deal of uncertainty. 

Let the games begin.
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Chapter One
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Lord Aubrey’s Townhouse, London, 1792

The dining room of Aubrey House glowed with the mellow brilliance of candlelight, each flame caught and scattered by polished silver and porcelain until the table seemed to shimmer like a jewel box. The air carried the mingled scents of roasted pheasant, warm bread, and beeswax, richer than anything Elizabeth Hampden had ever known. She sat very straight, determined to remember every lesson her father had pressed upon her. Still, her heart beat faster than she dared allow, and her fingers curled tight in her lap to keep from betraying her nerves.

She had been raised in a vicarage where meals were plain and company humbler, and though a fortnight had passed since her arrival under the Aubreys’ roof, they were kind enough to sponsor her for the season, yet even after a fortnight she had not yet grown used to such magnificence. It felt at once dazzling and precarious, as if every glance might weigh her and find her wanting.

At the head of the long table presided the Marquess of Aubrey, grave yet kindly, whose very presence seemed to set the rhythm of conversation. Elizabeth knew she sat here only because of him. Years ago, during the war, her father had saved his life, and in repayment the Marquess had offered her a place in his household and a chance at a future she could never have secured alone.

Beside him sat the Marchioness, regal in sapphire silk and a necklace that glittered each time she turned her head. Her generosity in sponsoring Elizabeth came not without vigilance. Her sharp eyes seemed to note every lifted glass, every curtsy, every smile, and Elizabeth felt keenly that no fault would be allowed to cling to a girl under her care.

At Elizabeth’s side sat Carolyn Smyth, the Aubreys’ eldest daughter. They had shared summers at the vicarage since childhood, chasing wildflowers and whispering secrets on the rectory lawn. Now Carolyn was as lively as ever, her cheeks flushed with anticipation, her fan tapping against her palm as though it might leap from her hand if she held it still. Though every inch the daughter of a marquess, she treated Elizabeth as a sister, and yet Elizabeth knew it was Carolyn who belonged here, not she.

Across from them sat Derrick Smyth, the Marquess’s heir, styled the Earl of Blackwillow. At six-and-thirty, he bore his station with a steadiness that seemed older still. His eyes carried the same authority as his father’s, and he rarely needed to raise his voice to silence Carolyn’s chatter. Elizabeth respected him, perhaps even feared his censure a little, for she had seen more than once how quickly her friend’s mischief could fall under his disapproving gaze.

At the far end of the table Rosalie, still a child of twelve, leaned forward in bursts of eager whispering until her mother’s fan stilled her. Other young guests listened too, half envious, half awestruck, for this was the beginning of their season, and every word spoken at such a table seemed heavy with consequence.

Elizabeth kept her eyes lowered to her plate, willing herself not to gape at the glittering room or the rustle of silks around her. She told herself she must appear composed, but every sound impressed itself upon her. Servants moved in practiced silence, pouring claret into delicate glasses, setting down dishes of spiced pastries and gleaming tureens of soup. The talk flowed easily, all of Hyde Park’s newest carriages, the latest gowns from Paris, and the intrigue of Almack’s. Elizabeth listened politely, though she knew she could never contribute with ease like the others.

It was Lord Blackwillow who shifted the tone of the evening. “I hear the Duke of Westhart has returned from the Continent,” he remarked, his voice steady but carrying enough to hush the end of a conversation two places down. “That will give the season’s debutantes something to chatter about.”

The name moved through the company like a current. A matron nearly dropped her spoon in her haste to lean closer. “Lord Westhart, back at last? Why, he has been abroad for years. Many thought he would never return.”

Her husband gave a low chuckle. “It is said he exhausted Paris, Venice, and Vienna in turn. When a man grows too well known for his diversions, he must come home whether he wills it or not.”

The Marchioness’s lips tightened, her expression the faintest warning that gossip at her table would not be indulged. Yet Carolyn leaned eagerly toward Elizabeth, her fan snapping open as though she could not contain her delight. “Do you hear them? I haven’t seen him since I was a child. They say he is now the handsomest man in England, and the most impossible. Imagine, Lizzie, a duke here in London for the season. Perhaps he will choose one of us.”

Elizabeth shook her head, her voice kept low. “You imagine too much. A duke will never turn his eyes toward me.”

Carolyn only smiled, eyes alight with mischief. “Perhaps not toward you, but he will turn them somewhere. That is why every lady here will be dreaming of him tonight.”

Elizabeth forced a smile, though her cheeks warmed despite her sense. She told herself she would not waste thought on a man she had never seen and never would. Yet she could not deny the subtle change in the air. Servants moved more briskly, ladies whispered behind raised hands, men exchanged glances heavy with speculation.

It was strange, Elizabeth thought, how one man’s name alone could alter the very order of a supper, even when he was not present at all.

The talk had scarcely died down when the Marchioness lifted her chin toward a maid waiting in the shadows. “Fetch me the society pages,” she said, her tone cool and imperious. “If the ton insists upon whispering about Westhart, we may as well have the words from print.”

The maid slipped from the room and returned within moments, a folded sheet balanced on a silver salver. The Marchioness took it with the same steady hand she might have used to hold a blade. Conversation dimmed as she spread the paper across the tablecloth, her rings glinting in the candlelight.

“There,” she said at last, her eyes narrowing as they moved swiftly down the columns. “The Duke of Westhart returns from the Continent, and not empty-handed. Paris, Venice, Vienna. Gaming, mistresses, and worse. Yet now, at eight-and-thirty, he is said to be considering matrimony. There is even a whisper that Her Majesty herself takes an interest in his choice.”

The reaction was instant. A flutter of gasps, fans stirring like startled birds. Laughter too, low and knowing, from several of the younger men who had clearly heard the scandal before but never tired of repeating it. The air seemed charged now, as if the ink upon that page had power enough to rearrange the fates of half the young women in the room.

Carolyn leaned close to Elizabeth, her eyes wide with delight. “Can you imagine it? After years of wickedness, he means to wed. Every girl here will believe herself the one to reform him.”

Elizabeth studied her plate, forcing composure into every line of her posture. “I have no reason to imagine it. A duke is nothing to me.”

Her friend nudged her, refusing to be dissuaded. “You cannot deny it is thrilling. They call him the most handsome man in all of England.”

Elizabeth shook her head, her voice quiet but firm. “If so, he is handsome for someone else. I did not come to London for dukes, nor for fairy tales. My father taught me better than to waste thought on things far above my station.”

The Marchioness’s voice cut across the table once more, as cool and impersonal as if she spoke of the weather. “Speculation already runs wild. Lady Charlotte Edmunds is mentioned. Amelia Fairfax as well. Isabelle Theroux, naturally, and Lady Mary Banks, of course, being the Queen’s favorite. Bets are laid in more than one house.”

At once the younger ladies bent together, whispering behind their hands. Elizabeth caught fragments of the whispers. Lady Charlotte’s tidy dowry, Isabelle’s beauty, Lady Mary’s influence at court. The air grew restless, heated, as though the Society Spy had set the entire company aflame with new possibilities.

The Marchioness snapped the paper closed and laid it aside with finality. “Enough. The season is not a gaming house. Let the Duke make his choice as he will.”

The hush she imposed lingered only a moment before conversation turned back to pheasant and pastries. Elizabeth breathed easier, though Carolyn’s eyes still sparkled with excited anticipation.

Elizabeth wished she could match her friend’s thrill. Yet the words on the page had meant little to her. She was a vicar’s daughter, brought here by Lord and Lady Aubreys’ generosity, nothing more. What did it matter to her if the most elusive duke in England returned at last?

But the atmosphere told her she was alone in that belief. The young ladies whispered hungrily, mothers plotted futures with sharpened eyes, and even the men seemed amused by the fever stirred by a few lines of print.

Elizabeth told herself she would not think on it again. And yet she could not help but notice how one man’s name, spoken aloud, had altered the very current of the evening.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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The White Horse Club, London, 1792

The heavy doors of the White Horse Club closed behind him with the finality of a vault, shutting out the prattle of Mayfair and the chatter of ladies hungry for his return. Inside, the air was dense with smoke and the heady scent of brandy. Firelight flickered against paneled walls, casting long shadows that blurred the edges of gilt frames. Cards slapped against polished wood, dice rattled in ivory cups, and men of rank leaned back in their chairs as though they had shrugged off the weight of the world the moment they stepped inside.

William Lynch, Duke of Westhart, removed his gloves with the ease of long habit rather than ceremony. He had been away for years, Paris, Venice, Vienna, the continent, and yet nothing here had altered. The same laughter rose at another man’s expense, the same voices argued bloodstock or Parliament, and the same delicious indulgences waited behind discreet doors. London might change its fashions daily, but the White Horse Club never changed at all.

“Westhart,” came the greeting from the hearth, followed by the lift of glasses raised in welcome. Lockland grinned, Linley gave a dry nod, and Windbury called out something about wagers already lost on his return.

He crossed the room to them, his step unhurried, his expression composed, the calm mask he had worn since youth when he first discovered composure could be a weapon. He accepted a glass, drank deep, and bore their jests with the faintest lift of his brow.

“We had begun to think Paris would keep you forever,” Lockland said.

“Paris grows tedious when it lasts too long,” Westhart replied.

That earned laughter, though it was truth. He had exhausted Paris as he had exhausted Venice and Vienna. There were only so many tables to strip, courtesans to test, diversions to be had before even pleasure soured into restlessness. And when restlessness came, London always called him back.

Talk turned quickly, as it always did, to marriage. The Queen’s supposed interest. The wagers already placed on which heiress would be chosen. The endless speculation of mothers whose daughters hovered in readiness. Westhart met the remarks with a half-smile that revealed nothing.

“If Her Majesty wishes to choose for me, I must hope she acts quickly,” he said. “I have no patience for games of the drawing room.”

The men laughed again, knowing him well enough to hear the truth beneath the jest. He would marry because his title demanded it. He would choose a woman of family and consequence, present her to the world, and keep her untouched by the part of himself that had never belonged in ballrooms.

The door at the far end opened then. A softer light spilled into the corridor, accompanied by women’s laughter, low, practiced, knowing. The shift in the room was immediate. Cards were gathered, coins swept into pockets, and several men excused themselves without apology.

Westhart rose as well, setting aside his glass. His steps carried him unerringly toward the familiar passage. He knew every turn, every chamber, every faint squeak of the hinges when the latch caught. These halls had been his second home since before he was twenty, and in truth they had felt more like home than his own estate.

When he opened the door, she was there. Ruby. Always Ruby when London wearied him. She lifted her eyes with a smile already prepared, her posture loose and waiting. On the table lay the implements he favored, leather gleaming in the lamplight, wood polished to a cruel shine.

Westhart closed the door softly. The sound of the lock falling into place was the only promise he allowed himself. A wife, when he chose one, would be a lady for drawing rooms and heirs. Here, with Ruby, he needed no artifice, he needed no masks.

He said nothing. He rarely did with her. Ruby understood better than to disturb the silence with idle chatter, he paid her well enough to know. 

She turned without instruction, walking toward the hearth with a measured grace that matched the flickering shadows cast by the gas lamps. Her gown whispered against her legs as she moved, her hips swaying with a casual sensuality that needed no exaggeration. When she reached the edge of the velvet chair, she glanced back over her shoulder, her chin dipped just enough to seem deferent without surrender. She played her part perfectly, not because he asked her to, but because she understood the shape of his hunger.

Behind her, Westhart moved with the same quiet deliberation, undoing his cuffs and rolling his sleeves as though preparing to engage in some gentleman’s sport rather than what passed between them in this room. Ruby was already slipping free of her gown, the fabric spilling to the floor in a soft heap, followed by her shift. She folded forward without being told, her palms bracing the seat of the chair, her bare form angled in the firelight like something sculpted, offered without pretense. Her breath was calm, steady, though he knew that wouldn’t last. Not once he began.

He picked up the thick leather strap and let the weight of it settle in his hand. He crossed the room with measured steps and positioned himself behind her, not bothering with preamble, and then he began, the thrill of the punishing strokes washing through him, hot streaks of desire that only this, as brutal as it was, could give him the true pleasure he yearned for. 

By the time he dropped the strap to the floor, she was trembling in earnest. He stepped behind her, resting one hand on her hip, steadying her. Her skin was hot beneath his palm, the rise and fall of her breath uneven, and when she turned her face toward him, her lashes were damp, her lips parted.

He didn’t speak. He didn’t need to. She rose to meet him when he reached for her, just like a courtesan meeting a demand. What followed wasn’t bought, wasn’t bargained, and wasn’t discussed. With Ruby, it never was. Westhart knew, this was all he ever truly needed. 
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Later, in the quiet of his private chambers, the world was hushed enough to hear the tick of the mantel clock and the faint roll of carriage wheels outside. He stood before the window, coat unbuttoned, lamplight cutting a clean edge along his shoulders. Above the hearth hung his father’s portrait. The eyes, the same cold blue as his own, had always seemed more verdict than likeness.

He had returned to London to do what was required. Secure an heir. Put his household in order. Ensure his name did not die with him. Duty could be endured. He had endured worse, of course, in gaming rooms where a smile could mean ruin, across borders where every shadow carried a temptation. Paris had taught him appetite. Venice had taught him how to forget. London, damn it, demanded that he remember.

He lifted his glass and set it down untasted. Beyond the window the city glittered with its polished invitations and easy lies. He felt restlessness stir at the base of his spine, answered by the heavier pull of obligation in his chest. He had always been able to keep the two in separate rooms. He would again. What he was in darkness did not belong in daylight. He would take a wife who asked for nothing of what he refused to reveal. Any wife he chose would never know the true depth of who he was, would never feel the limits that had no bounds.

He turned from the window and snuffed the lamp with a steady hand. Morning would come with its parade of expectant faces. He told himself he still had the reins. He told himself the season would bend to his will as everything else had.

He did not yet know that one glance, one girl, would unravel that certainty as neatly as a thread drawn from silk.
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From the Pen of The Society Spy, April 3rd, 1794

London, dear readers, is a city that never tires of a good mystery, and the Duke of Westhart is a mystery indeed. His return to town was supposed to set hearts fluttering, yet he seems curiously detached, dancing only as civility demands, and leaving mothers and daughters alike scrambling for the smallest crumb of his attention. Could it be that Westhart’s years abroad have dulled his taste for London beauties? Or has the Duke simply learned to mask his amusements behind a carefully practiced reserve?
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