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      London 1779

      Simon sat in the depths of a smoky gambling hell, his cravat undone, his coat tossed carelessly across a stool near his feet. He knew he presented the very portrait of a debauched noble gambling his night away.

      That was precisely what he wanted, because he was in the gaming hell as a spy tonight, rather than a full participant.

      Tonight he was watching his dear friend Matthias wager away every bit of good fortune the man had ever possessed. Indeed, Simon saw a note that no doubt represented every bit of Matthias’s remaining land in the pile of loot at the center of his table.

      What Simon really wished to do was to go over to that table and wipe it clean with his arm, dramatically saving Matthias from himself. He knew, however, that his friend would not thank him for it, so instead he would wait until a destitute Matthias left to drown his sorrows in whatever drink he might yet afford. Then he would buy all of those notes back from the winners, whether they wished to sell or not.

      A roar from Matthias brought Simon’s attention back from his thoughts. Matthias’s gaming table spilled over, notes and coins flying. “You’re a damned cheat,” Matthias shouted, and in finally seeing Matthias’s opponent’s face, Simon could not but agree. Lord Chalmsley was, indeed, a terrible cheat. He was also armed with a dagger in his sleeve, which snicked into place against Matthias’s breastbone in less than a heartbeat.

      “How dare you, sir?” Chalmsley said calmly. “I have beaten you over and over this evening because of your lack of skill, not chicanery.”

      “That’s a load of shite.” Matthias pressed against the blade until a red spot appeared on his lawn shirt. “Had you nothing to hide you would not conceal a weapon and use it so readily.”

      Chalmsley backed away slowly. “I only protect myself, you insolent bastard.”

      “Ah, but I am no more a bastard than you are,” Matthias stated. “Fight me fairly.”

      “I did. With the cards.” With a flourish of his blade, Chalmsley bent to pick up the notes before stuffing them into his coat. “Good night, all.”

      Matthias lunged, only to be held back by a few acquaintances. Not an easy task, considering his stature, his heavy muscles. Simon watched him thusly restrained, and the kernel of an idea took hold in his mind.

      The image of that bright spot of blood crystalized in Simon’s thoughts. Good God, his friend had a death wish. Yes, Matthias had a need to castigate himself. To punish himself for his perceived failures in life. How many times had Simon seen Matthias throw the first punch or toss a note in someone’s face? How many times had the man courted danger to his person simply because he didn’t think he was worthy of his life?

      He wondered why it had taken him so long to realize that he knew of a solution. Oh, God help him, he might just be able to save Matthias from another night such as this, from giving away his land and his life to fulfill some sort of fatalistic desire.

      Matthias needed to explore this need for violence, for self-punishment, in a safe place. Would that Simon could become that place, but he knew Matthias would never accept such games from a man, let alone one he considered a close friend.

      There was someone, though, someone who would give Matthias what he needed.

      Simon stood, assuming his jacket before he left the room so that Matthias never saw him. He dropped his own blade into his hand when he approached Chalmsley from behind, then pressed the dagger to the man’s ribs.

      “I’ll take those notes, my lord,” he said, smiling when Chalmsley stiffened. “I would have bought them, but I do abhor a cheat.”
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      “You cannot be serious.” Matthias stared at Simon, his gambling companion and best friend in London, who had just offered him a bet he might be unable to resist. “One night, and you’ll forgive all my debts?”

      “One night,” Simon agreed, sitting back with one booted foot crossed rudely over the opposite knee. “A whole night, with no arguments. Meanwhile, I shall be allowed to watch.”

      That bit rankled, Matthias had to admit, but then, he and Simon had done many crazed things together in the past year, including racing in Hyde Park, liberating a boat and rowing the Thames, and participating in a duel over a lady of rather ill repute.

      Why not this as well?

      More to the point, Matthias’s debts had begun to pile up in a manner that might force him to retreat to the country, or worse, flee to the Continent. Hell, he was lucky he still had a place in the country to retreat to, as many times as he’d lost the crumbling manor house in a card game. Simon held the majority of his notes, and if he could wipe them out with one night of rather pleasant work, then how could he resist?

      “Only you, correct? No one else would see my shame?”

      Simon flicked a hand in a languid gesture completely belied by the masculine shape of the palm and fingers. “No one but the lady in question.”

      The lady in question posed an interesting conundrum in her own right. The mistress, as she was called, was a widow who owned her own property in Mayfair, much to the chagrin of all the important men in Town. She did as she pleased, when she pleased, and had a reputation for turning men inside out before booting them out on their backsides.

      “How do I know the lady will be amenable?” Matthias smoothed his hands down the front of his coat, taking comfort in the smooth nap of the claret velvet.

      “Because I asked her, naturally.” Simon smiled, something hard and calculating flashing in his gray eyes for a moment. “During our last literary salon.”

      “Literary salon. Of course. The lord and the widow with a whip, reading Fielding together and having long conversations about Matthias and his backside.” He had heard the tales of the mistress and her games. Frankly, the idea of spending a night playing them made Matthias’s balls try to crawl up into his body even as his cheeks heated with hot blood.

      “You’re stalling.” Foot clomping down on the floor, Simon leaned forward, elbows on his knees. The man always managed to look as though his coat and neck cloth were natural accoutrements instead of stifling, stiff bindings. “Yes or no, Matthias?”

      “You know I need to have those debts forgiven.” He sighed. “I agree.”

      Simon did not crow or drive home his victory with any sort of facial tic. He simply stood and walked across the space separating them to hold out a hand for Matthias to shake. “Your word on it.”

      He took Simon’s hand and nodded. “As it is yours to me.”

      “I shall speak to Felice.”

      Matthias did not answer, but he did wonder what he was getting himself into when Simon was on a first-name basis with the most notorious mistress of discipline in all of London.
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      Felice Grey refused to pace. In the main, pacing would cause her to trip over the damnable train on her gown, but she had also decided Simon Manchester, Viscount Thatcher of Lincolnshire, was never going to see her agitation.

      He was a force of nature, was Simon, one of the few men she wanted that she’d never had. In fact, she had no idea what he liked, which she prided herself on knowing upon meeting anyone. The talent served her well, considering her station in life.

      She reached up to finger the unusual freshwater pearl that dangled from a thin velvet ribbon about her neck. Felice preferred simplicity in her attire, eschewing the powder and rouge, the silk beauty patches and stain so popular among women of all classes. She modeled herself on the late Madame de Pompadour of France, a natural beauty who had used her intelligence as well as her beauty to procure a better life than she’d been born into.

      Sighing, she smoothed her hands down her dress, settling the ridiculous panniers into place before leaving her perch by the window so she could sit in a more comfortable spot. Simon and his friend would arrive when they arrived. Simon refused to be on time. Insolent bastard.

      She adored him with a depth of passion that frightened her.

      The knock came a quarter of an hour later, the clock ringing its tone once just before the brass fell against the front door. She had footmen to open the blasted thing, but she wanted to run toward it. She forced herself to sit exactly where she was, her hands folded neatly in her lap. The picture of patience, if not virtue.

      The footman, Thomas, led Simon and another man into her reception room, the furniture shrinking like dainty violets next to their size and strength. She learned a great deal about a man from how he dealt with the delicate furnishings for the first time.

      “Viscount Thatcher, Mistress, and Baron Kingsley.”

      “Thank you.” She waited for Thomas to withdraw, then held out a hand to Simon. “Viscount.”

      Simon strode quickly to her and bowed over her hand. “Felice. My heart stutters at your beauty.”

      “You are utterly false.” Felice glanced at Baron Kingsley, whom Simon assured her needed her firm hand. “Who is this, then?”

      The other man presented a less-than-courtly leg, his big body far too masculine, too animal, for pretty manners. She studied him, from the top of his golden head to his unfashionable one-color boots. He had a certain power to his stance, the width of his shoulders blocking the light.

      Felice approved.

      “This is Matthias Forrester, Baron Kingsley. We spoke about him earlier in the week.” Simon’s gray eyes twinkled with mischief.

      “We did, indeed.” Simon had told her that Kingsley needed to release the tension coiled in him before he let it out by the way of another errant fist. Kingsley also had gambling debts he needed to clear, and Simon was very particular about letting people pay him back. “I think he’ll do nicely. Shall we go to the library? I have sherry or port. Or whiskey, if you prefer.”

      She glanced again at Kingsley over the last words, and he nodded tersely.

      “Very well.” She stood, frustrated with her lack of will. She should have made them sit, damn it, made them squirm for a bit. Instead, she took them to her library, populated with furnishings from her father’s era, heavy and dark, masculine. Forrester would be more at ease there, and she wondered at herself for letting him have the comfort.

      So unlike her usual tactics, but Felice believed in following her instincts.

      Those wide shoulders eased down from around Matthias’s ears as soon as they entered the library. Oh yes, he felt better here, letting his guard down a bit. Perhaps that would work to her favor. She poured a glass of port for Simon and another for her, then a large whiskey for Matthias.

      “To your health, gentlemen.” Felice toasted them both, noting that while Simon sipped, Matthias gulped. Nervous, his eyes darting about the room, his gaze never landing on her or Simon for any length of time.

      Matthias shifted from foot to foot, holding the empty glass tightly in his big hand.

      “Sit. I would offer you another, but I want all of your faculties engaged this evening. Otherwise you are wasting my time.”

      His brows rose, but Matthias walked to a deep leather chair and sat, a sound of satisfaction escaping him. Sensual, then, far more than his simple garb and unruly hair might suggest. He wore his clothes as though they annoyed him, a necessary evil.

      Felice looked forward to seeing him without them on his body.

      “So, Simon,” she began, “please tell me your terms for the evening.”

      “Why does he get to set the terms?” Matthias asked, face gathering in a frown like a thundercloud.

      “Because he’s the debt-holder. He made the arrangements for this meeting.” Simon was also paying her a handsome sum, but she wouldn’t mention that now. Perhaps she never would, if Simon was a good boy.

      Simon sprawled in a chair, legs spread in an indecent manner. “One night. He’ll fall to your command completely. No cutting, no burning or scarring. I am to watch only.”

      Felice let her mouth curl into an ironic smile. “How very frustrating for you.”

      “I set the rules.” Simon shrugged. “I suppose I knew he would not do it otherwise.”

      Matthias’s scowl grew even deeper. “I can hear you, you know. And no, I will not fall to the touch of a man.”

      Felice chuckled, drawing Matthias’s gaze. “You are inconsequential to the negotiations. I simply needed to know what you had agreed upon. Very well. Does anyone need to refresh themselves before we begin?”

      “I—” Matthias nodded, the motion jerky, his chin dipping like that of an automaton.

      “Yes. I think that would be wise,” Simon agreed.

      “Then I will have Thomas show you each to a room. We’ll meet again in the discipline salon in half an hour.” She rang for her footman, smiling when he arrived. “Thomas, hot water and towels for the gentlemen. One to the green bedroom, one to the blue.”

      “Madam.” Thomas nodded, then motioned for the men to follow him. Felice went upstairs after them, knowing her maid awaited her. Half an hour would be just enough time to prepare herself for the evening.

      She could hardly wait to begin.
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      Simon waved away the valet who tried to attend him. The hot water he availed himself of, as well as the heated towel. Then he regained his breeches and his lawn shirt, choosing to leave the rest in the bedchamber he’d been shown to, knowing he would still be far more clothed than his companions.

      His rising excitement exasperated him. Oh, Simon had wanted both Felice and Matthias for a long while. Simon sipped his port, having taken the glass with him. Really, he and Felice had never been able to compromise on who would give up control. His dear lady friend knew how to make men cower, but Simon didn’t know how to submit, and had no interest in learning. She had made one suggestion when they had first met, and Simon had refused. She had never approached him sexually again.

      Matthias, on the other hand, feared his attraction to his own sex, steadfastly maintaining that only women interested him. Simon had seen Matthias’s interest in the way Simon interacted with his male servants, as well as how he’d admired a certain actor Simon had been quite taken with. More to the point of this evening’s entertainment, Matthias needed an outlet for his self-destructive tendencies other than gambling and hitting the stewes.

      Simon believed he had finally hit on a compromise that afforded him a workable solution.

      Felice would have Matthias, Matthias would be able to release his tensions, the white-hot rage he wore as a badge of honor, in submission, and Simon would watch, in his own way having them both.

      A soft knock came, the footman waiting when Simon opened the chamber door. “The lady has asked me to bring you to her.”

      “By all means.” He waved his hand, his boots making no sound against the thick rug lining the corridor. He had put them back on, knowing the gesture bespoke rudeness, but also knowing Felice would find them appealing.

      He passed by the chamber Matthias had been taken to earlier, his body tightening even more when he saw the door open, the room empty. Matthias would be waiting with Felice already, the anticipation making him nervous, making that fine, pale skin flush, the wide chest heave.

      He took a deep breath when Thomas showed him to a heavy wooden door, then bowed and left him. Curiosity filled him, for he had never been inside Felice’s discipline room before. He knocked, not wanting to barge in, just in case Matthias stood next to the door looking for an escape.

      “Come in, Simon,” Felice called. “We’re only waiting on you.”

      “I am sorry if I delayed the proceedings,” Simon drawled, entering the room and peering about. A comfortable chair had been pulled up before a hearth with a small log crackling away in it. A table sat next to the chair, a bottle of amber liquid and an exquisite array of tiny hors d’oeuvres arranged there, along with a stoppered bottle of oil. “Is this all for me?”

      “It is. I want you to be comfortable.”

      “I’m sure I shall be immensely satisfied.” He allowed himself to look at Felice, and his breath caught in his chest.

      She wore a robe of thin Chinese silk, the lace on the edges scalloped gently to show off her curves. She wore nothing beneath save for stockings and a waist cincher, her rounded, rose-tipped breasts and her downy sex bared for his gaze. Her dainty feet rested on heeled slippers, the bows on the toes pink, a lurid color that would no doubt match her cunt lips. She presented an erotic portrait, one that stirred his blood to boiling.

      He smiled at the thought, then glanced at Matthias who, like him, wore his blouse and breeches. The long, masculine feet were bare, however, and somehow the sight was nearly as enticing as Felice’s more deliberate nudity. Matthias seemed to think otherwise, his gaze never straying from Felice’s exposed body.

      Simon sat, settling his legs comfortably spread so he had room for his expanding cock.

      “Shall we begin?” Felice asked, raising a brow at Simon.

      “Absolutely.”

      Matthias snorted. “I don’t get a choice?”

      Felice turned to study Matthias, her entire demeanor changing, her posture lengthening until she resembled a soldier preparing to go into battle. “No. You agreed to fall to my command for one night. Therefore, you do as I say, when I say it.”

      Matthias drew back from her, his expression a gathering storm of anger. The set of his shoulders bespoke defiance, and for a moment Simon thought Matthias would bolt or lash out. The tension vibrated in the air. Delicious.

      Matthias finally straightened and faced Felice like a man ready to be led to the gallows, nodding sharply. “Very well.”

      “Good.” Felice smiled, a predatory curl of lips that somehow managed to stay utterly feminine. “To begin with, I think you shall address me as Mistress. You will answer only when I ask a direct question. Do you understand, Matthias?”

      A muscle jumped along the side of Matthias’s jaw, but he nodded again. “Yes, Mistress.” Poor lad. So unwilling but so desperate to settle his debts, and definitely intrigued if the cut of his trousers was any indication. Simon had often admired Matthias’s cock through the fabric as it grew heavy and hard just before he left their gaming table with his lady of the evening.

      Tonight Simon would get to see it bare.

      Matthias shifted from foot to foot once more, a portrait of impatience, his mouth turned down at the corner.

      “Stop.” Felice raised a hand. “I want you to breathe, Matthias. In and out. Calm your mind.”

      Matthias opened his mouth, then closed it, taking a breath that swelled his chest. In and out, just as Felice had ordered. Perhaps it eased Matthias’s mind, perhaps it didn’t. Simon could only enjoy the sight.

      “Good.” Smiling slightly, Felice closed the distance between her body and Matthias’s, trailing her hand over his chest. “Now I know you can obey, and you know what I expect from you. Strip.”

      “What?” Matthias drew up again, all of the relaxation gone from his body.

      “Remove your clothes. I want to see you nude. Your answer is, ‘Yes, Mistress’.”

      Matthias clenched his hands into fists, the seams of his blouse seeming to strain with his discontent. “Yes, Mistress.”

      “Such pretty manners.” She stepped away, her back to Simon, her rounded ass clearly visible through the fabric. “Now, take your clothes off, Matthias.”

      Matthias stood there, vibrating, for long moments. Then, after a hard glance at Simon, he pressed his lips together and began to strip. He tossed his shirt at Simon, who waited until Matthias bent to tug off his trousers before lifting it to his face to smell it, the earthy scent of Matthias’s skin clinging to it.

      The breeches went next, and he saw that Matthias eschewed smallclothes just as he did.

      “Very well done.” Felice put her hands on her hips, her head cocked to one
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