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        1826 London

      

      

      Willow raced up her aunt's stairs, having been summoned back from her daily ride at Hyde Park. Sweat pooled on her brow, and she could feel it running down the line of her back beneath her gown. It was too soon. This day could not be the end of her aunt.

      She ran as fast as her riding ensemble would allow and pushed open her aunt's bedroom door, coming to an abrupt halt at the sight of her lady’s maid, the butler, and housekeeper, all of their faces masks of pity and sadness.

      "Auntie?" She came and sat on the bed beside her, reaching for her hands. They were cold and limp in hers, and Willow squeezed them a little, needing to rouse her, keep her with her for just a bit of time longer.

      "I'm still here, my child. I waited for you."

      Tears pooled in Willow's eyes, and she clasped her aunt, her only family left in the world into an embrace, her throat as raw as if a hot poker had pierced her there, making each breath painful and hard.

      "I'm so sorry. I went riding. I did not know that you were so poorly."

      Her aunt shushed her, the action bringing on another bout of coughs that wheezed and rattled her chest. The hack sounded painful, and if her aunt’s grimace each time she coughed was any indication, the infection was causing discomfort.

      "I want you to go riding, even when I'm gone. You will have more time on your hands then. You won't have to trundle after me anymore."

      That may be so, but Willow would have to trundle after someone. When her aunt passed, she would need to find employment, and soon. The thought brought her no pleasure, and her stomach churned at the prospect she would not find work. Not that her friends would leave her out on the street, but they had their own lives now, families to take care of, they did not need a friend latching on to them for charity.

      "Never mind that," she said, not wanting to talk about what she would do after her aunt passed. The doctor had promised she had some weeks left, not one. Her decline had been so fast in the last few days. Too fast. Willow prayed for time to stop. For her aunt not to leave her alone in this world. "You'll be better soon, and we'll look back on this day and laugh. You'll see. Nothing to fear just yet."

      Her aunt's lips twisted into a grin. "I wanted to tell you before I go what I've done." Her aunt squeezed her hands, suddenly stronger and capable as they once were. "You will have time, my dear. To finally do as you wish because I'm leaving you everything that I have. The London townhouse, my estate in Kent, my money. All of it is yours."

      Willow stared at her aunt, knowing full well her mouth was gaping. "You cannot. I'm not a Vance."

      "No one is. With no children and no one to take on the title, I can do what I wish with everything else. The title and house in Norfolk will revert to the Crown, but nothing else."

      "Are you sure, Auntie?" Willow asked. Surely there was more entailed than just the Norfolk property. She could not get everything.

      "I will lose the house in Norfolk, but everything else is yours, my darling." Her aunt sat up a little, her eyes bright. "You have been a shining light in my world since Maurice died, the child that I never had. You are my sister's daughter, but you are mine as well. I want you to be safe, to be protected after I'm gone. Making you my heir accomplishes all this. I will rest easy knowing you will be protected."

      "Oh, Auntie." Willow's vision blurred at her impossibly good fortune at a time when the loss of the woman before her would be too much to bear. "I love you so much. Thank you. It is too much."

      Her aunt sighed, lying back on the bedding, a small smile about her lips. "I'm happy to." She reached up, touching Willow's cheek with her palm. "You will suit being an heiress, just try and keep some of the funds for yourself and not give it away to all the unfortunates. I know what a good heart you have."

      Willow chuckled. Even now, as ill as her aunt was, she was making banter, trying to make her laugh. "I will try. I promise." Willow sat back as her aunt slumped into her bedding, her eyes closing with the exertion of having spoken the last few minutes.

      She watched her, holding her hand. Her chest rose and fell, telling Willow she was still here. "I will miss you so much, Auntie. Thank you for loving me as you did. I will never forget your kindness."

      The housekeeper came over to Willow and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder. Willow could not stop looking at her aunt's breathing. In. Out. In. Out. In. She waited for the exhale. It never came. Willow stood, clutching at her aunt's hand. "Auntie. Auntie," she cried, louder this time, but nothing. No breaths. No words. Nothing.

      She turned to the housekeeper who stared at her, tears in her own old eyes. "She's gone to be with God, my dear. Come away now."

      Willow did as they bade, unable to fathom what had just happened. Her aunt could not be gone. It wasn't possible. She paused at the threshold of the room, looking back at her only relative — the dearly departed sister to her mama. The Viscountess Vance. "I will miss you," she whispered, before leaving the room. "Always."
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        Twelve months later – The Season

      

      

      Abraham Blackwood, Marquess Ryley, Abe to his friends and those who were fortunate enough to bed him, watched as his mistress energetically sucked and licked with enthusiasm on his phallus, her chocolate-brown hair cascading over his legs and tickling him with each movement. He leaned back in his chair, enjoying the slide of her tongue, the massaging of his tight, aching balls with her hand. She was a clever minx, and one he doubted he'd ever tire of — worth every jewel and penny he spent on her.

      "Fuck, that's good." She made a sweet mewling sound that throbbed up his spine. He was close, could feel his balls tightening with his impending release. Lottie increased her ministrations as if sensing he was near spilling into her mouth. Another perfect reason he had her as his mistress. She encompassed good sense and was a fucking hot shag. She shifted a little, taking him to the back of her throat, and his seed released, hard and long into her mouth. The perfectionist and expert that she was, she swallowed, not spilling any over her swollen, pinkened lips.

      "Hmm, delicious," she purred, sitting up on his desk and spreading her legs. He raised one brow, taking in her wet cunny. "You've been busy down there."

      "Do you like it? It's all the rage in Paris. I thought it might be fun," she said, glancing down at her clean-shaven quim.

      He licked his lips, not minding either way. Shaved or not, he enjoyed eating a woman to release.

      A series of knocks sounded on the door.

      Lottie sighed, lying back on the desk.

      Abe reached out, running his finger along her wet folds, rolling his thumb over her sweet nubbin. "Fuck off," he yelled, kissing her inner thigh.

      "It's me, Whitstone," came a muffled voice from the other side of the wood.

      Abe groaned, settling back in his chair and watching as Lottie, aware that their playtime was over, shuffled off the desk and adjusted her clothing. "I'll meet you upstairs shortly. Be ready," he said, as she threw him a mischievous grin over her shoulder before opening his library door to reveal Whitstone, arm raised as if to knock again.

      "Come in." Abe gestured to one of his oldest friends since Eton. Whitstone had protected him when other boys at the school would poke fun at his mama, a Spanish woman who had been fortunate enough to marry Marquess Blackwood when he was touring the continent. The young marquess had returned to England with a wife. Quite the scandal considering she wasn't a perfect English rose, as the marquess was expected to wed.

      "My friend," Whitstone said, smiling at Lottie as she walked past His Grace, running her finger across the duke's chest.

      Abe laughed. Cheeky wench.

      Whitstone entered the room, closing the door. "I apologize if I interrupted you," he said, smirking.

      "Drink?" Abe asked, standing and going to the decanter to pour a glass of whiskey.

      "No, thank you. I have come here to ask for a favor and have little time. Otherwise, I would."

      Abe raised his brow, downing his whiskey before pouring another. "What is it that you need?" He had little to do with society, not after what happened the last time he trod the boards at Almacks. Not that he'd ever be admitted to the place again, not after receiving a life ban for punching Lord Perfect, as he termed Lord Herbert, for being an ass. Something the man was afflicted with often.

      "I'm not sure if you know Ava's good friend, Miss Willow Perry, but she's hosting a masquerade ball, a celebration to be back in society after the death of her aunt. She's become an heiress you see, worth over one hundred thousand pounds, and I want you there to keep her safe from those who may be looking at her as a bit of blunt to clear their debts. Ava is determined that Willow will marry for love and nothing else. Although…" Whitstone said, his tone bemused. "I'm not sure Willow thinks the same as the duchess."

      Abe's lips twitched, well believing that what the duchess may think is well and good for her friend may not be what the lady in particular wants. The duke's wife could sometimes be, in every sense, a duchess used to getting what she wanted.

      "You want me to babysit Miss Perry."

      Whitstone leaned back in his chair, folding his legs. "You make it sound like a chore. Duncannon will be there also, and myself. We'll make a good night of it, but we must keep her safe from blackguards that may seek to ruin her to gain her inheritance."

      Abe rubbed a hand over his jaw, the prickle of whiskers reminding him that he'd not shaved this morning. "What if she wants a little rendezvous in the garden? Are we to stop her from having a little fun?" Abe had fun often with the ladies of the ton who were free from the marital bed or looking to cuckold it.

      Whitstone raised his brow, his visage one of censure. "She's a lady, Ryley. She will not be looking for a quick tup on the lawn."

      His lips twitched, knowing how very fun a quick fuck up against a trellis or terrace railing could be. There was nothing sweeter than lifting the skirts of a willing woman and sliding into the tight quim that wrapped and pulled you in until you were lost. He thought about what Whitstone asked. There would be many women there, plenty of willing ladies under disguise for the masked ball who may be up for a little fun with the Spanish Scoundrel.

      "Very well. I'll attend. When is it?" he asked, sitting back behind his desk. He had a masquerade outfit that would suit his heritage and, most certainly, his dark character.

      "Tomorrow evening. Miss Perry is living in the late Viscountess Vance’s residence on Hanover Square. That was her aunt."

      Abe stilled at the mention of the name Vance. The surname raising ire and regret in his veins. Not regret that her ladyship had passed or that he'd not paid his last respects, but that he'd not been able to make the woman pay for her dealings with his sweet mama. Viscountess Vance had ensured his mother had never been accepted into society, helped along with Lord Perfect's mother too. A mean feat since his mother was a marchioness and much higher on the social ladder than lady Vance. Vance, however, had one thing that his mother never did.

      English blood.

      That this Viscountess Vance had a niece he'd not known of… Or perhaps he had, but had not paid enough attention when she'd been standing right under his nose.

      "The night that we caught up with Mr. Stewart and threw the bastard into Newgate. That is where I've heard of Miss Perry. She was a school friend of the duchesses and Miss Evans. She was at your home that night, waiting with Ava and Hallie."

      The duke nodded, sitting forward to lean on his knees. "They were all at a finishing school together in France. Madame Dufour's Refining School for Girls."

      The duke took him in a moment, a small frown forming on his brow. Abe schooled his features, not wanting his friend to know of his loathing of the Vance family. Miss Perry's family.

      "You seem curious about Miss Perry all of a sudden. You are going to behave yourself, aren't you, Ryley? Ava will tan my hide if you hurt Miss Perry in any way."

      Abe chuckled, masking his features. No one knew how many nobs in London, how many families he'd paid back over the years for the wrong they did to his mama. Made her an outcast of society. Made her leave him and her life here in England to return to Spain. At least she was still living, and he saw her as often as he could. His father had never forgiven her for running away, and his sire had loathed her until his death only a few years ago.

      A wasted life. For both of them. And he could lay it all at the door of Viscountess Vance and Lady Herbert, Lord Perfect's mother and their wicked tongues.

      "You forget that I have a mistress and have zero tolerance for society." The gaming den, Hells Gate, was profitable and diverting, and he sought out society little. Unless he stumbled across a willing lady in his club, a woman looking for a little diversion, only then was he up to being distracted, normally under her skirts.

      Whitstone sighed, his shoulders sagging in relief. "Very good, you've put my mind at ease. So," he said, standing and clapping his hands. "Eight tomorrow night, Belgrave Square. Don't be late."

      Abe stood and walked Whitstone to the door. "I'll not be late. You can count on me." He saw his friend out to his carriage and then started upstairs. He had a mistress to please, and he could use a little entertainment. No matter what he'd said to his friend, he would seek revenge on the late Viscountess's niece. If she were the last one in her ladyship's family that he could pay back, then she would be the one to suffer the consequences of her aunt's actions.

      Abe frowned at his thoughts. His friendship with Whitstone and Duncannon was solid, but even he didn't know if it would survive his next step into society.

      Certainly, Miss Willow Perry would not, that he was certain.
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      Everything was in order for the masquerade. Willow had a team of servants working for her, ordering flowers, polishing the floor, cleaning windows, and ensuring the gardens were manicured and well-lit for the dance.

      After returning to London she had made some changes to her life. Being an heiress allowed her certain freedoms she'd not had before. She had hired a companion, a widow who had a lenient mindset and liked nothing more than to read and keep to herself most days, allowing Willow to do as she wanted. Her two best friends, Evie and Molly, whom she had invited to London for the duration of the Season and beyond if they wished were also in attendance.

      The house was certainly big enough for all of them, and with Miss Sinclair watching over them all, when she wasn't reading or strolling the gardens, the arrangement was perfect.

      Willow stood at the ballroom doors, watching as the finishing touches were fitted to the room. She'd wanted the night to represent magic and mayhem. Flower decorations sat on every available surface, rich pinks, and stunning, white forget-me-nots that showered the area with sweet scents. Groupings of candles, each of different sizes, sat in corners, and the three chandeliers were currently lowered, footmen and housemaids ensuring new beeswax candles were installed. Sheer netting hung over the curtains and across the ceiling, giving the room an other-worldly feel. A world where she was the master of her own fate. A heady feeling indeed.

      "Oh my, Willow. This room is beautiful!" Evie said, walking into the space and twirling. Molly joined her, looking up at all the flowers and decorations her servants had been busy putting up the last three days.

      Pride filled her, and Willow smiled. "I couldn't agree more. My staff have outdone themselves. I will be sure to congratulate them with a glass of champagne. They will enjoy that I should think."

      "I think they would very much," Molly said, joining her. "I cannot wait for the ball. I've never been to a masquerade before."

      "Neither have I," put in Evie, her eyes bright with excitement. "With Ava and Hallie with us, it'll be like old times."

      "Except they'll have their husbands with them," Molly said, a little put out by that fact. "But then you never know what friends they will bring. Perhaps by the end of the Season we'll all have husbands."

      Evie beamed at the idea. Willow smiled. After losing her parents so young in her life, she wanted nothing more than to have a family of her own. Her aunt had been her last blood relative, and now that she was gone, there was no one. A husband would be a suitable travel companion, assist her in seeing Paris or Rome. Give her what she truly longed for—a child.

      Willow, Evie, and Molly were the youngest of their friend set, and at seven and twenty, their time to find husbands was fast running out. The ton would have firmly placed them on the shelf and marked them as little or no consequence.

      "I've ordered baths for you later today, and I've assigned you each a lady’s maid to help you dress and have your hair styled. I hope you do not mind."

      Evie gasped, clutching her arm so hard Willow thought it might stop the blood from flowing to her hand. "You've saved us both from another dreary year in the countryside with our families. As much as we love them, nothing ever happens in Oxfordshire or Hertfordshire."

      Evie nodded. "The most exciting thing to occur in our village is church on Sunday. My brother has already laid bets at the local tavern on how long it will take for the vicar's new wife to fall asleep during her husband's sermon. His first wife, God rest her soul, was within seven to nine minutes, but this new one doesn't seem to have any stamina. We're guessing under five will be her limit."

      Willow chuckled. "Come, I've had tea and sandwiches brought into the drawing room downstairs for lunch. I thought something a little informal would be nice. It has been so long since we've seen each other. At least a year."

      "For me, yes," Evie said. "I had not seen you since Ava's Season-opening ball last year."

      "Longer for me." Molly twined her arm with Willow's as they walked to the staircase to head up to the drawing room upstairs. "I've not been to town for a good two years at least.  As you know, my parents are not in favor of London and so like to keep us hidden away in the country. Did you know that Mama tried to push me toward a local farmer as a potential husband? Under normal circumstances, I would gladly marry a farmer should I be in love with him, but he was my father's age. I could not countenance it. When I received your letter, dear Willow, I could not come soon enough."

      "We're going to have so much fun," Willow interjected. "The chaperone I hired, Miss Sinclair, is, well, let me just say, a little flippant and inclined to forget her duties, so there will be plenty of opportunities to explore every part of this city, and the entertainments it has on offer."

      "Like the gambling den, Hell's Gate," Evie supplied, a mischievous twinkle in her gaze. "Everyone is talking of it."

      "Exactly like Hell's Gate," Molly said, smirking.

      Willow frowned, having never heard of the club. "What is Hell's Gate? It sounds less than respectable."

      "That's because it is," Evie said.

      They came to the drawing room and entering the large, well-lit space, Willow couldn't help but be proud of her home. The windows that ran floor to ceiling lit the room with natural light, giving it a warm and homely feel. Willow closed the door. A tea service sat on a small table beside the settee. Her butler waited at its side.

      "I'll serve the tea. That will be all, thank you, Thomas," Willow said, not asking what else her friends knew of this club until they were alone. Once the door closed, Willow set about pouring them all tea and handing each of them a sugar cookie.

      "Now, tell me more of the club and, more importantly, how you know of it."

      Evie waved Molly's curiosity aside. "Well, I'm surprised you do not. Remember when Hallie had all that trouble with Mr. Stewart? Well, he was caught at the Hell's Gate. The Bow Street runner found him there after the owner alerted the investigator that Mr. Stewart was a regular customer."

      "Who is the owner?" Willow asked. She remembered the situation well with their dear friend Hallie, but she had not heard how it all went about that the would-be murderer Mr. Stewart was caught.

      "That's the delicious part," Evie interjected. "It's Marquess Ryley. He owns the club, has done so for years. I heard Ava talking to Whitstone about it all, that's how I know. The Marquess is by all account quite wild, but a friend of Whitstone and Duncannon's, ever since Eton from what I understand."

      How very interesting. Willow poured her tea, seating herself across from her friends. "And Mr. Stewart was caught at this club. I remember the night all of that occurred. I was with Ava and Hallie at Ava's London townhouse." Vaguely Willow remembered seeing the men return that night, two familiar, one who was not. The one she'd not known had been dark as night, his hair ebony and disheveled as if he'd been woken from slumber. She remembered her breath had caught at the sight of him. Never had she seen anyone who looked as wicked as he did. As for his reaction to her, there was very little. His glance had slid over her as if she were not even there. Most disappointing. "What is it that happens at this club?" Willow queried.

      "Well, as to that," Molly said, "anything that you want. Or at least, whatever a man wants. Gambling, dining, dancing, and of course, the fairer sex can ply their trade if you know what I mean…"

      Willow raised her brow. "And a marquess runs such an establishment?"

      "Oh yes, he's known in London as the Spanish Scoundrel. I'm surprised you've never seen him."

      "Actually, I believe I may have, but I wasn't aware of his reputation or who he was. We were not introduced."

      "Maybe not so surprising, he's a little wild. I would think Duncannon and Whitstone would try and keep their wives’ friends at a safe distance from the gentleman. He's as wicked as they come, and cares little to the fact."

      Even more interesting. Willow could do with a little excitement in her life, and perhaps Lord Ryley would be a diversion to kick off her first London Season as an independent heiress. "I've invited Whitstone and Duncannon to the ball this evening. I wonder if they will extend the invitation to their friend. What a coup my masquerade will be if Lord Ryley makes an appearance."

      "He's very handsome. I'm sure if he deigns to wear a masque or not, you will recognize him immediately. Few would not," Evie put in, picking up another sugar cookie and taking a healthy bite.

      Molly nodded. "Oh, I'm so excited about this evening. We cannot thank you enough, Willow, for giving us this opportunity to be here in London with you. We shall treasure our time in town with you forever."

      "You're more than willing to stay for as long as you like. I'm not going anywhere, and if my newfound circumstances enable you to make grand matches yourself, then I will be well pleased. As for myself, I'm open to a little flirtation and courting if a gentleman so chooses." Willow smiled at her friends as more ideas for their life floated into her mind. "And if we become bored with London, or a husband is not forthcoming, next year we can always travel abroad, to Paris, Madrid or Rome. We can do whatever we like."

      Evie slumped back into her chair, sighing. "That sounds wonderful. You're too good to us, Willow. We will never be able to repay you your kindness."

      "You do not need to repay me anything. Had my aunt not bestowed on me her fortune, I should be at this very moment seeking employment as a companion. If with this new life that's been bestowed on me, I can make the lives of my friends easier, then I shall. This house is too big for me to be rattling around in alone in any case. Too many years it's been empty, without balls and parties, laughter and fun. I want us to bring all of that back and enjoy ourselves as much as we can."

      "That sounds like a most perfect plan," Molly said, her gaze wistful. "And it all starts tonight with the masquerade. What fun we shall have. I can hardly wait."

      "Ava and Hallie said they would arrive earlier than their husbands, to ensure everything was in place. We shall all have such a wonderful time, and be all back together again." The clock on the mantle struck the second hour, reminding Willow of how late the afternoon was getting and the time required to prepare for a masquerade ball. "We should be going upstairs soon. We have so much to do yet before this evening. If you wanted to rest before our early dinner, that might be wise. I believe the ball may go all night."

      Evie rose from her chair. "You're right, we best not dawdle. Come on, ladies, let's be off. We have a mask to attend."

      Willow followed her friends from the room, taking one last look in on the ballroom before heading upstairs. It was simply stunning and would be a night she was sure would be talked about for weeks to come. A perfect way to start the Season and to tell the world that Miss Willow Perry is no longer the meek, biddable niece of Viscountess Vance, but an heiress and a woman who's ready to live and enjoy all that life throws her way.
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