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      Two men drawn together in a time where the wrong word could send them to prison. Will they sacrifice their reputations for their hearts’ desire?

      

      Lord Thomas Downe, the Duke of Lynwood, is acquiring an unwanted reputation. Rumours spread like wildfire in society and despite owning one of the richest estates in England he can’t afford to sully his family name. Time is running out for him to find a wife. Then Thomas meets a man that it might be worth sacrificing everything for.

      Threatened by his father with disinheritance, young and innocent Lord Edwin Nash arrives in London with a sole purpose: to find a wife. He’s desperately unhappy, out of his depth in London society as he hides his true feelings from the world. Then Edwin meets a man who offers him a dance and a dangerous proposition, a chance to remove the mask he presents to the rest of the world. Will Edwin take the Duke's hand and step into a world he’s only dreamt about?

      If you love Regency romances with a dashing, smouldering hero who takes on the world for his love, you’ll adore The Layered Mask.

       

    

  


  
    
      To Lisa Worrall and Patricia Logan,

      my original partners in crime in this series.

      And to Clare London, I owe you so much.

      Much love, ladies.
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      The Gentlemen’s Club in Mayfair existed to provide a service for a certain kind of gentleman. Nobility and aristocracy, politician or Royal, its members were men who would be reviled in polite society if their secret were to be become known in the public domain. The men would be imprisoned and possibly worse. The club didn’t have a name as such, but those that needed its sanctuary were welcomed and given a chance to relax with other men of nobility who shared the same secret. No woman ever stepped over the threshold, and all the servants were discreet and professional. They also shared the same proclivities. It was as much a safe place for them as it was for the members.

      Asher and Leicester, long-time friends though never lovers, had recognised a need for such a sanctuary many years ago and purchased the building. The club offered a formal dinner one night a week, sumptuous courses produced by a chef who each member had tried to tempt away but to no avail. If an outsider visited, they would have seen nothing but a group of gentlemen enjoying an evening together away from their wives and families. The rest of the week, the members were welcome to partake of food at any time of day in a less formal setting.

      There were bedrooms, as extravagantly decorated as the dining area. Nothing that took place in those rooms was ever discussed. Asher and Leicester guarded members’ secrets as closely as their own. This wasn’t a brothel or a molly house. Boys weren’t available for the members. This was a club for friends and lovers. Not even their families—especially not their families—knew about the club’s raison d’être.

      This was the Gentlemen’s Club.
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      Downe

      “Good evening, Downe.”

      Thomas Downe, the present Duke of Lynwood, smiled at the greeting from his friend. “Evening, Leicester. I’m surprised to see you here. The weather has been foul.”

      Lord Leicester sat in the high wing-back chair next to his. They were the closest to the fire in the large study, and Downe appreciated the warmth after the chill of the winter’s day. “I was in London to see my solicitor. The rain was so heavy I’ve delayed my return to the country for a day or two. Can’t afford to lose another carriage to the mud.”

      “Or the horses,” Downe said.

      At the start of the winter, Leicester had been lucky to survive a serious accident after a landslip that had cost him a new carriage and pair.

      “Or the horses,” Leicester agreed. “I thought I was going to lose my stable master. He was distraught after the accident. It was only the gift of Gideon’s foal that calmed him down.”

      Downe smiled at his friend. “I’m only too pleased to restore calm in your household.”

      Gideon was Downe’s prize bay stallion and giving his first foal was no small gift, but then Leicester was no ordinary friend. Downe would have given twice that to have his friend happy and laughing next to him.

      Leicester looked speculatively at Downe. “If you don’t mind me saying, you look a little gloomy.”

      “I—” Downe expelled a long breath. “I can’t deny I feel a little below par today.”

      “For any particular reason?” Leicester smiled and murmured his thanks as a footman brought a pot of coffee and set it at the small table by his elbow.

      Downe waited until the footman had poured the coffee and retreated before he answered. “’Twas my birthday a sennight ago.”

      “Seven-and-twenty.” Leicester smiled. “I remember.”

      “You always remember, my dear friend. You sent me a fine red.”

      “More than one, as I recall. But why should that make you gloomy?”

      Downe huffed loudly. “The Valentine’s Ball is in a few days.”

      Leicester groaned just as loudly. “You think I don’t know? Charlotte and Elizabeth have driven me to distraction with their preparations.”

      “They are coming?” Downe was surprised. Leicester’s wife and children spent most of the year in the country, none of them having a taste for Town.

      “My daughter is being presented this year. They will be in town for the season.”

      “I had no idea she was old enough to be presented to the king. The last time I saw, she was a mere slip of a thing.” Life was flying by far too quickly for Downe’s liking.

      “To me she’s still a mere slip of a thing, as are you, my friend.”

      Downe shook his head. “I am getting old, Monty. It is time I took a wife and started a family.”

      Leicester frowned. “What brought this on? I thought matrimony was the last thing on your mind.”

      “I’m….” Downe trailed off. In truth, the thought of a wife and squalling brats made him feel nauseous, but Leicester knew that as well as he did.

      “Lonely?” Leicester suggested gently.

      “Sometimes,” Downe agreed.

      “It’s been a long time since you’ve been involved with anyone.”

      “Over three years aside from the occasional visit to the Blue.”

      The end of Downe’s last relationship had been so vicious, it had curdled his desire for another for a while. But “for a while” had extended beyond Downe’s expectations as he had dealt with the loss of his parents and his sister had been widowed and returned to the family household. The Blue, a brothel he had been visiting for many years, satiated his physical desires. The madam was handsomely paid to supply his demands and keep her mouth shut.

      Leicester frowned, his green eyes fierce. “You don’t want a wife, Thomas.”

      Downe smiled at him. “You only call me Thomas when you think I’m being stupid.”

      “Or when we made love.”

      Downe didn’t bother to look around to see if anyone was listening. They were in a safe place where they could be honest with each other. “Or when we made love. But that was a long time ago.”

      Leicester leaned forward and took Downe’s hand. “Do you need…? We could go upstairs.”

      Downe looked at their entwined hands. Despite the fact Leicester was fifteen years older than him, he was one of the most attractive men Downe had ever met, his dark hair greying slightly at the temples and green eyes framed by long lashes. A few years ago, he would have jumped at the opportunity to take Leicester to bed. As a young man, Downe had fallen desperately in love with Leicester, but age had brought wisdom and more than a little resignation. The attraction between them was mutual and occasionally flared into something physical, but they weren’t destined for anything long-term because Leicester’s heart belonged to someone else. Downe accepted their friendship as a blessing because Leicester had shown him how to be the man he was today.

      He brushed the back of Leicester’s knuckles. “I am tempted,” he admitted, his voice hoarse in its honesty. “But it wouldn’t help. Not today.”

      Leicester pressed a hot kiss into Downe’s palm. “I understand, my friend. I truly do.” He let go of Downe’s hand and sat back to signal for more coffee.

      “If your wife is in town, will you be at the dinner tonight?” Downe asked.

      “Of course. She has plans to visit my son. His wife is unwell, and she wants to check on her.”

      “Will Asher be here?”

      Leicester’s face softened as Downe mentioned the name of the man he had loved for over twenty years. They were the owners of the Gentlemen’s Club and an enigma Downe had never cracked. The love between them was passionate and fierce, but as far as everyone knew, they had never consummated it. They both had taken lovers over the years, yet their hearts remained only for each other.

      “He will be.”

      “I look forward to seeing him.”

      Downe had been away from London for many weeks dealing with business interests at his various properties. He’d missed his weekly dinner at the club and looked forward to reconnecting himself with his friends. “Tell me what’s been happening.”

      “Did you hear about Walsey?” Leicester asked.

      “No.”

      “He was found balls-deep in some young whore when he should have been in Parliament.”

      Downe wrinkled his brow. The Walsey he knew was a terrible bore and someone to avoid at all costs. “Deadly-dull, God-fearing Walsey?”

      “The very same.”

      “So he can get it up for a young filly. Good for him.”

      Leicester’s lips twitched. “It wasn’t a young filly.”

      Downe’s eyes opened wide. “He was screwing a boy? The old hypocrite!” Downe had been subject to many a lecture on sodomy when he’d had the misfortune to cross paths with Walsey.

      “Caught hook, line, and sinker by his wife.”

      “Where is he now?”

      Leicester sobered. “He’s in Newgate.”

      The amusement slid off Downe’s face. All of them faced the possibility of the same nightmare. Being caught with a man and sentenced to hard labour—or worse.

      “What’s going to happen to him?”

      “His wife is determined to have her pound of flesh.”

      “Is there something we can do?”

      “I don’t know, my friend. I really don’t know.”

      They both knew that attempting to intervene laid them open to the same kind of charges.

      “We should be extra careful,” Downe said.

      “I agree, but that doesn’t mean you need to take a wife. Even at your vast age of seven-and-twenty. You have plenty of time to make that decision.”

      “You were married with two children by my age,” Downe pointed out.

      “Because I knew I could never have Asher.” Leicester gave a wry smile. “My wife is a remarkable woman.”

      “She knows.”

      It wasn’t a question. Downe had met Leicester’s wife on more than one occasion, and he knew that she was, as Leicester said, a remarkable woman, aware of where her husband’s true heart lay. She accepted it for a stable marriage, a beautiful home, two children, and many dogs. Downe knew that many wives among his acquaintance did the same. He didn’t like imposing that on any woman, but the alternative…. The alternative was Walsey’s fate.

      It didn’t stop him being lonely, though.
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      Edwin

      The harsh Yorkshire wind chapped Edwin’s cheeks as his horse took the fence, but he barely noticed, intent on the ground ahead of him. It was winter, and although he’d ridden this way his entire life, he didn’t want to put Louis at risk. He sucked in a deep breath, pulling chill air into his lungs and relishing it. This was his time, away from his duties helping his father manage the large Woodcote country estate, and he made sure that every second was spent on horseback, exercising the bay stallion that had been his since he’d convinced the stable master he was experienced enough to control the temperamental beast.

      Edwin pulled Louis to a halt, exhilarated by the ride, his blood pumping through his veins. He sighed as he saw the sun starting to dip below the horizon. He was at least an hour’s ride from home. It was time to make a move before it was too dark to see his way. He was about to move when a man wrapped in a dark greatcoat moved out of the shadow of the trees.

      “Afternoon, Edwin,” the man said.

      His words startled a robin perched nearby, which squawked and flew away.

      “Paul? Paul? You’re back?” Edwin was shocked to see his old friend, and even more shocked at his wan appearance.

      Paul gave a wry smile. “As you can see.”

      Edwin slid off Louis’s back and stepped close to Paul to shake his hand. “It’s so good to see you. You look….”

      “Awful. You can say it.”

      He did indeed look dreadful, his skin pallid and huge dark marks under his eyes. Paul looked nothing like the man who’d set off for London a half year ago. The man had aged a decade in six months.

      “What happened?” Edwin asked.

      “It’s a long and very nasty story. You don’t need to hear it. Papa insisted I come home, and here I am.”

      Edwin was suddenly aware that they were still holding hands, and despite two layers of fine leather, he felt their touch burning through him. He pulled back, but Paul clung on, and Edwin left his hand where it was. “Are you all right, Paul?”

      Paul smiled again, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I am now, my friend. I just needed to see you.”

      “That sounds ominous.” Edwin tried to make a joke, but it didn’t work. “I have to get back home. Could I come over tomorrow?”

      “Of course.” Paul finally let go of Edwin’s hand. “It was good to see you, Ned.”

      Edwin smiled at the boyhood nickname. “It’s good to see you too. You need some good Yorkshire cooking to put some weight on those bones.”

      Paul smiled briefly, but it didn’t reach his eyes, and Edwin frowned again. What had happened to the man in the half year since they had last spoken? He looked…. Edwin sought
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