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Author’s Note

	 

	 

	The Baron and the Mistress was published in 2015 as a standalone Victorian historical romance. I decided to revise this to fit The Rakes of St. Regent’s Park series, making Asher Colborne, the hero, part of the club. This new revised edition has been expanded and changed enough to warrant a new edition. The basic story remains the same.

	I am of the mind that each historical romance author does their own world-building, much like authors in fantasy or other genres. Each author has their own set of characters and peers. That is why many of my characters from other books pop up in the stories I write. They are all part of my particular historical romance world.

	 

	 

	 


Rakes of St. Regent’s Park Series

	 

	In a private meeting place, in an old bank office behind Colosseum Terrace on Albany Street, a group of gentlemen attended a gathering. It had nothing to do whatsoever with financing, investments, or stocks—unless you counted moral bankruptcy. The central rules of this club: no serious attachments to anyone, and the pursuit of one’s own pleasures, especially of the carnal variety, were to be of the utmost importance.

	But weariness and boredom were setting in. Along with something more worrying: loneliness. A disquiet of the soul. These bad-boy peers of Victorian London were damaged, hiding their inner torture beneath a thin veneer of devil-may-care dissoluteness.

	It takes an exceptional group of women to capture the hearts of such men. To see past the outer shell. The ladies are determined to live and love in their own way, with no relinquishment of their independence and no compromises. How satisfying to find that deep down, these progressive men are in total agreement.

	 


 

	Summary

	 

	 

	A shivering young woman leans against a lamppost on London's most notorious street of ill repute. 

	 

	Chastity Armitage is on the run from her lecherous stepfather. Desperate for food and lodging for her siblings, she takes to the streets. She never expected a tall, handsome man to appear from the mist and change her life forever. A choice lies before her: continue down the path of never-ending poverty or become the baron’s mistress.

	 

	Asher Colborne, Baron Wenlock, is shocked to discover the dressed-in-rags lady is Chastity Armitage, a young woman who had caught his attention at a ball three years past. Asher offers his assistance, but Chastity suggests a carnal contract. As a member of The Rakes of St. Regent’s Park, Asher is well aware of what such an agreement will portend.

	 

	Despite the scorching attraction, they decide to keep an emotionless business arrangement in place. That pact soon falls apart, as they cannot deny their intense feelings. Many obstacles lay in Chastity and Asher’s path. For the baron and the mistress, embracing true love will be their most challenging impediment. 

	 


 

	Dedication and Acknowledgements

	 

	To my live-in hero, who encourages me every step of the way in my publishing journey. Thank you, as always. 

	Big thanks to Cora Graphics for the beautiful cover. 

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	Prologue

	 

	 

	 

	London, England 

	November 1897

	 

	If there was one thing the Rakes of St. Regent’s Park understood, it was how to have a rousing good time.

	Asher Colborne, Baron Wenlock, was out on the town with his fellow rakes. 

	He sat at a table with the remaining members of their private association. Over the past fifteen years, the membership had ebbed and flowed. Some went to war, others married, and they moved on to a less profligate life. Part of the current group had formed a close bond in school, all the way to Cambridge University until today.

	Not just anyone was allowed within this privileged circle. First and foremost, the other members had to genuinely like the fellow, and these formidable men did not give their friendship or trust or readily reveal their emotions. 

	The recently engaged Christian Bamford, Duke of Allenby and former group leader, attended tonight as a farewell. Not only was he leaving their club, but they had gathered to also say their goodbyes to Brandon Knight, who would depart for Herne Bay in a couple of weeks.

	Much had happened with the Rakes of St. Regent’s Park. One could argue that their organization neared its end. At its peak, there were twenty-one members. 

	Recently, they were down to seven. 

	Now? Their numbers were about to deplete even further. 

	It was rather depressing when Asher thought about it. He had recently made an invitation to Oliver Wollstonecraft, grandson to Aidan Wollstonecraft, Earl of Carnstone. The twenty-six-year-old heir to the earl had earned a bit of a notorious reputation that came close to his grandfather Aidan’s scandalous younger years in the 1840s. Or so the rumors claimed.

	Oliver had said he would think it over, but that was weeks ago. All of the other members had yet to bother with recruitment. Even Asher’s pursuit of Oliver had been half-hearted.

	Asher glanced around the table at his friends and fellow members. Sitting next to him was the elder statesman, as they called him, Gideon Broyles, Duke of Watford, the last original founding member. About to turn forty, Gideon outpaced them all for casual liaisons. He showed no signs of slowing down or settling down. 

	Warren Cowley, Viscount Huxley, was making a rare appearance, as he had been tucked away at the Bevan Sanitorium in Hertfordshire, receiving treatment for his sexual excesses. Huxley arrived in London this week to attend to business. 

	Asher had been shocked at the change in the man, as Huxley was more withdrawn than ever. He sat, nursing a scotch, barely speaking.

	Next to Huxley was Damon Cranston, Marquess of Brookton and heir to The Duke of Chellenham. Damon would be taking over as the leader of their little clique. 

	Damon’s scandalous stature was the talk of London. Society referred to the dashing marquess as the fictional Oscar Wilde character Dorian Gray. But Asher had wondered through the years—how much of the gossip was accurate?

	Merritt Redfern, Viscount Tolwood and heir to the Earl of Shelton, was not a full-blown member of their group but more of an apprentice—until he found a suitable bride. Brookton called Tolwood their eager puppy mascot.

	By the end of the year, it could only be Asher, Gideon, and Damon left. Not that any of them were active rakes at the moment, for Asher had the distinct impression most of the dalliances were all talk, complete fiction. If the men could agree on anything, it would be the tedium of their lives and the utter boredom surrounding their indolent elite existence. If they ever decided to be honest about anything, including feelings.

	“I say, allowing your soon-to-be duchess to keep her investigative agency? Christian, you are progressive to the core,” Merritt said, raising his glass. “I salute you.”

	Christian’s fiancée owned and operated a successful investigative firm, The Galway Agency, with her sister and cousin. 

	“Thank you. As if I could dictate to Eleanora what to do, not that I would. The Galway Investigative Agency will go on. The private detective business has been brisk. At some point, she may reduce her hours. But that will be her decision.” 

	Christian reached for the decanter and freshened his drink. “Let’s face facts, lads. A new century yawns before us. Do you think those of us with titles and societal standing will even factor into shaping the future? Our way of life is near its end.”

	“Bite your tongue,” Damon scoffed. “There will always be a peerage.”

	“Perhaps, but the power our grandfathers and great-grandfathers wielded at the turn of this century? Gone forever. Good riddance, I say,” Christian replied.

	“How goes the bride search, Tolwood?” Gideon asked, his tone of voice showing that he wasn’t interested in knowing. He had changed the subject because the truth of their future wasn’t something Gideon wished to discuss, let alone accept. 

	Asher understood completely.

	Merritt sighed. “Still going. Finding someone to love and who will love you in return is blasted difficult. I may have to settle for an alliance.”

	“Why marry at all?” Brandon interjected. “We’re supposed to be scandalous rakes.” 

	Knight was a wealthy businessman of the gentry class. Gideon had sponsored Knight, and they all accepted him into the club.  He was not an easy man to get to know, but, Asher supposed, all the men had barriers of one form or another around them for whatever reasons. Brandon Knight was the only non-peer in the current group.

	Back to the current conversation, it was true what Brandon said. They were supposed to be rakes. But, as Asher surmised before, he doubted many of them still embraced such an existence or even lived it to the full. 

	They all had their various predilections when it came to carnal pleasures. Gideon? He frequented clubs that offered light birching. Damon? Orgies were his preference. Warren? Well, he had gone too far and sought treatment for his dissipation. Warren sought out multiple sexual encounters beyond the norm.

	As for Asher? 

	He found pleasure in the East End, with anonymous sex in the various back alleys. Oh, he was careful, as were all the rakes. He used protection. Why he sought out sex in such grubby circumstances, he could not say. Be damned if he would try and puzzle it out here.

	“The way things are going,” Gideon said, his deep voice rumbling. “We will have to recruit new members.”

	“Yes, we have discussed this before. I invited Oliver Wollstonecraft, although he hasn’t gotten back to me,” Asher interjected. “He’s the heir apparent to the Earl of Carnstone. I will broach the subject with him again.”

	“Why even bother expanding the membership?” Christian stated. “Marriage may not be as horrible as you may think.”

	“Please spare us your cloying happiness,” Damon replied in a dull voice. “Just because you were caught in a marriage trap doesn’t mean the rest of us wish it. Except for Tolwood.”

	“And what of Althea?” Christian replied softly.

	“What’s this?” Asher exclaimed, his interest piqued. Althea Galway was Eleanora’s younger sister and partner in the investigative agency. When had Damon shown any interest in a woman beyond his meaningless encounters? 

	Never.

	Damon flushed. 

	An actual reaction. Now, this was interesting.

	“She means nothing to me. I wouldn’t give a care if I ever saw her again.” Damon threw back the rest of his drink and refilled his glass. 

	He was lying, and all the men in the room knew it.

	“Just as well,” Christian replied. “She has said the same of you. Which proves that you both lie.”

	Damon flushed further, his jaw working furiously. 

	Christian was correct. Could something develop there? 

	Perhaps not, knowing Damon’s stubborn and dissipated nature.

	“So, when are you leaving exactly, Knight?” Warren asked. It was the first time he had spoken in over an hour.

	“December fifteenth,” Brandon replied.

	“Out for revenge regarding past hurts, correct?” Warren threw back his drink. “Take care, do not allow it to consume your life.”

	“Too late,” Brandon replied, his voice firm. “It already has.”

	Asher downed the rest of his scotch and stood. Enough of this insipid conversation. They were talking in circles. “Shall we partake in a game of cards? There is a private room in the rear. There is also a small buffet set up.” He motioned toward the door.

	“I say, I am famished,” Merritt said.

	“Christian? Stay and play. You’re not under a self-imposed curfew, I trust?” Asher teased good-naturedly.

	“Not at all. Cards it is. I hope roast beef is available,” Christian replied, rubbing his hands together. “And duchess potatoes.”

	“I made certain to order it,” Asher replied with a grin. “I ensured all your favorites, including Charlotte russe for dessert, are on the menu. And as an extra surprise, Eleanora sent apple scones.”

	Christian laid his hand on Asher’s shoulder and squeezed it affectionately. “You are a true friend.”

	Everyone stood and headed toward the back room. 

	Except for Warren.

	Asher stayed behind. His friend was not well, physically or emotionally. The look of desolation on Warren’s face concerned Asher. He had worried about his friend and thought of him often these past weeks he was away.

	“What is it? What’s going on?” Asher asked, his voice quiet.

	“I am returning to the sanitorium. I have relapsed already. Speaking of consuming one’s life, I’m a hopeless case and should be shut away permanently.” Warren’s voice was agitated, his first show of emotion in a long time.

	Asher shook his head. “I am sorry, my friend. Is there anything I can do?”

	“There is one thing you can do for me. Leave this group, Ash. Stop seeking out thrills in the back alleys. Find someone to love. Although, I am aware it is not an easy task in this cold world. This existence is pathetic and soul-destroying. Be done with it before you turn into an empty, rotting husk like me. Or Gideon or Brandon. Damon is more than halfway there. Take my advice and save yourself.”

	Warren headed to the private room, leaving Asher shaken.

	The stark warning had taken root.

	 


 

	 

	 

	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	 

	London, England 

	Early December 1897

	 

	 Chastity Armitage’s given name could be construed as ironic, considering she was looking for a quick shilling tup in Shag Alley. Of course, that wasn’t the actual name of the darkened, dead-end street. Prostitutes plied their wares there, and customers from all walks of life and social standings sampled and paid for such wares, which explained the silly name. It was somewhat laughable when one thought about it. 

	But nothing about Chastity’s life was laughable. Not at all.

	Trembling from the cold, Chastity gripped the nearby lamppost to steady her shaky legs. In truth, she wasn’t a prostitute in the strictest sense of the word—just a desperate young woman. Or so she told herself when the horrid memories haunted her troubled dreams on a near-nightly basis.

	A thick fog rolled down the lane, covering its broken cobbles with ugly swirls of color. The pungent aroma of unburned street lamp gas filled the air and mixed with the odor of raw sewage. It blended with the sound of rutting sex from the alleyway. 

	Chastity gagged and brought her tattered sleeve to her nose for relief. 

	Two months ago, she lost her virginity to a rough laborer in this notorious alley—it had been an absolute necessity. The act—done against the brick wall and mercifully swift—resulted in a few coins thrown at her feet. That money kept her younger brother and sister from starving and immediate eviction. 

	However, the paltry funds were almost gone. It is why Chastity was seeking a paying customer. The rent was overdue, and they had no food. Things could not be any direr. Every day was a constant struggle to keep a roof over her family’s head and a crust of bread on the table. What would she do once winter arrived in full force? Thankfully, it had been warmer than usual for early December. But how long would the weather stay amenable? Once conditions took a turn, they would need fuel for a fire. 

	How had everything gone so wrong? 

	A trail of unfortunate events led her to this exact place and time. Where to begin her wretched tale? 

	Her father’s death and her mother’s rapid—and it had turned out, necessary—remarriage—her mother’s sudden illness and passing. 

	Then—the escape. 

	A carriage rattled by, splashing mud on her already dirty wool skirt. Two men staggered toward her, making lewd comments as they passed a whisky bottle back and forth between them. Chastity looked away and exhaled in utter weariness. 

	Please let them keep walking by. 

	They were drunk, and she instinctively knew they would be rough and cruel. After all, it had been the totality of her experience with men, save her poor father. She exhaled in relief as they stumbled down the lane, more interested in the bottle than her. Blocking out the foul sights and odors swirling around her, she focused instead on her current predicament. 

	Chastity and her siblings, Jon and Hannah, had fled their home in the most urgent and dire circumstances. It was hard to believe that over two years had passed since that fateful night. It seemed longer. Since then, she had agonized over the quick escape, wondering if she’d made the correct decision. 

	The reason for the sudden departure? Their mother had died five days before that hasty getaway. They were left in the care of their stepfather, Sir Nigel Barrington, who made no secret of his deviant plans for them. 

	Chastity pulled her tattered shawl around her shoulders and shuddered, touching the bare spot at her throat as a few hot tears clustered on her eyelashes. Blinking them away, she frowned. There was no time to wallow in self-indulgent tears. Feeling sorry for herself was not a luxury she could afford, not when there were many pressing problems.

	Yet, her thoughts drifted to the past again. It still was. Shielding then-eleven-year-old Jon and eight-year-old Hannah had become Chastity’s primary focus.

	Protecting Jon in particular. 

	She’d witnessed the lustful looks cast Jon’s way. 

	Memories of the night Barrington had skulked into her brother’s bedroom flooded her mind. Thank God she had beaten the horrid man off with a copper warming pan. They had escaped that night with not much more than the clothes on their backs, and sadly, they had no family or close friends to assist. Luckily, she sold the gold cross that had hung about her neck for the much-needed coin. 

	Once sold, the small diamond necklace had kept them fed and housed for many weeks—with proper and prudent budgeting. The jewelry had been a gift for her twelfth birthday, and she hated to part with it. 

	Since then, Jon managed to make a few farthings doing odd jobs about the streets, and Hannah sporadically worked for a ragpicker. These low-paying, temporary positions weren’t enough to keep the wolf from the door. 

	The workhouse beckoned. 

	Sniffling, Chastity wiped away a wayward tear. They would be separated at the workhouse, which was why she hadn’t taken them there in the first place. It would be the first logical place to search. The looming specter of Barrington finding them had also fueled her decision.

	However, the evil man almost certainly didn’t care where they were or what became of them. While their mother was alive, his rank indifference spoke of the depth of his disdain. But when her mother passed, that last barrier crashed down. The change in the man had not been subtle. 

	At first, he plied them with kindness and extra sweets. He started touching them, little caresses of affection that were not the least bit innocent. Then Barrington cast his lascivious gaze toward Jon, who was considered the best-looking of the siblings. Jon would grow into a handsome man; all the signs were plain to see. 

	Barrington would stroke Jon’s cheek, whispering how beautiful he was. 

	It’d been enough to turn her bile. One particular incident fueled her worst fears. Barrington, after they had completed dinner, pulled Jon into his lap. The special attention that he’d paid her brother made her skin crawl. Chastity, not very experienced in the ways of men, instinctively understood the leering, salacious look Sir Nigel gave Jon. 

	A strange, disturbing light gleamed in his eye while stroking Jon’s back with his claw-like hand. When Jon had told her later that night, he’d felt something growing hard in their stepfather’s lap; she understood then that they might have to make a hasty departure. 

	Never had she believed it would happen so soon.

	A girl at school once told her of a man’s thing and how he could stick it in you and make a baby. She later surmised the “thing” could be shoved into any opening—boy or girl. No one would harm her siblings if Chastity had anything to say about it. 

	Since then, she had learned the vulgar words used for that part of a man: 

	Cock. Prick. Willy. Tackle. Whore-pipe.

	Straightening her shoulders, she glanced about the dingy street. Enough. As she surmised earlier, there was no time to wallow in the past and lament their fates. Today is all she must focus on. Her resolve quickened and hardened into sword steel. She must make money to ward off that slimy toad of a landlord. He had leeringly suggested that she work off the back rent. 

	Chastity preferred a swift rut in Shag Alley before allowing that ghastly man with rotten teeth and smelling of dead fish to lay a hand on her. Once she succumbed to his demands, he would never leave her alone. 

	Virtue and pride be damned, protecting her siblings overrode everything. 

	Everything.

	 

	 

	*     *     *

	 

	 

	Asher Colborne had a successful night of gaming at one of his favorite haunts. Sitting in the carriage with Oliver Wollstonecraft, he counted the pound notes.

	“How much did you win?” Oliver asked.

	“I came out ahead, just barely, so I call it successful.”

	Oliver laughed. “Better than me; I’m down thirty pounds. I am feeling lucky. Where to next? My fortunes are about to turn; I can feel it.”

	After a victorious night of cards, Asher usually sought a quick rut in the infamous Shag Alley. But ever since his last meeting with his fellow rakes, he had yet to go anywhere for a hard and fast tup. 

	He wasn’t sure what he would do instead. 

	Luck was certainly on his side tonight. 

	Go to another club for more games of chance, perhaps? Or he could confound the Gods, head home, and make an early night of it. Reading by the fire with a snifter of brandy sounded more appealing by the moment. He had books aplenty to choose from. Asher had been staying in more often since Warren’s passionate plea for him to give up his decadent life. Warren’s wearily urgent words had played over in Asher’s mind since. 

	“I think I’ve had enough for tonight, but I can drop you anywhere you wish,” Asher replied.

	“Perhaps The Chrysalis. I fancy a quick tumble with a beautiful woman.”

	“You may wish to seek another brothel,” Asher interjected. “I have it on good authority that they are not careful concerning certain practices. You don’t want the pox.”

	“Hell. Thanks for the warning,” Oliver murmured.

	“If you joined The Rakes of St. Regent Park, you would be privy to information in this vein.”

	“Yes, you mentioned your club before.”

	“Despite the name and the reputation, there are good men in the assembly. We could use more good men, such as yourself. Your family has a sterling reputation for good works. Perhaps that is something the club should aspire to. Something worthwhile, beyond our dissipated indulgences.”

	Oliver cocked an eyebrow. “Who are you, and what have you done with Wenlock?”

	Asher chuckled, then sobered. “I have been doing a little self-examining as of late. I believe some changes are warranted for the club and my personal doings. You don’t have to start as a full-fledged member. Join as a prospect, and see if the club is a good fit for you.”

	Oliver slipped on his leather gloves. “Perhaps I will. I suppose there are fees.”

	“Only a small pittance to keep the place stocked with liquor and food. What will your family say about your joining, that is, if you decide to do so?”

	Oliver shrugged. “I am twenty-six years of age; they have no say over my life. It will be decades before I am Earl of Carnstone. My father is before me, and the men in my family have long lifelines. I am happy to say that my grandfather, the current earl, is full of health and vitality. I intend to enjoy my freedom.” 

	“Well said. Regardless, do give it serious thought. How about I drop you at Mollie’s in the East End?”

	“Yes, thank you.” 

	Asher tapped twice on the ceiling, and the small window slid open. 

	“To Mollie’s, Andrews.”

	“Yes, my lord,” his driver replied.

	After saying goodnight to Oliver, Asher pounded on the roof. It lurched forward. Pulling aside the curtain, he glanced outside and could swear he saw Oliver striding in the opposite direction, away from the brothel. How strange. Maybe he changed his mind. 

	Asher’s thoughts turned reflective as he headed home. Recently turned thirty, Asher wondered if it was time to take stock of his life. He should do as Warren has done, cloister himself away in the country to rest and reflect. 

	But Warren had more significant issues to consider. It wasn’t only weariness. His friend had a sickness or disease, like anyone who overindulged in alcohol or drugs. 

	A loss of control. 

	Would that be the fate of all in The Rakes of St. Regent’s Park group? 

	Asher certainly didn’t wish it to be his future.

	Moving aside the curtain with his walking stick, he glanced out at the street. His driver took a circuitous route through the East End toward a few of Asher’s preferred areas. Best let Andrews know he would return home instead of indulging in anonymous sex. 

	But before he could, his eyes were drawn to a figure leaning against a street lamp. 

	A young woman, all but swallowed up by the swirling fog. 

	An attractive young woman. 

	His eyes widened in recognition. 

	No. It could not possibly be her. 

	His heart leaped in his chest at the possibility. Every nerve ending sparked to life, tingling his skin.

	“Stop the carriage!” Asher yelled as he banged his walking stick on the roof. He couldn’t believe it; he must investigate this. He had to know.

	What the bloody hell is she doing, loitering about Shag Alley? 

	The distant but never forgotten memories flickered through his mind. A ball at the Earl of Dunham’s posh estate more than two years past is where he’d first seen her. Actually, it was closer to three years ago, but no matter.

	Chastity—Armitage. 

	Yes, that was her name. 

	It had been infatuation at first sight, at least on his end. The young woman’s luminescent beauty had lit up the entire ballroom. Wearing a cranberry-colored silk frock that complimented her exquisitely styled golden-brown hair, how could his gaze not be drawn to her? The gown caressed lush curves, giving him an impressive cockstand
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