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      Kate stared at the Duke of Montague and could not reconcile that the gentleman who sat before her, a brooding and bullying beast, was the same man who had tempted her heart several years before.

      His cold, calculated tone grated on emotions that lingered after the death of her husband a year before.

      "A thousand pounds," she repeated, unable to comprehend the sum of debt her husband was in with His Grace. How had George come to owe so much? She knew he enjoyed a night or two at his clubs or gaming hells, but a thousand pounds? How was one ever to repay His Grace?

      The duke leaned into the wingback chair, folding his legs as if the amount did not signify to him, but of course, it did. He would not be here in her home, asking her to pay it back if it did not.

      "I will require time to settle it, Your Grace. I'm unsure how to deduct such an amount from my son's inheritance. I will have to consult my steward on our financial position."

      "You may do as you wish, but I have waited over a year already to have this amount paid back and now no longer wish to." He paused and met her eyes. No ounce of compassion or regret stared back at her. But she supposed that was to be expected after all the time that had passed since her first Season. Whatever they may have had, if anything, before she married Lord Brassel was long gone.

      "Your steward will guide you, and I'm certain you'll be able to settle the amount within the week."

      "The week." Kate slumped into the chair across from him, biting her lip to stop the tears that threatened. "Can you not give me more time than that? You have waited a year already. What is a fortnight at least more?"

      "More time than I need to grant." The stony facade he set on his features eased a little, and for the first time in years, she saw a flicker of the man she had once known. "I do not demand the money out of spite or malicious intent. George was one of my closest friends, and I will forever miss him, but he was also lax in his honor. He promised me he would pay within a week of losing the money, and a year later, I'm still waiting. I am sorry for your loss, but I'm leaving for my Scottish estate soon and wish to have all my affairs here in town tidied up. I'm not certain when I shall return."

      Kate nodded, hoping the steward could help her as quickly as the duke wished. She met his eyes and wondered for a moment what would have happened had she promenaded with His Grace as he had asked her to. Of course, she had attended Hyde Park as arranged, but instead of the duke arriving to escort her, Lord Brassel had instead, and the rest was a whirlwind of flattery and flowers that ended with an understanding before she knew it.

      "The Wild Wolfe of London is leaving?" The words slipped from her lips before she could rip them back. His eyes narrowed, but instead of denying the name synonymous with him, he merely cocked his lips into a wicked grin and nodded.

      "One must hang up his title at some point, but alas, my departure is not permanent. However, my travels to Scotland are tedious and lengthy. My estate is situated in the Highlands, so I do not wish to be rushing up there merely to return here before I must."

      Kate couldn't help but wonder if a woman was part of why he was traveling so far north. Maybe he had a sweetheart hidden away all these years whom he was finally going to propose to? It would not be the first time such a thing occurred, but something told her His Grace was not so romantic, or the marrying kind.

      Far from it, considering what he demanded from her this day.

      "So you'll be leaving before the Season has finished. I'm sure many hearts will break, Your Grace."

      He shrugged and did not recognize her attempt to lighten the mood. She had been hoping that he might change his mind if he could feel a little pity for her and this situation. Forgive the debt, or let her pay it off over time.

      "I do not care for the ladies of the ton, Lady Brassel. My being here, demanding a debt to be paid, is proof of that. I am, of course, like you, part of the upper echelons of society, but I do not care for it like you do. I find the women most unpredictable, and that is nothing I want to associate with."

      Kate gaped and, realizing such a fact, snapped her mouth closed. Was his thinly veiled barb aimed at her? Was he generalizing his statement but meaning her instead?

      He had a lot of gall, considering he was the one who stood her up at the park all those years ago—he had sent his best friend in his stead when he had not wanted to tell her himself that he was no longer interested in promenading. She would not have been offended had he been honest, maybe slightly disappointed, but nothing more.

      The cur.

      "I'm meeting my steward today, so you're fortunate in that at least," she said, standing and wanting to end this farce of a meeting. His Grace had made it clear that their friendship was long over, and George's demise only finalized that fact. "Good day to you, Your Grace."

      He stood, towering over her yet again, and bowed. "Lady Brassel, a pleasure as always."

      

      Wolfe strode from the room and fought the urge to glance back at Lady Brassel, Kate as he once had been at liberty to call her. Before his closest friend, Lord Brassel, thought to court her. Wolfe, the loyal friend to the very end, allowed him his way.

      He stepped out onto the street and breathed deep the city air. How he valued London, the bustling streets, the variety of people, his life here, carefree, without obligations other than to himself and his tenants back at the county estate in Derbyshire.

      All was perfect in his world, except the thousand pounds Brassel still owed him. It was a shame for Lady Brassel that he was not the forgiving type to forget the debt altogether, but he was not. He treasured few things in his life, but money was one of them, and he would get his blunt back, or unfortunately, her ladyship would feel the full wrath of the law.

      He casually walked around Berkeley Square. The squeals of children playing on the greens and the nannies chasing them surrounded him. He stopped when a little boy, Brassel's son, he was sure, caught his attention. The lad had his mother's large blue eyes and dark hair. No doubt the boy would break hearts just as his mama had done during her youth.

      Not that he could call her geriatric. She was far from a long-toothed, over-the-hill matron of the ton, but it soothed his pride a little that she was no longer a shining new debutante everyone wanted to court.

      It pained him to realize how jaded he sounded. He pressed on, wanting to bathe before he met with his mistress Sally this evening. She, of course, would travel with him to Scotland, and he was looking forward to enjoying her without worrying about the ton seeing their every move.

      Poor Sally was not so enthused. She was a woman who preferred London to Scotland and disliked the cold. But he had promised to keep her warm, and she would do well to remember who paid her wage.

      The thought soured in his mind. Maybe he was jaded, a cold-hearted rogue that people thought him.

      The Wild Wolfe of London.

      He did not even know where the name originated or how Lady Brassel knew it. But then he supposed they had been friends once. Mayhap, she wished they still were…

      In any case, a debt was a debt. He always paid his dues, and Brassel, dead or alive, would do so also. His widow had an heir, her future was secure, and it was only fitting he be paid after graciously allowing the promissory note to stand for so long. He had nothing to feel guilty about.

      So why did he feel like he'd just trampled a family pet with a carriage and, unsatisfied with that, went back and stomped on it to ensure it was dead…
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      "So you see, Lady Brassel, there is not enough cash flow on the books to allow such a loan to be repaid." Her steward studied the promissory note George had penned to Duke Montague and resignedly shook his head. "I'm afraid you'll have to explain to the duke that the money is not there and will not be for several years. Although the country estate is profitable, those profits, I'm sorry to be the one to tell you this, my lady, Lord Brassel disbursed as soon and as often as he could, leaving very little to build up capital."

      Kate swallowed the lump, and panic that rose in her throat over what Mr. Smith was saying regarding their financial position. "So, are you saying we have no money at all? Is there enough for us to live and remain in London to keep this property or others within the Brassel estate?"

      The steward, an elderly gentleman, reached out and patted her hand. "There is enough to keep the houses going, and the staff paid along with the necessities like food and your ladyship enjoying the Season. But to give away a thousand pounds isn't feasible right now. By the time your son takes over the estate, he will have more than enough money to last him two lifetimes, but right now, there must be economies, and paying back a gambling debt isn't feasible."

      Could this week get any worse? First, hearing of the debt and then being unable to pay it. Whatever next?

      "What if we sold some possessions? Or even livestock or horses? Surely they are worth something?" she asked.

      The steward shook his head. "I'm sorry, no. The estate and all its assets are entailed, along with this London townhouse. There is nothing we can sell, apart from your dresses. Those are owned by you, and you may do with them what you please."

      Kate shook her head, her outrage toward George growing by the minute. How could he leave them in such a situation? Of course, she had little doubt he thought the duke would forgive the debt. What friend would not think so since they were once very close? But not Montague, it would seem. He would not forgive anything at all.

      "Well, thank you for explaining everything to me as it stands, Mr. Smith. I appreciate you discussing this matter with me on such short notice, and I will take everything you've said to me and consider it." While Kate did not know how to escape this mess, there had to be a solution.

      Mr. Smith stood, gathering up his paperwork and ledgers. "I suggest you ask your brother, Lord Astoridge, for assistance. I do not wish to speak out of hand, but it was rumored that Lady Astoridge, his wife, had quite a sizable fortune upon their marriage. Should you need their help, I'm certain they would offer it to you without question."

      Kate stood and walked Mr. Smith to the library door. "I'm certain they would, and I will think of that suggestion too." Not that she would ask her brother. Paris had already saved the Astoridge family from certain ruin once before. She couldn't ask her to do such a thing again.

      Kate saw off Mr. Smith and headed back into her office, needing to pen a missive to the duke. He was waiting for a response and had given her until tomorrow, but nothing was left for it. She would have to explain that she did not have the money and he would have to wait a while longer.

      Two or three years is not a little while, Kate...

      She sat at her desk and scribbled a short, to-the-point note to His Grace. No doubt he would call early tomorrow and demand his funds. She laid down the quill and took in the room, the paintings, the furniture. Surely, no one would ever know if she sold some of the contents.

      The thought of her little boy and her taking what was rightfully his by birth shamed her. No, she could not sell anything, so what could she do?

      For several minutes, she debated that very question before a solution so scandalous and not to mention ruinous floated through her mind.

      The duke had once asked her to promenade, which she had always thought hinted at him being romantically attracted to her.

      Could he still be? Would he be open to her paying back this horrendous debt by other means? Means by which she became the payment? He was famously wealthy. Indeed, many suggested he was more affluent than the Duke of Devonshire.

      The idea did not horrify her as much as it should. The duke was a powerful, not to mention utterly delectable gentleman who turned every woman's gaze his way whenever he entered a room.

      Who would not want to work off debt under such a specimen? The only question was, would he be willing to allow her to?
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        * * *

      

      Wolfe arrived at Lady Brassel's townhouse at the precise time he was allotted per her missive and not a minute before. He handed his top hat and gloves to the elderly butler and followed the stooping fellow into the library.

      He schooled his features to an expression of indifference the moment he caught sight of Lady Brassel. Today, she wore an azure morning dress made of muslin that made her dark-blue eyes shine brighter than he'd ever seen them before.

      She gestured to the seat in front of the desk. "Good morning, Your Grace. Please do sit down." She sat. He did the same, hoping that a banknote would be ready so he could depart and put this component of his life behind him.

      The money or Lady Brassel behind you?

      Wolfe ground his teeth, ignoring the voice in his head. "Good morning, Lady Brassel. I must say I'm pleased by your summons. I hope that means good news for me and my coffers."

      Her face paled, and annoyance flitted through him. She did not have the money. The question was, what was she going to do about the problem?

      "As promised, I had a meeting yesterday with our steward, and I'm sorry to inform you that I cannot raise one thousand pounds at present. I questioned if I could sell some property, which I was informed I could not. I also considered asking my brother and his wife for assistance, but I decided against this. I'm sorry to disappoint you, but I cannot pay the debt."

      Wolfe took a calming breath and hoped her ladyship did also after that tirade of words—that would not end as he would have liked—spilled out of her. He watched and noted the glistening of sweat on her upper lip, the muscle that worked in her jaw.

      He did not like to pressure anyone, especially a woman, but nor could he be taken for a fool. Brassel lost the money fair and square, and now someone had to pay him back.

      "And so you are asking me to forgive the debt or have some other idea on how to resolve this issue."

      She licked her lips before clamping the bottom one between her teeth. He swallowed, the action spiking heat where no heat ought to be spiking right at this moment.

      But there was no denying his attraction to the woman before him. Before Brassel, he had coveted Miss Kate Astoridge himself. That Brassel won her was due to his friendship with Brassel and not wishing a woman to come between them. Not that his life up to now had not been most enjoyable, shamefully so, but he had always wondered “what if” when it came to Lady Brassel.

      "I know you will not forgive the debt, but will you give me more time?"

      "No, there is no time, as I said. I'm leaving London soon." He sat back in the chair and crossed his arms, losing patience. Brassel, had he not already been dead, would be after he got his hands on the beggar who squandered more money than he made.

      Damn fool...

      "Very well," she said, linking her hands on the desk before him and leveling a steely gaze his way. "You leave me with no other option than to offer another way to pay the debt."

      "Another way?" Curiosity had him leaning forward before he righted himself and sat back. "Do tell me your idea. I'm all ears," he drawled.

      "Well, as to that, Your Grace. And please do not laugh, jest, or censure me for what I'm about to say. I have thought over the proposition, and to keep my son's inheritance intact and the estate safe, this is my suggestion. You may approve or disapprove, but please do so with respect."

      "Very well." Wolfe steeled himself for whatever it was she was about to say. Something told him he'd like what she offered. Somewhere deep down in the dark recesses of his soul, the wolf in him growled in expectation. "Tell me your proposal."

      "I propose I become your mistress secretly until the debt is paid."

      Everything in Wolfe stilled, and he basked in the idea of having her under him for a moment before reality struck him back to sense. "Absolutely not, Lady Brassel. You will never be my mistress."
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      Wolfe had never heard of anything so outlandish in his life. Should he take up Lady Brassel on her proposition, he would be making her his whore, not just a mistress. Did she even understand that fall from grace in her quest to keep her son's inheritance safe?

      "Why not, Your Grace? This is the only option available. I cannot pay you the sum required, but I'm willing to...do other things that may be to your liking. Your reputation…"

      "I know I have a reputation, madam," he snapped, halting her words and not wanting to hear another about who and what he was. The Wild Wolfe of London was very well, but that did not make him into whatever it was that Lady Brassel was trying to get him to agree to. He could not bed a woman in payment for funds owed. He knew he had minimal standards when it came to fucking, but this was entirely crossing a line.

      "I'm a widow now, and my son is my priority. I do this willingly so long as we're discreet and no one ever finds out what went on between us, not even my family. I would be ruined, and so too would my son should we ever be caught."

      Wolfe studied her and noted the determination that burned in her eyes. "My sexual appetite does not have the title of wild in it for nothing, my lady. Should I agree, and I'm not in any way saying that I will, but if I should, you must know that I could ask anything of you and wherever that fancy took me. A ball, a park, carriage, wherever it may be, if I want you, I will have you." He leaned back in his chair, hoping his relaxed stance after stating such a scandalous demand would scare her off, but if anything, she only followed his action, leaning back in her chair and nodding in agreement.

      "I'm willing to do whatever you wish and where you wish to do it, so long as you're not cruel or demeaning."

      "I am never either of those things." Wolfe fought not to be insulted by her words and failed. Was that what she thought of him? Some rutting, angry animal who took what he wanted without care for the woman beneath him?

      Damn...

      "Then I do not see why we cannot agree to these terms. All that is left to discuss is how long you would expect me to be your lover. A month, I thought, would suffice."

      Wolfe scoffed. Was she serious in her timeline? "I think not, my lady. A month, and we're only just getting started. If I agree, you shall be my mistress for the remainder of the Season. I shall put off my leaving for Scotland and enjoy bedding you until I travel north."

      A rosy hue kissed her cheeks, and her swallow was almost audible. Wolfe inwardly chuckled, enjoying her embarrassment. And so she should be ashamed after asking him to engage in such an agreement. A mistress indeed.

      "But that's three months. Surely, that is a little lengthy for such a sum owed."

      He shrugged, not caring the least about what she thought on the matter. If he were not getting a thousand pounds, not that he needed it in truth, he would get his money's worth with her. "Those are my terms. You can agree to them, or I shall consult my lawyer on how I can recoup the funds owed to me by your husband in another way. You came up with this absurd idea. The choice is yours." Wolfe knew he was unyielding and cold but could not help himself. The thought of bedding Lady Brassel had long been a desire that had haunted him for years. He did not like losing, and that Brassel had begged him to stand aside still irked.

      Even so, he did not think when it came to actually doing the deed that she would go through with it. She would relent, run screaming, and possibly faint when she saw the size of his cock. It would not be the first time a woman had done so.

      "Very well, until the end of the Season. You may come here, or I shall travel to you, but it must be without notice. That you must promise me," she stated.

      He nodded, and somewhere through their conversation, he seemed to have agreed to this outrageous plan. Still, he did not
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