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        For my daddy—you will always be in my heart and the first person I think of when horse racing, cards, or gambling are mentioned. I love you and will forever miss you.
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      A duke who always wins. A lady who refuses to be bought. And one bargain that will undo them both.

      Lady Narissa Goodwin answers to no one. She trains her own thoroughbreds, runs a secret ladies' gaming hell hidden above a fashionable modiste's shop, and has just humiliated the insufferable Duke of Blackmore by beating his prized stallion at Newmarket. So when he demands she ride for him instead, she takes great pleasure in refusing him to his handsome face.

      Seth Blakey, Duke of Blackmore, does not lose. Not races, not wagers, not battles of will. And when the maddening, magnificent Lady Narissa won't be bought, he uncovers the one secret that could ruin her—and uses it to force her hand.

      The bargain is simple: train his horses for the Derby, or watch the world she's built come crashing down. But every afternoon in the stables, every barbed exchange, every accidental brush of his hand pulls them deeper into a game neither of them meant to play. Because the only thing more dangerous than racing against the duke…

      …is falling for him.

      With her father's last dream and her hard-won freedom riding on Epsom, Narissa has a plan to beat Blackmore at his own game. What she has no defense against is the way he looks at her—as though she is a woman to be cherished, not conquered.

      Some victories cost everything. This one just might be worth it.

      Love Only Me is a sensual enemies-to-lovers Regency romance novella featuring a spirited, rule-breaking heroine, a brooding duke who finally meets his match, a forced bargain, simmering forced proximity, and a swoon-worthy happily ever after. Perfect for readers who like their ladies clever and their dukes thoroughly undone.
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        Suffolk, England

        April 1812

      

      

      Lady Narissa Goodwin strode across the turf at Newmarket with Merlin’s reins in hand, the spring wind teasing loose wisps of hair from beneath her cap. Bookmakers shouted odds over one another, jockeys settled fractious mounts, and gentlemen crowded the rail in a rustle of starched cravats and polished boots. Sunlight flashed over polished curricles and the bright ribbons on ladies’ bonnets. A bay colt somewhere down the line squealed and struck at the air. Beneath it all, the turf itself seemed to hum with impatience.

      Narissa smiled into the clamor. This was where she had been raised to breathe deepest and stand tallest. Not in drawing rooms under the eyes of matrons who valued silence over spirit, but here, with the smell of leather and horseflesh in the air and the whole course poised on the edge of motion. She knew this language as surely as she knew her own name—the restless toss of a horse’s head, the snap of a bookmaker’s call, the quicksilver excitement that ran through a crowd when money and pride were about to meet on the turf.

      It was a perfect day for a race.

      Her gaze caught on a knot of ladies gathered beneath bright parasols. One lifted her lorgnette. Another leaned in to whisper behind her fan. Narissa looked straight through them and turned back to the track. In a few minutes Merlin would be stretching beneath her, his hoofbeats drumming through her bones, the world narrowing to speed and timing. Let the ladies clutch their pearls if they pleased.

      Papa’s words moved through her mind as clearly as if he stood at her shoulder. “You have but one life. Live it on your own terms, Poppet.” Narissa curled her gloved fingers around Merlin’s reins and lifted her chin. She had done exactly that. Papa had also insisted that a sensible woman kept a small blade where no fool would think to look.

      “Thank you,” she said to the groom.

      He offered a smile and a nod before she glanced back at the crush of people assembled beyond the track. She recognized one of the ladies who had been watching her—Lady Ophelia, wife of an earl. The lady frequented Narissa’s gaming hell, Fortuna’s Parlor, named after Narissa’s first thoroughbred, a gift from her beloved Papa on her thirteenth birthday.

      At the club, Lady Ophelia went out of her way to chat with Narissa. Funny how differently she treated her in public, though many of Narissa’s patrons behaved much the same, save for a few close friends.

      Most of the ton’s ladies closed their doors to her and looked through her in the street as if she were made of smoke. The gentlemen were another matter. They nodded her into their card games, made room at the table, and treated her as though she had every right to be there. Perhaps it was because many had known Papa. Perhaps that was precisely why the women resented her. Narissa had long since stopped caring.

      She nudged the chestnut colt into motion and felt him gather beneath her, all muscle and impatience. Excitement skittered through her blood. Papa had always said she belonged in a saddle more than anywhere else on earth, and with Merlin moving under her like banked lightning, she could not have argued it.

      Racing was in her blood, the same as it was Merlin’s. Together, they were a force the likes of which the ton had not seen before, and all of England would soon know it. Merlin ran fast and free like the wind, a born racer. Drawing him to a halt at the starting line, she stroked the horse’s neck. “Let us show them what we are made of,” she whispered.

      Papa crossed her mind, and she tipped her face toward the pale morning sky. Merlin had come from Papa’s prize stallion, and the dream of racing him had belonged to them both. She could still see Papa’s hands on the colt’s neck, still hear his voice in the yard. After his death, she had taken that dream up with both hands and refused to let it die with him.

      She closed her eyes. Papa, I hope you are watching. A gentle breeze wrapped around her as if in answer, and her chest tightened. She missed him dearly and always would, but the thought of him watching still brought a measure of comfort. Papa had always been her champion.

      She turned her attention to the other riders lining up for the Two Thousand Guineas sweepstakes race over the Rowley Mile. The twelve-horse field looked impressive, though it did not shake her confidence in Merlin. He could outrun all of them. The bookmakers had picked him as the favorite. She’d heard the frenzy of betting with many gentlemen placing wagers on her mount. She, too, had bet on Merlin for the win.

      Even now, a crowd surrounded the bookmaker, placing last-minute wagers. Off to the side, a tall man with midnight black hair caught her attention. The way he studied her with his piercing blue eyes sent a chill straight through her. Who the deuce was he? And why did he take such an interest in her?

      Narissa tore her gaze away, determined not to let the stranger shake her. Still, awareness prickled between her shoulder blades as if his stare remained fixed there. She bent low over Merlin and inhaled his scent until her breath steadied. The mingling of hay, horse sweat, and dust brought her back into the moment.

      Merlin bolted at the signal to start. Narissa’s muscles strained with the effort required to hold him back. Heart pounding, she focused on the course, awaiting the perfect moment to loosen her hold on the reins and unleash Merlin’s full speed. This was what she lived for—the thrill of competition and the satisfaction of victory. And make no mistake, victory would be hers.

      

      Seth Blakey, Duke of Blackmore, fixed his attention on the turf and failed utterly to keep it there. Highflier was in the field and should have commanded every scrap of his notice. Instead, his gaze kept straying to the woman at the rear of the pack. She sat her mount as if she had been born to it, cool and unbothered in a place where no woman ought to have been at all.

      He dragged his attention back to the field. Highflier held the lead by a head. A black mount pressed him hard, with the rest bunched behind in a shifting blur of color and muscle. The woman lingered at the rear, though not so far back as to be harmless.

      Calls of ‘Come on,’ ‘Go, Merlin, go,’ ‘Come on, Highflier,’ and ‘Move, Gypsy Dancer,’ rose around him as the horses thundered toward the final stretch. 

      Seth remained silent, his focus on the woman whose mount was overtaking the field with a burst of speed. Merlin took to the inside, passing the cluster of trailing horses before closing the distance on Highflier and the black who remained neck and neck with him. Bloody hell, the woman could ride. And she’d not used the whip at all.

      For the first time since the race began, he saw the real possibility of losing. Something he could not abide. He leaned closer to the rail and bellowed, “Move it, Highflier. Use the damn whip!” His gaze skittered between the three horses, battling it out for the lead.

      “Come on, Highflier!” he yelled as his horse and Merlin pulled ahead of the black horse, running nose and nose. Not only did he stand to lose the prize purse, but he’d also bet one thousand pounds on Highflier winning. “Use the whip, dammit!” He screamed across the turf at his own jockey as Merlin pulled into the lead. What the devil was his rider doing?

      Pulse thrumming, he tossed his race card to the ground as Merlin raced across the finish line, leaving Highflier in second place. Merlin and his female rider had not been among the entrants Seth bothered to study in advance. Their appearance on the course had caught him flat-footed and left him feeling at a disadvantage. Not that he would have scratched Highflier from the race—he could not have even if he’d wanted to. 

      Bloody hell, he should have won. Dust still hung over the course, and the taste of defeat sat sharp on his tongue. He turned at once for the finish line. He meant to know exactly who the woman was—and where in God’s name that horse had come from.

      “Your Grace,” a baritone voice called after him.

      His irritation sharpened as he turned toward the man. “Lord Stanford.” The older man smiled, his brown eyes sparkling, the skin at their corners creased with age.

      “Your horse ran a fine race today. If not for Merlin, you surely would have won.”

      Seth swallowed. He neither needed nor wanted a reminder of what had just occurred. Still, he had unanswered questions. “Who is the woman that rode Merlin?”

      Lord Stanford glanced to where the jockeys now congregated. “A true hoyden, that one. Lady Narissa Goodwin. She’s a rare breed, beautiful and brazen. There should be more like her.”

      Goodwin. Where had Seth heard that name? He looked at the beauty that had dismounted and removed her riding cap, revealing tightly bound chestnut locks. “Lord Haddington’s daughter?”

      “Indeed.” The older man clapped a hand on Seth’s shoulder. “Ladies like her breed excitement. They keep a man young, you know.” He flashed an excellent set of teeth. “In my day, they ruled society.”

      Seth disagreed with the old man’s musings, though he kept his opinion to himself. Women like Lady Narissa were foolish. They would bring a man to ruin and had no care for their own reputations or safety. It mattered not to him, for he had no desire for lasting connections. Though he might have a short-term use for this particular hellion. “If you will excuse me.” 

      Lord Stanford gave a nod before turning away.

      Seth strolled through the crush of spectators toward Lady Narissa. A crowd of gentlemen surrounded her, offering their congratulations and complimenting her skill, as well as her mount. He stopped short of reaching her to watch the frenzy and wait for his opening. Squinting against the
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