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          IN WHICH VISCOUNT BEAUFORT FANTASIZES ABOUT DRAWING A CORK

        

      

    

    
      Just as Leo Astley, Viscount Beaufort, reached Portman Square, the skies opened, and it started to rain. Large drops, soaking his fine merino coat and splashing his boots, turning the world gray and miserable.

      As a staunch Londoner, he should know to carry an umbrella in May. Now his perfectly tied cravat would pay the price and give his valet another reason to raise his eyebrows.

      Beau looked up, bemused, at the thunderous sky. He’d been sure the sky would stay clear. But then, positivity was his besetting sin, wasn’t it?

      Positive of blue skies, positive he’d repay the family debts in record time.

      Ha. London tended to rain on that idea, too. If their current streak continued, he’d be running gambling parties in the ballroom until he had one foot in the grave.

      He reached the house as thunder clapped overhead, and the rain started in earnest. The glossy black door led to a haven, even if it was a millstone around his neck.

      The door swung open, and Merrick, his major-domo, ushered him inside. “I’ll take your hat and coat, my lord.”

      “You mean the one that now has the charming aroma of Eau de Wet Sheep?”

      Merrick lifted the coat to his nose and grimaced. “I’ll give it straight to Postlethwaite.”

      “Send my condolences with it.”

      He was about to make his way to the kitchen to see what was warm and fresh, when Merrick caught his arm.

      “You have guests, my lord.” His hushed tone suggested they were not the welcome kind. “I put them in your study as her ladyship is in the drawing room and we don’t want her seeing those sneaky coves.”

      He scanned the older man’s face, taking in his pinched brow and the worry lines around his flint-gray eyes. As an ex-pugilist, it took a lot to make him show worry, and that could mean only one thing—Beau’s moneylender and accompanying underlings had arrived.

      Why that coxcomb thought he had visiting rights was beyond him. He would rather sit down to tea with the night soil man than Mr. Jinx. Of course, given his current—some would say dire—situation, he couldn’t afford to offend the moneylender. At least, not too much. He took a deep breath. “My thanks. Do not call for tea.”

      Merrick nodded. “I will stay around should you need me to plant him a facer.”

      There was far too much relish in his voice.

      “And perhaps have Anthony join you.” The more muscle, the merrier. It was yet another time he was happy to have employed men from the regiment on his staff. They knew trouble when they saw it.

      Merrick bowed and strode off, no doubt to find Anthony, but likely Derek as well. They would support him if the need arose. When the need arose.

      Beau opened the door of the study to find Jinx sitting at his desk, with two brutes standing on either side. The moneylender looked up and slammed a drawer shut, a wry smile lifting the corners of his mouth. He flipped that infernal gold coin he loved over the top of his hand like a magic trick.

      Informants told Beau that Jinx’s many London properties were obtained through a combination of blackmail and extortion. He was building an empire, and the odds he had No. 20 Portman Square on his list of things to acquire were not worth taking. And if he couldn’t win it through Beau defaulting on his loan, he’d likely find a criminal way to get it.

      All things Beau had not known on that infamous day five years ago when he agreed to Jinx’s moneylending terms to combine all his father’s debt in one place. At twenty-two, and in the depth of grief, one tended not to think clearly.

      “I generally don’t allow people to sit at my desk,” Beau said lightly, closing the door behind him and leaning on it, crossing his arms over his chest. How satisfying would it be to draw his cork? Would Gentleman Jackson approve? Beau spent the next moment in a quiet fantasy of the idea.

      At first glance, Jinx looked like a gentleman. His cravat was snowy white and simply tied, his hair cut in a fashionable Brutus crop. But his coat was ill-fitting, and his waistcoat was a gaudy yellow and puce stripe, inappropriate for a morning call. You could dress the ruffian as a gentleman, but he still wouldn’t know when to wear the proper rig at the right time.

      Jinx smiled, displaying golden canines. “It will be my desk soon, and I think we both know that.”

      “Do we?”

      Jinx shrugged. “You’ve missed your payment this month. You agreed to the terms. You know the consequences.”

      Beau shrugged a shoulder. “I would never have thought my Faro bank would be broken twice in one week, but there you have it. And I have not missed the payment. It is only the fifteenth. I have another sixteen days before you can truly say I’ve missed it.”

      “You always pay by the second week.”

      “And I am always two weeks early.” Beau flicked a piece of non-existent fluff off his arm. Much as he would like to do with Jinx. “And surely the extra amounts I have paid should cover this payment?”

      The ruffians chortled, their beefy shoulders shaking with mirth.

      Jinx leaned back in Beau’s chair, making it creak in protest. “The extra you paid is your problem. Your contract only requires a steady payment each month. Surely you’ve figured out by now none of the extra payments have reduced your interest?” He picked up the white jade phoenix that sat on the desk and turned it over in his hand.

      “Yes, I figured that. Would you like to take the phoenix as payment for this month?”

      It was Liao Dynasty and solid white jade, but more than that, it represented his dreams for the family, to rise from the ashes of the debt his father had sunk them in. To be resplendent once more. But for the sake of paying down the debt, he’d let it go.

      Jinx inspected it and then dropped it into his pocket like it was a penny he’d found on the street. “More like a little insurance. You can have it back when your payment is made.”

      Beau flexed his hand as rage itched under his skin. Oh, to pull Jinx by the knot of his cravat and shake him like the sewer rat he was. For almost five years he’d had to deal with one disastrous event after another, and now Jinx thought he could just walk in and take whatever he wanted? “No.”

      “No?”

      The henchmen stood a little straighter and the one on the right cracked his knuckles.

      Beau wanted it to come to fisticuffs, if he were being honest. Was spoiling for it. This was just one in a long line of unnecessary visits with barely veiled threats. “Take it as payment or give it back. My loan has always been unsecured.”

      Jinx stood to his full five feet five inches and patted his pocket. “I’ll keep it. You want me happy, I’m sure.”

      “Not particularly.” Beau pushed off the door and opened it. “Leave it on the desk or I’ll have Bow Street come and fetch it for me. The choice is yours.”

      Jinx’s dark eyes glittered dangerously. “You don’t want me as an enemy.”

      “And you don’t want me as one, either. You are nothing but a means to an end.” He yawned, though tension—the readiness to fight—vibrated through every inch of him. “And, as always, I tire of you. Please leave.”

      Jinx huffed and put the phoenix down on the desk as though it meant nothing to him. And Beau was sure the object itself did not. But lifting something from a viscount and watching him squirm as you played with him? That was what Jinx lived for.

      Beau held the door open and waved his hand in invitation. Jinx and company sauntered out as though they had all day. Merrick was already stationed at the open front door, Beau’s two footmen flanking him.

      “Oh, and Mr. Jinx?”

      Jinx turned. “Yes, my lord?” He always said the title as though it were a joke.

      “That waistcoat is more suited to a night at Vauxhall, and even then, I would think twice. A morning visit calls for more subdued attire. Perhaps my payments should be an hour of sartorial advice per month instead of cash? I hear you are trying to woo a young lady.” Lure would be a more appropriate term. “You’d best be up to scratch.”

      “Says the man who lost his fiancée two weeks before the wedding.” Jinx looked at his friends, who dutifully laughed like the hyenas they were, then frowned down at his waistcoat. With puce fabric and yellow flowers, he should by all rights have been blinded instantly.

      Beau looked down at his fob watch. “Sage-green or a slate-gray would be more appropriate.”

      Jinx scowled, then strode from the house, followed by his men.

      Beau watched to make sure he left, then met Merrick’s gaze. “That was easier than I expected. Thank you for your support, as always.”

      “I am glad of it, sir, and happy to be of service.” Merrick bowed but as usual, did not smile. “Her Ladyship has asked if you have a moment for her, my lord.”

      From one person to whom he owed a debt, to another.

      Life was always demanding a payment.
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      As Beau entered the room, Viscountess Beaufort, who was in her sixth decade, but nobody knew exactly how far, turned from her position looking out the window over the garden, her face brightening. “Here you are! The tea is entirely cold now. Call for another pot, will you?”

      Beau pulled the rope, ordered the tea, then sat on the worn but comfortable chair. “I was in a meeting. Sorry to keep you.”

      Her drawing room was a crowded jewel box, away from the gambling, and a resting place for the ghosts of their wealth. She sat next to a petite walnut table, with an ormolu clock on it. In the corner, a Sevres vase sat atop a marble column; and the walls were jammed with the gilded paintings she could never part with. And if the moss-green flocked wallpaper was a little faded near the windows, it still looked handsome enough. Not that many visited her in her own drawing room these days.

      It was the price they paid.

      “I hate to bring this up, but do you know what today is?” She sat a little straighter and splayed her fingers across her skirts, inspecting her rings.

      What was today? Tuesday? It wasn’t his birthday or anyone else’s that he knew. “I confess I do not. Pray tell, what is today?”

      “It is precisely five years to this day that we started our gambling parties.” She wrung her hands, shooting him a worried look. “And three years after you assured me we were close to finishing.”

      “Ah, yes. I did indeed. It would seem I was precipitous.” He allowed a small smile to play around his lips, but he was anything but amused. With takings falling and the bank he used at the Faro table broken more than he could cover, they were going backwards. He couldn’t tell her that. It was his fault and not her burden to carry. He just had to fix it.

      “I have not complained, and I am not now,” she said. “You have brought us back from the brink of disaster. But I have Emmeline to bring out next year and it must be done with, it must. I am tired of having Emmeline and Benedict live with your Aunt Theresa. You promised this would be of short duration.”

      “The word short is subjective,” he said gravely. “For me, five years is acceptable if we settle the debt Father left us. And we are close. But we could still be running our card parties four years hence.” Although I hope not.

      She drew in a shocked breath. “Never say it, Beaufort.”

      “What else can we do? The debts are not paid.”

      She lay back on a cushion and lifted a gilt container of smelling salts to her nose. “Who do we owe all this money to? You have no consideration for my nerves.”

      “Just one last creditor.” One horrible, enormous last creditor for an earth-shattering twelve thousand pounds. A figure that haunted him in his sleep. “And I believe your nerves to be up to any challenge presented. You are strong and have been an enormous help to me. I am in your debt.”

      She stared at the ceiling. “I mean my nerves regarding the parties themselves. I fear we have turned our home into a thieves’ den where fortunes are lost in the blink of an eye. I can barely meet anyone’s gaze when I venture out now.”

      He pulled at his cuffs. Her words had a horrible ring of truth to them. “Nobody loses their fortune here, as you well know. We do not allow vowels to be swapped. You gamble with the money in your pocket and when that’s gone, you drink champagne and dance.” It was part of what had made their parties so popular. Ladies and gentlemen alike knew the rules and there was no danger of gambling your entire estate away on the roll of a dice.

      “That’s not what I’m hearing. It’s why I asked to see you.”

      It wasn’t what he heard, either. Whispers of foul play, clients leaving in great dudgeon, people he wasn’t familiar with bearing keys of entry. Nothing concrete but enough to have the bright stars of suspicion join up like so many dots.

      But as always, he had a plan. “I hear you, and I will investigate. We cannot turn a blind eye to foul play. I don’t know how it’s being done, if it is organized or random. But I will.”

      It felt like everything was spiraling out of control. Jinx, the Faro bank breaking, cheating on the floor. It was a horrible way to live. Usually he liked Faro and Hazard. The bank always won. But currently the bank wasn’t. He’d been watching like a hawk and couldn’t see why. He was checking the cards every night and hadn’t seen telltale pinpricks or coloring that marked a swapped-out deck.

      His mother sat up; her shoulders pulled back in the proud way he knew so well. “If you can, you will have us out by the end of the year, correct? There’s many a young heiress who would love to marry you. You don’t need to do this.”

      What a wonderful bargain for his bride. To be married for her golden coffers. No, thank you.

      “I am trading on our family name enough already. I hope we are not so far gone that I need to sell myself entirely.” The thought of lumbering an heiress with the job of rescuing him was appalling.

      “Many do, is all I am saying. I know you’re proud, but sometimes we must push that aside. Will you consider it?”

      What was worse, he would. By Jove, he would even do it. Against his better judgment and wishes. “I have a meeting tomorrow with a man to help us make our parties more profitable. With a few good months, I can pay out the debt. Then, with the rent from the estate and Huntingdon Abbey, we can keep ourselves afloat. It won’t be grand, but we’ll be out.”

      “We’ll be out,” she echoed, as though the words themselves were a balm. They’d be out even quicker if bills from the mantua-maker and milliner stopped arriving with such regularity. But nobody knew better than Beau that looking the part was half the battle.

      The tea arrived, and she poured them both cups, resting a macaroon on the side of his saucer. “Give this man whatever he asks for, if he can help us.”

      They needed Mr. Harry Townsend’s help more than the man in question could imagine. Beau knew better than to indulge in hope, but he couldn’t help himself. Like everyone else in the Ton, he’d read Townsend’s book Winning at Whist. But he saw something they did not. A sharp mind and a passing mention of cheating that suggested an intimate knowledge of the shadier side of card play. That’s what he was interested in.

      He had enough blunt to pay Mr. Townsend to ferret out these people like the vermin they were.

      If it was the last thing he did.
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          IN WHICH MISS TRUCHARD DOES NOT LOOK A GIFT BOOK IN THE MOUTH

        

      

    

    
      Miss Harriet Truchard allowed the footman to open the door of the Temple of the Muses and stepped through, breathing the new-book smell deep into her lungs. Leather, paper and ink.

      Nectar of the gods.

      Her velvet drawstring purse jangled with coins. Here, it didn’t matter who you were. Even the daughter of England’s most infamous card cheat could buy a book. A truly egalitarian experience. But books were not why she was here. Concentrate, Harriet.

      Viscount Beaufort, likely an aging card roué, had asked to meet the author of Winning at Whist to hear a mutually beneficial proposal. The very idea of it still had her stomach flitting like a hummingbird’s wings, ever since her publishers had forwarded the letter to her. She couldn’t ask Mother about him, because her ears would prick up like a veritable terrier on the hunt.

      It had only taken three lies to get here. One to Mother, saying she was going for a walk in Hyde Park. The second to her brother Bertie, so he would not accompany her; and the third to her mother’s maid, who questioned why she wore her best walking dress to traipse around the grass.

      But it was a small price to pay for nobody interrupting this meeting.

      It was a perfect May morning, the chill in the air mitigated by sunshine streaming into the airy space. Harriet walked past the magnificent stretch of windows, to the towering bookshelves that overflowed with books. Tall ladders leaned against each bookshelf, with assistants scaling up and down them, restocking the shelves. No wonder they had such magnificent calves.

      Apparently, nine in the morning was an unfashionable hour, because the bookshop and circulating library was deserted. As in, one could wheel a cannon through the large front doors and blast away without hitting a single soul. The shop was even more impressive for it. Harriet sighed in satisfaction. The perfect place for a business rendezvous. The lack of shoppers meant Harriet would spot her quarry easily. But even if it were crowded. aristocrats had a way of standing out like the preening peacocks they were.

      And of course, seeing her book on the shelf was always glorious. The ten sweet copies sitting there warmed her heart. Perhaps the pipe dream of setting up her own establishment with Bertie was not entirely unrealistic.

      She ran a finger down the spine of the book she had written, and pulled the slim volume from the shelf. The publisher had chosen cheap green board as the binding, suggesting her work would not live long on people’s shelves. She did not care.

      “A very popular choice, miss. Especially if one enjoys the game.”

      Harriet turned to see a young gentleman with tight curly brown hair admiring her book. Oh, you dear thing! His black tailcoat and buff breeches marked him as a store assistant.

      The smile that spread across her face was obviously unexpected, for his eyes widened and he blinked, a flush of red appearing on his neck above his limp cravat. He nervously averted his gaze to the book in her hands.

      “It was only published last year, but has already gone back for three reprintings. Not that anyone would admit needing help with their Whist. But I vow I sell a copy each and every day!”

      Heaven help her, tears welled in her eyes. It was one thing to receive the irregular royalty payments from Thomas Egerton, Publisher and Bookseller, quite another to hear of copies being sold every day, and that people found it useful. “I’m sure my game is far beyond help. Could you point me toward the novels?”

      The assistant led her to the fiction shelves. “And don’t forget that if you would like to peruse the book, you can take it to the lounging area just up that wide staircase. If you need me, I am at the circular counter in the middle.”

      “Thank you.” The fiction area was a good vantage point to watch for Lord Beaufort. She had a notion why he wanted to meet her. He thought there might be other secrets she had not divulged within the pages of the book, and perhaps would be willing to pay a good sum for them. A smile played across her lips and a delicious feeling of cleverness overcame her. Yes indeed, she would.

      Finally, another way to earn money that did not involve fleecing some foolish innocent, as her parents would have her do.

      The front door opened, and a tall man stepped inside, taking in the entire room in one long glance. She blinked. His dark coat sat snugly on broad shoulders. The points of his white shirt were high, but not ridiculously so. Her gaze traveled quickly down his form, not wanting to stare, but eager to drink him in. Long and shapely legs were highlighted by tight breeches and hessians that were polished to within an inch of their lives. His valet had done him proud. His hair, longer than fashionable in 1812, was light brown with wondrous shafts of golden highlights illuminated by the sunlight.

      He’s like a beautiful lion. Please be Beaufort. Please be Beaufort.

      She made her way back to the shelf where her book resided, their arranged meeting point, chuckling internally at life throwing her an unexpected pair of aces.

      What fun to converse with such a magnificent creature. Of course, as soon as he opened his mouth, she would be disillusioned, as she always was by the aristocracy. However, it never hurt to dream.

      His gaze landed on her for a moment, but then moved around the room. Considering she had agreed to meet him at the place where her book was shelved, she was not surprised to see him make his way to the counter and ask to be directed.

      Soon, he was walking her way with the delicious saunter of a man for whom time meant nothing. Harriet watched him approach, her heartbeat banging away in time to the click of his shiny hessian boots on the wooden floor. She pretended to inspect the shelves as he came and stood beside her. He took her book from the shelf and she turned to him. “Lord Beaufort?”

      He started, his gaze snapping to hers. His eyes were the color of a soft caramel, warm and with golden flecks throughout. Oh my. The dark brows above them pinched together. “Are we acquainted?”

      “Only if you are here to meet the author of Winning at Whist.”

      He tilted his head to one side and inspected her from the tip of her bonnet to the chin she defiantly pushed forward. “And that, I presume, is you? Or did the author send you here to meet me in his stead?”

      “No, it is me.”

      His gaze dropped, and he frowned. Perhaps because now he would have to play by a different set of rules. Now he couldn’t take her to his favorite chophouse and talk cards over a thick steak and ale. She would never know.

      “You seem disappointed.”

      He smiled ruefully. “It does somewhat put a spoke in the wheel of what I was going to offer you.”

      “Please feel free to offer it, anyway. You may be surprised.” I will likely do anything legal, if it means accumulating more funds.

      He raised his eyebrows and shrugged. “I need help with the ways people might cheat in games of chance, and your book suggests you might know.”

      He wanted to learn to cheat? Dear, deluded aristos. They pretended to be so honorable, but inside they were a seething mess like the rest of society.

      She scoured her memory for where she’d mentioned cheating. She’d tried so hard not to let her family’s training or inclinations color her manuscript. “But my book is about winning, with only the barest mention of cheating.”

      “True, true.” He motioned to the wide staircase on the other side of the room. “Come, shall we go to the lounge area upstairs? I assure you it is one of the few places in London that we can happily be in each other’s company without a chaperone.”

      The thought of her needing a chaperone was laughable. If anything, he would need one to protect his virtue. Such was the reputation of the Truchard family.

      He did not offer her his arm. “I am astonished to find the author is a lady too young to have gathered the knowledge the book has in spades.” He looked at her sheepishly. “Pardon the pun.”

      She groaned. “You are pardoned, but only this once. What is less forgivable is your assumption that either my youth or my gender renders me incapable of intelligent thought.”

      He started up the sweeping staircase that led to the lounge. “There is a world of difference between intelligence, and the jaded but superior knowledge in your book.”

      Her lips curved upward and before she knew it, she beamed, her joy radiating outward. “You think me intelligent? And so much so that you have sought me out for …” She frowned. “Cheating. Now where in my book did I mention I would be au fait with such matters?”

      At the peak of the staircase, they stepped into the lounging area. Furniture was scattered around the room and books were already in disarray on the nearby tables. He led her to a pair of blue chairs that overlooked Finsbury Square. “If memory serves me, there was a small section toward the back where you stated that one could never win against a cheat, no matter how much one learned and that you had faced many.”

      Oh. She had said that, because it was an eternal truth. She could memorize the cards until the numbers swam in her head, but if her opponent had a counterfeit ace tucked up his frilly sleeve, she was never going to win.

      “Ah, yes.” As usual, she was fascinated by the lengths people would go to to change their odds. “But why are you investigating cheats? Or do you want to become one?”

      “I find I have the greatest abhorrence of people who break the code of honor and cheat for their own gain and the ruin of others.” There was a tic in his jaw and his expression was as sharp as daggers. Fascinating. Normally, the aristocracy settled such things on a lonely field at dawn, not by chasing down the author of an obscure book.

      “I am sure that if you have read my book, you know there are many ways to gain an advantage that do not fall into the territory of cheating. I myself am adept at all of them.”

      They stood in front of their chairs. The moment stretched out with him bowing his head forward as though waiting for her to do something.

      Oh. He couldn’t sit until she sat, and was waiting.

      He quirked an eyebrow, as if entertained, and she dropped into the chair. “As you can see, I am not accustomed to gentlemanly manners.”

      He lifted his coattails and arranged himself in the chair, one muscular leg crossed over the other. “There are worse things to get used to. But we’re here to talk about the less gentlemanly activities that I have noticed on occasion.”

      “Pray tell, where have you noticed these anomalies?”

      “Vingt-et-un, Faro, and Hazard.”

      “My, you are quite the gamester.” Her heart sank a little. There you had it. Disappointment always followed any kind of admiration of the nobility.

      But he shook his head. “Quite the opposite. I detest gaming in all its forms. It is the province of fools and dreamers.”

      Surprise lifted her eyebrows, although she could not help but agree wholeheartedly with his sentiment. Indeed, her family’s income was built on this very premise.

      It didn’t mean she liked it or that she wouldn’t move heaven and earth to escape it. And drag Bertie with her. If this man was of a similar mind, then they had more in common than he knew.

      “Some people use gambling as their entertainment. Do you take issue with that, too?” She searched his face and could see nothing but derision written there.

      Was he a puritan? Surely not. His attire alone firmly entrenched him in le bon ton. And that was before a person knew he was a viscount.

      The way he effortlessly conversed with her, a complete unknown, hinted at an easygoing nature. But the way he ran his fingers along the armchair’s brocade suggested something more hedonistic entirely. She was grateful for her parents’ lessons in paying attention to small clues while playing cards; these minute details captivated her.

      “I have no issue with people using gambling as entertainment. Indeed, it is these people I aim to protect. Knowledge is power, don’t they say?”

      “Yes, definitely. The more people understand how little regard many gamesters have for the code of conduct, the better everyone will be.” She blinked, thinking. If Viscount Beaufort was interested in the machinations of cheating, would others be too? Could this be her second book? Would it be more of a hit than her first, or would it just give a whole generation of fools information they had not the wit to think of themselves?

      “You think it is that entrenched?” His voice was wistful as he looked out the window.

      “I know it is.” Careful, Harriet, don’t give yourself away. “The only question is, how much of my knowledge and time do you need?”

      He looked at her steadily, unblinking, and she had the powerful impression that he was not a man who played fast and loose with the truth. “I cannot take advantage of you. I hoped to employ the author to spot foul play at the gaming tables. But you being a young lady, unmarried, I presume?” He steepled his hands in front of him, gazing at her over the top of his fingers, questioning.

      “Distinctly unmarried,” she replied primly.

      “Means that there can be no question of you accompanying me.”

      He nodded as though his statement was the end of the argument. Harriet inwardly rolled her eyes. He was likely one of those gentlemen for whom decisions, once made, were cast in stone. Why did men think they had the right of everything, even in snap decisions that weren’t necessarily logical?

      But he would not take away her bright glimmer of hope, either for the research into this new book, or the opportunity to make a goodly sum and push her own ambitions forward.

      She leaned back in her chair and smiled lazily at him, as though he amused her with his rigid proprieties. “Now then, let’s not be hasty. While I may not stand shoulder to shoulder with you in a gaming hell, my services are still valuable. I could, for example, play with you while cheating in every way I have in my repertoire⁠—”

      His eyes widened. “You have a repertoire of cheating methods? I don’t believe it.”

      “I have many methods that are both underhand and aboveboard. Luckily for the gamesters of London, I never gamble myself.” She patted down her skirts and looked at him expectantly.

      “You expect me to believe, with that arsenal and your intellect, you don’t put it to good use?”

      She liked the idea that he admired her mind. Because, as Mother and Mariah were gentle to point out, she did not have her looks to recommend her.

      “The definition of good use is subjective in this case. I am much too particular about who I play, even with fair methods. They must deserve a trouncing. A fleecing. They must need to be humbled in the worst possible way. They must be arrogant and rude. And since all those traits reside mostly in the aristocracy, where I have no entrée, you can see my quandary. Oh, I have some fun beating cits, but it palls after a time. They rage and curse at being beaten by a young dab of a thing, and then I must allow them the opportunity to recoup their losses, which only leads to deeper and deeper losses, more anger and more cursing. I may line my pockets, but it is exceedingly tiresome.”

      His eyes twinkled, and his lips curved upwards. “I should be thoroughly glad you have never graced my card parties.”

      She felt a spark of electricity as his gaze met hers. Her breath caught in her throat. Concentrate on the facts, Harriet. He was not a disinterested bystander or somebody who sought to do good. He was a man protecting his investment, for if she knew anything, the phrase card party meant a highly organized gambling establishment run for profit.

      Her heart sank again, this time lower and with a resounding thud.

      He was, in many ways, just like her parents. Both made their money off gullible gamblers, although at least he must gain a point or two for not wanting cheating to prosper. Unless it was his own cheating, of course.

      “Would I be correct in gathering that your card parties have been the subject of foul play that has reduced your profits?” She looked at him as steadily as he had looked at her. He didn’t shirk away from her comment—the fact he chased profit—something most nobles would consider unpardonably rude.

      He nodded, with a slight smile being the only admission that the question was too direct. Searching around, his gaze lighted on a couple close enough to eavesdrop. “Come, let us walk around the store.”

      He led them back down the stairs to the main floor, where he picked up a basket and trailed after her, as though they were shopping together. “My Faro bank has been broken twice in the past ten days and I’ve heard rumors of guests losing larger amounts than normal in circumstances that left them curious. My parties are exclusive. One must be in possession of a specially made key to attend. They are also known amongst the Ton as unequivocally fair. These happenings are an assault on my honor and one that I will fight with everything I have.” He spoke softly, but the ferocity in his voice caused the hairs on her arms to rise, even though she had committed no crime.

      He might look gentrified, but apparently he was more like a lion when protecting his own.

      She picked up a copy of The Surprising Adventures of Robinson Crusoe and flicked through the pages. “Perhaps my lack of social connections can be used to our advantage. I could be your greatest ally. Nobody knows me. I have no reputation to harm.”

      An image flashed in her mind of Mariah, bucking the Truchard trend by marrying her baronet. There was a chance somebody at Viscount Beaufort’s card parties knew her brother-in-law, or indeed that Charles himself might attend. But it was unlikely. However, it was a risk. There might not be a lot of love lost between Harriet and her sister, but that did not mean she meant her any harm.

      She put Robinson Crusoe back on the shelf, and he promptly put it in his basket. “There is no question of you attending alone. Although you might be right, perhaps we can still work together. Would you help me from afar? Perhaps come and see my gaming rooms tomorrow? I assure you my mother will be home to receive your visit. Nothing more respectable than visiting Viscountess Beaufort for tea.”

      “That does sound lovely. I assume you have taken your mother into your confidence about the problems?”

      He shook his head. “Not completely. It is enough of a charge on her that I hold these parties at all. Knowing that I am losing wealth rather than creating it would be too much for her to bear. Her sacrifice would be for nothing.”

      “Perhaps you should either tell her or stop your parties altogether. If there is one thing I know, people who cheat in games of chance don’t give up easily. You must confront them. There is no gentlemanly way around this. She will find out eventually.”

      He tilted his head and studied her intently, his eyes narrowed. “How do you know of these scoundrels?”

      “I hear stories.” She picked up Byron’s Hours of Idleness and then another novel, and each time she put them down, they went into his basket. What was he doing?

      There was a short silence between them. He was staring at her in a way men never did. Like she was interesting. “There is an air about you of someone forged in fire.”

      She laughed, delighted at the silly compliment. “What a lovely way to say I’m as jaded as my book suggests. My, you have a silver tongue.” She dared not pick up another book, for he would think she was going to buy it, and she did not have enough money for what was already in the basket. But how lovely it felt to put them in the basket as though she could. Dash it, she would, even if she had to leave them at the counter.

      “I am not known for my compliments, so you should take that and put it in your purse with the coins I can hear jangling and begging you to buy some books. Shall I send a carriage around for you tomorrow, say eleven?”

      She shook her head, panic rising in her chest at the thought of him knowing where she lived. “No need. Mayfair is not so big that I cannot walk.”

      “You live in Mayfair?”

      “For the season.” In a rented house with barely any servants and no horses or carriage. “Then we shall return to the country.”

      “And your name. I gather it is not Mr. Harry Townsend.”

      “Obviously,” she said with a laugh. That was her pen name. The cover to hide her femininity and the surname that many in London would abhor.

      She really didn’t want to tell him her name. But there was every likelihood if she withheld the information, it would only make him more determined to find it. “Miss Truchard. But I hope that if you ever have occasion to meet my family, with the exception of my brother Bertie, you will not mention that I have a nom de plume and have written a book.”

      He smiled broadly, and it took her breath away. “I do like a good secret.”

      “I only care that you can keep it.”

      “It won’t be much of a secret if I don’t. However, I should tell you that knowing the author of Winning at Whist would be wonderful currency in my situation. Everyone is agog to know who the author is.”

      She clutched her reticule in her hands. “Be that as it may, you will not tell them. Are we clear?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “Are you telling me what to do?” A peer of the realm, no less? “You amuse me.”

      “Make no mistake about it. And if you want my help, you’ll do as I request.” She stared at him, unblinking, unsmiling. He needed to know she was in earnest.

      “I think I like you, Miss Truchard.” His accompanying grin suggested he was not taking her even slightly seriously.

      She ignored him. “Where is your residence, my lord?”

      It was curtly said, because what did he mean he ‘liked’ her? What had she done? Or was he just funning with her? This needed to be purely business, or the thrill of meeting such a fine specimen of manhood would go to her head. Life had turned up a high card in his offer, and she was determined to finish this hand in her favor.

      “We are on Portman Square. Number 20.”

      She curtsied. He bowed in return and carried the basket to the circular counter. It now had at least ten books, where she had coins enough for one.

      “The lady would like to purchase these,” he said, hearing her sharp intake of breath. “But you can put them on my account.”

      “Oh no, my lord, I couldn’t possibly.” If she took them, she would spend the entire night worrying about what it meant.

      “Put them on my account,” he said, handing over his card, his title printed on it in strong bold font.

      The sales assistant did not take the card, and instead shook his head. “No credit here, my lord, I’m sad to say.”

      Lord Beaufort looked taken aback for a moment, then fished a pouch out of his pocket, putting a pile of guineas on the counter. “Count it out, there’s a good chap.”

      “I truly cannot accept a gift from a gentleman, especially one I have just met. This is most inappropriate.” Never mind how she was going to explain it to Mama when she got home. But oh, how she wanted them. She hadn’t had a new book in years and the old ones had all been sold.

      He stopped, as though her words finally sank in. He blinked. “Truly? You don’t want them? I promise there are no strings attached. It just seemed like fun.”

      Pounds and pounds worth of books, a year’s worth if she was lucky, and it was just fun.

      “Very well.” She could not find it in her heart to refuse.

      While they waited for the assistant to wrap the package, he talked about Byron, and how he was a frequent visitor to his parties and invariably lost all his blunt and had to be rolled into his carriage roaring drunk.

      The assistant returned, and Harriet picked the package up by the strings. “If you like to waste your blunt on a perfect stranger, far be it from me to argue. I don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.” Clutching her prize to her chest, she swung around. “I shall see you tomorrow.”

      She didn’t wait for him to reply, but heard him say softly. “An utterly perfect stranger.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          A SURPRISE INVITATION

        

      

    

    
      Harriet knew it was an ambush the moment she stepped into the drawing room.

      The first clue was that Mariah was there, and she never visited without an invitation. Her sister was dressed in a bang-up red riding habit that made her look like she’d just inspected the troops and found them wanting.

      The second clue was the look Mariah shot Harriet when their eyes met for a split second. Smug triumph and a dash of excitement sparkled in her eyes.

      Dash it. She should have gone directly to the park after her meeting at the Temple of the Muses.

      Seeing her elder sister perched on the sofa with a saucer on her lap was not the unmitigated delight it should be. Mariah had never recovered from the sibling rivalry that made Harriet’s childhood a misery. One would think that marrying a baronet, definitely above their touch, would have sealed the competition once and for all. But all it made Mariah do was deal one smug anecdote after the other, hoping Harriet would finally see how superior she had always been.

      Mother, of course, either didn’t see this, or hoped it would inspire her to make an even more eligible match.

      If only Harriet cared.

      She paused at the door. That was not quite true.

      If she could find a man to love who would love her as she was, Harriet would embrace the married state in the blink of an eye.

      Escaping her parents’ clutches must always be the grand plan.

      But, so far, the men presented to her as eligible only wanted her skills. A wife who used her God-given talent for their increased wealth. Sitting at a card table all evening memorizing the cards and winning for them. A golden goose to have in their roost.

      Her brain was such a tiresome thing, and her talent was nothing but trouble of the first order.

      She did not even use it for her own personal gain, so why should she use it to line their pockets?

      “There she is,” Mother said. “I told you she could not walk in the park forever. Goodness, why on earth are you wearing your best frock?”

      “Whimsy,” Harriet replied. She could not tell Mother she had been visiting the bookstore, for that would only bring down the ‘you are turning into a bluestocking’ lecture that had ceased to become amusing some years ago.

      “And I could walk in the park forever if you would let us have a dog.” Harriet replied, never one to miss an opportunity. “Imagine the gentlemen that would be introduced to me if I were walking one. Men love dogs.” Harriet looked down at her fingers. “I met a dear little whippet there the other day. Gray as a pigeon and sweet as a dove.” The kind of dog who would curl up at the end of the bed in a snug circle of velvety softness.
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