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          BRIGHTON, ENGLAND, NOVEMBER 1835

        

      

    

    
      To someone from the outside looking at her life, Tilly might not have given the appearance of a person who had come up in the world.

      She was a lady’s maid, and there were folk who looked down their snooty noses at lesser personages than themselves.

      Lesser personages.

      A phrase she’d picked up over these last nine years.

      Not from her employer, Lady Percival, of course.

      Naw, Isabel was the best of the best.

      Isabel didn’t see Tilly as a lesser personage.

      Now, other personages out in the world—the East End world Tilly had sprung from—would’ve taken the opposite point of view.

      They would say she’d come up.

      They might even say she’d acquired some airs about her along the way, too.

      And they’d be right—on the first count, anyway.

      As far as the second opinion went, some folk never liked other folk getting above themselves.

      Tilly didn’t pay a lick of mind to those folk.

      If she’d not gotten above herself and stayed where she’d come from, she would still be face down in the muck, now wouldn’t she?

      The minute Isabel had taken her hand nine years ago and said, “Is this the life you want?” and when she’d said further, “Come with me,” Tilly had—and she’d never looked back.

      Not even once.

      “Is it a supper party you’re attending tonight?” Tilly had Isabel’s long sable hair in hand, and she needed to know before she began styling it. “A little early in the day for a supper party, ain’t it?”

      Isabel’s striking green eyes met hers in the mirror. “Sí. A dear old friend of the duke’s invited us to view his gardens before the other guests arrive.” A little smile curved her mouth. “We dare not miss.”

      By the duke, Isabel meant the Duke of Arundel.

      Her husband Lord Percival’s pa.

      That was how much Tilly had come up in the world—lady’s maid to a duke’s daughter-in-law.

      As for Isabel’s hair, Tilly knew exactly how Isabel liked it styled for a supper party—severely parted in the middle, smoothed back, and arranged in a chignon at the nape of her neck.

      Most ladies couldn’t carry off that hairstyle.

      But Isabel could.

      It was those cheekbones and luminous green eyes of hers.

      Isabel made this hairstyle sing.

      The first never-fail trick of her trade that Tilly had picked up was this: always pick one feature to accentuate.

      One couldn’t go accenting the eyes and the hair and the décolletage and the lips and everything all the time.

      Restraint was the secret.

      So, one rationed out the beauty and held some in reserve. In doing so, a mystery was created that would capture the imagination.

      In the haut ton every year, a new bevy of bright, young beauties debuted and took their chances in society. And every year—and even at the age of three-and-thirty—Isabel outclassed and outshone them all.

      Tilly made sure of it every time Isabel stepped out of the house for those elegant suppers and soirées, those opulent musicales and balls, even a mundane afternoon of social calls and shopping.

      “Besides,” said Isabel, as Tilly’s nimble fingers set to work, “with the general election resolved and the Whigs in charge, Percy wants to understand what this means for the electoral pact with Ireland. Lord Melbourne is rumored to be attending this supper, so I predict much blustering and many deep, whispered conferences.” She gave a near-imperceptible shrug of the shoulder. “Percy does like to keep a hand in England’s political stew—or a pinky, at least.”

      Tilly picked up an ivory comb inlaid with mother-of-pearl tulips and considered the best angle for placement. “Your fellow ain’t the sort to give up on a bone once he’s got it between his teeth. Old Mr. Bunt had a terrier like that. He’d get a bone and bring it to you all docile like. Then when you’d try to take it, he’d near snap your hand off.”

      “I’d say my fellow is much like that.” Isabel’s mouth turned down in a wry smile. “Except I’ve never seen him bite anyone—yet.”

      To Tilly’s mind, the thing about Lord Percival—though Lady Percival was Isabel to her, Lord Percival would always be Lord Percival—was that he’d been a spy for over a decade.

      And once a spy, always a spy.

      No two ways about it that she could see.

      So, he was probably keeping more than a pinky in.

      If a person was good at their occupation and they liked it—and clearly Lord Percival was both of those things, but especially the former, as he was still amongst the living despite all that spying—then why would they ever stop?

      Isabel reached for the thin stack of correspondence on the dressing table and began picking through. “Oh,” she said, her voice brightening, “a letter from Eva.”

      Eva was Isabel’s sister who’d up and married a French marquis—twice.

      “What’s the news from France?” Tilly angled the comb as she slid it into Isabel’s hair above the chignon.

      “Let’s see,” said Isabel. “Lucien and the children are well.”

      Little devilish angels were Eva’s sprigs.

      Like their mother in no small way, come to think of it.

      “They coming for a visit soon?”

      Isabel nodded, distracted as she kept reading. “After the new year, once the crossing is calm… The Paris shop is doing so well, they can’t keep up with orders.”

      No surprise there.

      A decade ago, Isabel and Eva Galante had arrived in London with little more than a few quid in their pockets and some sewing needles. With no more than that and each other, they’d hung their sign and started sewing dresses. But as their pa had been none other than tailor to the King of Spain, that skill and spirit had been in their blood, hadn’t it? And now Galante: Dressmakers Extraordinaire had thriving shops in both London and Paris, with Isabel holding up the numbers side of it and Eva the artistic.

      An inspiration, those sisters were.

      So inspirational, they’d given Tilly an idea of her own, in fact.

      Isabel held up a letter with the wax seal intact. “This one’s for you.”

      Sure enough, it was addressed to Miss Tilly Birdwell. Tilly recognized the seal, too. The emblem of a needle pulling thread through fabric. This letter was from her bosom friend Nell, who not three years ago became no less a personage than the Duchess of Amherst.

      Nell, who had once been a wet nurse.

      Nell, who had once been a dressmaker.

      Nell, to whom the Galante sisters had also held a hand out and said, “Come with me.”

      Nell, a duchess.

      Tilly tucked the letter into the waistband of her skirt. She would read it over a hot cup of tea later.

      Read.

      The reading of a letter was a notion that had once stood outside the realm of possibility for an East End gel like Tilly Birdwell. Then a few years ago, Nell had encouraged and taught her her letters.

      Tilly had definitely gotten above herself with that leap.

      She took a step back and tipped her head this way, then that, making sure the back of Isabel’s coiffure was symmetrical and smooth, before she noticed another letter in Isabel’s hand. A letter with swirly, gold-embossed print. Tilly whistled. “That’s a fancy one, ain’t it?”

      Even in her elevated life, the occasional ain’t slipped out.

      All right, more than the occasional.

      It was just that most of the time when she said isn’t, it really did feel like she was putting on airs.

      Isabel gave a dismissive shrug. “An invitation to a masquerade ball.”

      “You ain’t going?” Tilly asked, but she already knew the answer.

      Isabel dropped the invitation into the silver rubbish bin beneath the dressing table. “I never was one for a masquerade.”

      Tilly lifted a saucy eyebrow. “You and Lord Percival could have a little wild night.”

      Isabel met Tilly’s gaze in the mirror. “And who’s to say Lord Percival and I don’t enjoy a little wild night on occasion?”

      With great difficulty, Tilly suppressed the giggle that wanted out.

      “In private,” said Isabel with a waggle of her own saucy eyebrow.

      Now, the giggle was out, and Isabel was laughing along, too, as she came to her feet. “I can practically hear the impatient tap of Percy’s foot from here. Am I made up to your satisfaction, cariña?”

      Tilly stepped back and viewed Isabel from every angle. She picked up a small pot of lanolin she’d subtly tinted and dabbed Isabel’s lips and cheekbones. “Now, there you are. The most beautiful lady in Brighton.”

      Isabel shook her head, smiling. “Oh, Tilly, I’m no rival to you.”

      Tilly took her meaning. She was one of those gels that men liked with her blonde curls, blue eyes, and—well, there was no other way of putting it—voluptuousness. She wasn’t one of those classical beauties she so admired. Those ladies who were beautiful in paintings and poetry…ladies to be respected and revered from afar.

      Tilly’s beauty was the sort men liked to put into practice.

      She’d left that behind nine years ago, too.

      She engaged in flirtation, but naught else when it came to the male sex.

      Tilly settled an ivory lace shawl on Isabel’s shoulders.

      With a smile of farewell, Isabel departed, and Tilly set about her nightly duties—folding and putting clothes away; turning down the sheets and fluffing pillows; laying a night chemise on top of the coverlet. Tilly wouldn’t see Isabel again until morning. It was Lord Percival who performed the bedtime duty of unlacing his wife.

      And Tilly got an uninterrupted night’s sleep.

      It was no exaggeration to say these last nine years of her life were better than the sixteen years that had preceded them. The list went on…

      She had security.

      She even had savings.

      She could read.

      She could almost talk like a nob.

      She’d traveled all over—and not just to Brighton. She’d been to Paris, France…Rome and Venice in Italy…even Geneva with its beautiful lake.

      So good life had been these last nine years, she’d even found time to come up with a little dream for herself.

      She couldn’t sew a dress beyond darning or construct a hat from straw, but she did know what looked agreeable on a woman, from colors to fabrics to draping to hair to hats…everything. Isabel had told her she had a gift for it, but Tilly had never truly believed her…until Isabel started reading to her from the gossip rags about Lady Percival Bretagne’s impeccable style. Which was the true reason Tilly decided to learn to read—so she could take in that gossip for herself.

      And it was true.

      Through Isabel, Tilly was setting style for the haut ton.

      Lawks.

      And the idea had struck her as sure as a lightning bolt.

      She could open a shop for women of all sorts to come and pick up some advice on how to look their best—proper ladies…lady’s maids…other women, too. Women who wanted to stand out and shine for their wedding day or a fancy party. Even women who wanted nothing more than to look their best just walking down the street.

      Tilly could advise them all.

      It didn’t have to be a mere dream.

      In fact, she’d come up with a plan for opening that shop.

      Fifteen years from now.

      She would be forty then.

      Which wasn’t so very long, when one thought about it.

      After all, hadn’t she been in this life for nine years already?

      She even had a dream location for the shop—Burlington Arcade.

      Though she knew that one would have to stay up there in the realm of fantasy.

      Lords didn’t lease those fancy shops to the likes of her.

      So, she would be patient and continue creating relationships with shop owners and other lady’s maids…learning more about her craft and refining it…making sure every time Isabel stepped out of the house, she was the most beautiful and stylish lady in any room.

      Tilly had set about straightening the dressing table when a glint of gold caught the edge of her eye. It was that fancy masquerade invitation in the rubbish bin. Incited the imagination, a masquerade ball did—mystery…glamour…champagne.

      On a quick—and naughty—impulse, she lifted the invitation from the bin.

      
        
        Lord and Lady Beresford

        request the honor of

        Lord and Lady Percival’s company

        at our Saints and Sinners masqued ball

        on the evening of

        the fifth of November

        at the

        Royal Pavilion

        Guests are to remain unrevealed until midnight

      

      

      A glittery shiver tingled up her spine.

      The fifth of November…

      Tonight.

      An idea both sparked and formed in the same instant.

      She had time.

      She could attend this masquerade ball.

      This year for her birthday, Eva had presented her with a black velvet dress trimmed with gold lace from her atelier in Paris. The gift had stolen the breath from Tilly’s lungs. That was how exquisite it was.

      When she’d thanked Eva, the other woman had smiled in that intense way of hers—no one could match Eva for intensity—and said, “Every woman should have such a dress in her wardrobe. But Tilly?”

      “Aye?”

      “You must promise to wear it.”

      Tilly had nodded her agreement.

      And she’d kept her promise—though it had only been in the privacy of her room.

      Still, she brought it with her when she traveled with Isabel, in case an opportunity ever arose for her to wear it.

      Never had that opportunity arisen until…now.

      Nervy anticipation skittered through her veins and had her all lit up on the inside. If she legged it this minute, she just had time before the shops closed. Her mind began ticking off a list of necessities for such an evening—hooded cloak…silk mask…satin slippers of the sort worn by ladies for their fancy evenings out. These last nine years, she’d only worn sturdy leather boots.

      For here was the reason her plan was unimpeachable—a word Lord Percival liked to use—as long as she left the ball before the unmasking at midnight, no one would ever know.

      Then a few days later, she would leave Brighton with Lord Percival and Isabel and return to London with no one the wiser.

      No one except her, of course.

      And the memory of her first—and last—masquerade ball she would forever carry with her and treasure.

      She could dance and drink champagne and have herself a little wild night.

      How much trouble could she get into, anyway?
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      Rhys hadn’t begun the evening intending to attend a masquerade ball.

      He’d started the evening, improbably, at a rather serious-minded supper party.

      But that was the thing about the Brighton season—which came after the London season and lasted from late summer through Christmas—one generally accepted invitations to balls and parties one would have ignored in London.

      Which was how Rhys had found himself seated at a table at a supper party surrounded by all the preeminent politicians of the day, including none other than the Prime Minister, Lord Melbourne.

      Even as Rhys himself had not a lick of interest in politics.

      Even as he knew this to be a serious failing of his character.

      Well, it was but one of many.

      He’d long accepted that fact.

      However, Lord Percival Bretagne had been at this particular supper party. A serious-minded man himself, Bretagne wasn’t a usual comrade of Rhys’s. But Bretagne had a reputation whispered about him—shadowy dealings in the past…perhaps in the present, too. And as Bretagne was a friend of a friend of a friend, and Rhys had needed someone well-versed in shadowy dealings, he’d called on Bretagne and laid his problem at the man’s feet. He’d been that desperate.

      And luck of all luck, Bretagne hadn’t dismissed him out of hand. He’d listened and told Rhys he’d see what he could do. He would be in contact.

      That was a year ago.

      And in the intervening year, Rhys had heard nothing.

      Until tonight.

      Until from across the dining table, Bretagne had looked him straight in the eye and spoken thirteen fateful words—Sir Felix will be attending the masquerade ball tonight at the Royal Pavilion.

      The trajectory of Rhys’s night switched direction in an instant. He’d stood abruptly, claiming stomach disrupt, and hastily scarpered, leaving fifty sets of lifted eyebrows in his wake. Of course, they might’ve expected as much, given it was Lord Rhys Osborne causing the kerfuffle.

      Rhys had a reputation.

      One, admittedly, he’d earned.

      The thing was, he’d been invited to that ball. The invitation had surely made its way to every lord and lady presently in Brighton. As the son of an earl, Rhys counted.

      Even if he was only a third son.

      So, here he was stepping into the Royal Pavilion at ten in the evening. Beyond its grandiosity, this palace was something of an interesting hodgepodge of India-come-to-England. As if it were an Englishman’s vision of the subcontinent’s grandeur that he would never see firsthand, but had studied in reports and paintings. In fact, Rhys supposed that was exactly what the Royal Pavilion was—King George IV’s dream of Indian splendor. A fever dream, really, with its onion domes and minarets that were neither entirely Indian nor English, but a style all their own.

      As Rhys approached the front entrance, he adjusted his thin black mask and presented the footmen guarding the door with the invitation he’d stopped by his hotel to retrieve. Granted entry with a nod and a murmured, “My lord,” Rhys stepped into the dimly lit interior, music from stringed instruments wafting through the air, every dark corner an invitation for close conversation.

      Of course, that was entirely the point of a masquerade ball—close conversation…intrigue…amorous pursuits…decadence. Riding along the edge of the music came laughter, too, and gaiety. A feeling of spontaneity sparked through the air, as if anything could happen at any moment—possibility.

      A feeling that lifted one out of one’s life for a night.

      One didn’t have to be oneself.

      One could be anyone.

      Of course, dawn would inevitably arrive—and, with it, bleary-eyed reality.

      But at ten in the evening, the night was crisp and young.

      Dawn—and reality—were hours away.

      Except, this wasn’t the narrative Rhys’s night would follow.

      He wasn’t here for decadence or gaiety or amorous pursuits.

      He’d had enough of those to last him a lifetime.

      He was here for Sir Felix Mortimer.

      But, really, he was here for redemption.

      That was the possibility that lay at the heart of this night for him.

      As he wound through opulent, gilded rooms done in the chinoiserie decor so popular in the last century, Rhys caught the light of recognition in several pairs of masked eyes and experienced not an iota of surprise. He was tall and broad-shouldered, black-haired and silver-eyed. He’d stood out in a crowd all his life.

      But that wasn’t the only reason he would’ve been recognized.

      He would’ve been expected, as in the eyes of Society, he was a waster and a rake.

      And wasters and rakes liked masquerade balls, didn’t they?

      He lifted a coupe of champagne off a passing tray—and didn’t touch his lips to it.

      That was the important thing.

      He didn’t have a problem with drink, as such.

      But he did have a problem with the paths drink led him down.

      So, he’d learned at the beginning of this long last year to accept one drink and nurse it all night, unimbibed.

      The thing about becoming a waster and a rake—and he’d had many sober hours…days…weeks…months to contemplate this—it was born in the lap of success. All it took was one good run at the cards and the dice and the women.

      That was how the slide into dissolution began.

      It began with winning.

      And he’d won—for years.

      Then at some point he hadn’t noticed, he’d stopped winning.

      And that had gone on for years, too.

      Until a year ago.

      It had been the end of the quarter and his stipend for the next three months hadn’t yet arrived in his bank account, but he’d wanted a usual night out. So, he’d walked into Papa’s study and taken his signet ring, which he would use to gain entry into a game, then earn it back. Come morning, he would’ve replaced it back in Papa’s desk drawer, with no one ever the wiser.

      That night hadn’t even been the first time he’d done it.

      Except that night, he hadn’t earned it back.

      He’d lost it to Sir Felix Mortimer in a game of Loo.

      But that hadn’t been the true low point of his career as a waster and a rake.

      It had been the confession to Papa, for he’d had to confess, otherwise loyal servants would’ve come under suspicion for theft.

      Papa hadn’t shouted. He’d listened quietly. Then once Rhys finished, he’d expressed disappointment and resignation and not one ounce of surprise that his third son had done such a thing as gamble away his signet ring on a hand of cards.

      It was Papa’s lack of surprise and utter resignation that had been Rhys’s nadir—and what had turned his life around one hundred and eighty degrees.

      However, turning one’s life around and finding purpose was a more challenging pursuit than it looked from the outside. He wasn’t soldier material, and he certainly wasn’t fit for the church. Business… He liked the sound of it, but he didn’t have any ideas or skills, as such.

      The fact was he’d excelled at being a waster and a rake. With his looks and charm, he had all the natural gifts for the pursuit, really. Simply, something got in his blood when he was holding cards…spinning a wheel…tossing dice…bedding a woman…

      He shook the thought away.

      He would reach his thirtieth birthday next year.

      He truly needed to get something going.

      But Sir Felix had to be dealt with first.

      After the rotter won the ring off Rhys, he’d taken himself straight across the channel and to the Continent, where he’d begun blatantly flaunting the Earl of Ashburn’s signet ring and bragging to every available ear that he’d won it off the earl’s waster son, Lord Rhys Osborne.

      Which he’d been doing for the last year.

      So, Rhys had sought out the whispered skills of a friend of a friend of a friend—Lord Percival Bretagne—who had counseled patience and clean living. He’d also confirmed for Rhys something he’d suspected—that Sir Felix was a card cheat, which, even as it made Rhys’s blood boil, had come as no surprise.

      With no alternative available to him, Rhys had exercised patience and clean living with a few unbreakable rules for himself…

      No drinking.

      No gambling.

      No more married women…or women, in general.

      His appetites were too strong, for he’d realized women—the flirting…the chase…the consummation—were an addiction, too.

      It had been a long, hard year.

      He entered the banqueting room, which had been transformed for the night into a ballroom with dozens of couples swirling across the gleaming dancing floor beneath the warm sparkle of blazing chandeliers. He moved along the periphery like a shadow, his eye scanning the tops of heads for Sir Felix’s bald patch or the flash of emerald from Papa’s signet ring.

      Ahead, a vibrant blonde surrounded by a crush of men snagged his eye. She was wearing a mask, of course, but not much else that would leave anything to the imagination. A dramatic black-and-gold creation, the bottom half of the dress was wide and floaty in the typical style of a ballgown, but the top half was a different matter altogether, fitted to her as if it were a second skin. Actually, the dress provided ample coverage, but the body beneath it simply wouldn’t be contained—curvy…lush… She was the sort of woman men vied with each other over—which was, in fact, what the gentlemen surrounding her were presently doing.

      And the woman?

      Her laughter betrayed not an ounce of care.

      A year ago, Rhys would’ve tossed his hat into that ring—and he would’ve prevailed.

      The reasons were simple and immutable.

      He was a lord.

      He was handsome.

      He was charming.

      And he was a rake known to be endowed with certain gifts.

      What could he say?

      Word got around about that sort of thing.

      Two or three or ten drinks, and she would’ve been a path he’d gone down—literally.

      His cock filled to half-mast at the very thought.

      He gave himself a mental shake.

      He could hardly blame his cock though, could he?

      It had been a year.

      He dragged his gaze away from the woman and the chase unpursued.

      Sir Felix wouldn’t be in this room, anyway.

      As the blonde was led onto the dancing floor, her curls bouncing with delight—other parts of her, too—Rhys wove his way through the crowd and into the Grand Salon that for this night was the gaming room. Every card game one could think of was being played beneath its sky-blue domed ceiling—Piquet…Whist…Faro…Commerce…Vingt-et-Un…Loo.

      At a corner table, Rhys spied a familiar shiny patch of bald head.

      Sir Felix Mortimer.

      Anticipation flared through him.

      There, at that table, sat his opportunity to make things right for the first time in his adult life.

      In an attempt to make his presence as unobtrusive as possible—a challenge given his height of six feet and two inches in his bare feet—Rhys moved along the wall until he stood only a few yards from Sir Felix’s table. He saw with no small amount of mean satisfaction that this last year hadn’t treated Sir Felix well. Sure, he was still in possession of that specific public-school handsomeness that had been bred into him by noble forebears. But Sir Felix had picked up some premature lines on his forehead…a subtle note of strain about his mouth and the corners of his eyes.

      One thing was the same, however.

      Sir Felix remained the smug, smarmy cheat Rhys remembered from a year ago.

      And there came another pulse of that fury that had his hands curling into fists.

      He experienced a moment’s pause. What was his plan, anyway? To watch and catch Sir Felix out for a card cheat for all to hear and witness?

      For here was the thing: as far as Rhys had been able to see over the last few tricks, Sir Felix had betrayed not a single tell.

      Which allowed for a possibility Rhys didn’t much like.

      Could it have been that Sir Felix had beaten him fair and square when he’d taken Papa’s signet ring off him a year ago?

      The hand now over, and having passed the deck of cards to the player on his left to deal, Sir Felix’s gaze lifted and met Rhys’s. Those slitted blue depths held not the faintest whisper of surprise. This last year, he’d been expecting Rhys.

      He lifted his hand and scratched his cheek with his pinky, the cabochon emerald flashing brilliant green in the chandelier light.

      The rotter smirked—and Rhys knew.

      A year ago, Sir Felix Mortimer had cheated.

      And tonight Rhys would prove it—and get his father’s signet ring back.

      “If it isn’t Lord Rhys Osborne behind that mask, I’ll eat my hat,” said Sir Felix to a few chuckles around the table. “It’s been—what?—a year since we last met?”

      Rhys’s teeth wanted to grind together. He didn’t let them, as all eyes appeared riveted by the long-coming confrontation.

      “I seem to remember you enjoy a bit of Loo,” continued the rotter to yet more chuckling. “Care to join us for a few hands?”

      Rhys couldn’t say no.

      And there were a few reasons why.

      First, there was his reputation as a known wastrel and rake.

      A wastrel and rake wouldn’t say no to a few hands of cards.

      And second, if he said no, he would have to take himself elsewhere.

      He wasn’t doing that.

      Not without the ring.

      So, he curved his mouth into the semblance of a rakish angle—an angle that felt creaky and decidedly out of practice—and took the empty seat to the right of Sir Felix. But as he lowered into the chair, something unexpected happened.

      A few seats to the other side of Sir Felix, the vibrant blonde he’d noticed in the ballroom joined the table, her markers already out. She was the sort of woman one’s eyes had difficulty deciding where to look. A veritable buffet of a woman, the brighter light of the card room confirmed.

      Rhys exhaled a rough breath and fixed his gaze directly in front of him.

      He couldn’t allow himself to become distracted.

      Sir Felix held no such reservations as he allowed his gaze to indulge in a thorough sweep of the blonde.

      Rhys cleared his throat.

      Sir Felix’s gaze shifted to meet Rhys’s without the faintest hint of abashment. He slid the deck of cards over. “Why don’t you deal first?”

      Rhys grunted and accepted the deck. He didn’t want the first deal. He wanted Sir Felix to deal, so he could get on with exposing the man for the cheat he was and take the ring back.

      While Rhys shuffled the cards, Sir Felix asked, “Three or five card Loo?”

      “Three.”

      Each of the six players seated at the table tossed three markers into the center pool.

      “And shall we play unlimited?” A dare glittered in Sir Felix’s eyes.

      Instinct had Rhys wanting to say no, but he couldn’t. Simply because the Rhys he’d been his entire adult life until a year ago would’ve said… “What’s the point of playing any other way?”

      Limited Loo kept the pool fixed and the stakes low. With unlimited Loo, however, the pool only increased and increased as looed players—those players who stayed in play and lost all three tricks in a hand—were required to match the pool as their pay-in for the next hand, causing the value of the pool to balloon into dangerously high stakes within a few hands. Lords had lost everything from prized racehorses to unentailed country estates to their father’s emerald signet ring in the course of an hour of unlimited Loo.

      Rhys dealt three cards to each player. As Sir Felix was seated to Rhys’s left, he led the first trick with an ace of diamonds, making diamonds the suit as the other players followed. The blonde, Rhys noticed, played a queen of spades, which meant she had no diamonds in her hand. As Rhys was the dealer, he was last to play his card—ten of diamonds.

      Now, it was time to reveal the trump card.

      As all the players except the blonde had followed suit, if the card was a diamond, club, or heart, Sir Felix would take the trick.

      Rhys flipped the card.

      Seven of spades.

      Because she’d played the queen, the blonde took the trick.

      A smile twitched about her lush lips that appeared tinted with a touch of rouge, and above her black silk mask, her eyebrows waggled with barely suppressed mischief.

      At least someone was having a good time.

      As the second trick played out, Rhys experienced déjà vu as he lost—again. Except it wasn’t the blonde who won this time, but some other chap. However, one dim flicker of light in the darkness was that Sir Felix hadn’t yet taken a trick, either—which meant he might start cheating.

      On the third trick, however, Sir Felix remedied his losing situation and won—without cheating, as far as Rhys could tell.

      Rhys and two others had looed the hand, which meant they each had to pay in the sum of the pool from the last hand, which the three winners were now splitting amongst themselves.

      And like that, the stakes took on an altogether different timbre.

      No longer was the game light and fun.

      The game was now serious business.

      Rhys saw that fact acknowledged within every pair of eyes at the table.

      Well, everyone except the blonde, who didn’t appear to take anything seriously.

      As Sir Felix was the player to Rhys’s left, it was now his deal. Rhys passed him the deck. If the rotter were going to cheat, this hand would be his best opportunity as dealer.

      While Rhys watched Sir Felix shuffle the cards and cut sideways smirks his way and leers the blonde’s, a vision of the man Rhys had been a year ago came to him. A man in his late twenties who was still living like the lordling he’d been in his early twenties. What had been sowing his wild oats in those earlier years had transitioned into something less fun and less socially palatable. At some point, without Rhys noticing, wild had tipped into wastrel.

      That was the man who had sat across the table from Sir Felix a year ago.

      A reckless waster…an easy target.

      And that was the man Sir Felix thought he was sitting beside tonight.

      Sir Felix dealt them each three cards.

      This hand had both some key similarities to the previous hand and some key differences.

      A chap across the table took one trick.

      The blonde took two tricks.

      Rhys looed—again—as did a few others.

      And one of those others who’d looed happened to have been Sir Felix.

      The thought occurred to Rhys that Sir Felix and the blonde were in league to run the table. But, no, the scowl trenched across Sir Felix’s high forehead told a different story as, with eyes narrowed, he watched the blonde divide the pool with the other chap, two to one.

      Rhys found himself at a crossroads.

      The pool, as he’d predicted from the start, had ballooned. The buy-in was now over £100, which wasn’t prohibitively expensive, but enough to give one pause.

      But he’d come this far, and what was the alternative?

      Leave the table? Abandon the ring?

      No.

      However, he’d come prepared. From an interior coat pocket, he pulled a scrap of paper and a pencil. He scrawled £100 across the surface and tossed the vowel into the pool. “This should suffice, no?”

      Levelly, he met Sir Felix’s gaze, then lifted an eyebrow for good measure.

      Rhys knew it was now his own eye glinting with a dare.

      A trio of seconds ticked past with Sir Felix on the spot. Then Rhys watched as if from a dream as the rotter tugged Papa’s signet ring off his pinky and dropped it into the pool. “And I reckon that will suffice.”

      The blonde, shuffling the deck, as it was her deal, said, “Yeah, I reckon it will.”

      The blonde…

      In all Rhys’s predicted scenarios for how this night could twist and turn, he hadn’t accounted for her.
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