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      Miss Isabella Carrington sat in front of her sister’s dressing table mirror. They only had the fire burning in Eliza’s room, so she’d had to get ready in here or risk freezing half to death. It was dratted annoying.

      Then again, it meant she and her sisters spent a great deal of time together.

      Which was both a blessing and a curse. As the second oldest in her family, she loved her sisters with all her heart. They were her entire life.

      But gads, she could use just a bit more space.

      “Can you see? I’ll light a few more candles,” Emily called from the bed as she rose. Night was quickly falling, and a chill filled the air even with a small fire burning in the hearth.

      To be fair, it might help if they’d been able to put more wood in the grate but even having the single fire, there was no money for such decadence.

      Abigail didn’t look up as she stared in concentration at Isabella’s head. “That would be lovely. I can’t tell. Does she look like she has side whiskers?”

      All three of her sisters crowded about them. They had matching dark hair and eyes, exactly like their father’s.

      Isabella nearly sighed as she thought of his handsome smiling face. Would that he were here. She said a silent prayer that wherever he was, he was all right. And still alive. His daughters needed him to be alive.

      Eliza cocked her head to the side, her high cheekbones dancing in the flicker of candlelight. “It’s startling really, how real the side whiskers look. You’ve got a real talent, Abigail.”

      Abigail gave a light snort. “A talent for making a woman appear like a man?” But she saw Abigail smile, nonetheless. “I’m going to use the tiniest bit of dust from the fire to make her look as though she’s got a shadow of a beard.”

      Emily returned carrying another candle as she touched Eliza’s shoulder on her way past. “Where did you get the breeches and shirt again?”

      Eliza waved her hand. “Some baron’s son.”

      Abigail’s hands stilled on Isabella’s hair. Isabella felt a familiar jolt in her stomach. Eliza often bore the brunt of the danger in the effort to keep them warm and fed. Isabella narrowed her gaze at her sister in the looking glass. “And how did you get him to part with them again?”

      Eliza had the decency to blush. A rarity in her older sister. “It doesn’t matter—"

      “Let’s have it.” Abigail’s hands came to her hips. “How did you do it?”

      Eliza let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “Fine. I may have suggested that we have a tumble in the hay of the barn…”

      Isabella gasped, her hand slapping down on the top of the desk. “You didn’t—”

      “Of course not,” Eliza snapped. “I’m not a fool. I also suggested that I was very eager to see his skin and that he might undress first. He was quite obliging. And then, of course, he couldn’t chase me when I ran off with his garments because he had no clothes…”

      Abigail groaned as cold, hard fear trickled down Isabella’s back. She gave her sister a sharp glare. “Oh Eliza. Why didn’t you tell us that was the plan? A hundred things could have gone wrong. One of us should have been there with you.”

      Eliza waved her hand in the air, her back growing straight as a board. “Clearly, I had it under control.”

      “Yes, but…” she started, her arms crossing over her silk shirt tucked into her trousers. Funny, she’d never considered how exposed men were in such clothing. She felt like anyone was free to assess the curve of her derriere.

      Eliza stared at Isabella in the mirror, her chin notching. “Our plan tonight is far more dangerous. You ought to focus on that.”

      Isabella’s mouth snapped closed. Her sister was right on that account.

      Their plan was very risky.

      And it began with Isabella dressing like a man.

      There were two reasons they’d chosen her for the role. First, she was the tallest and most slender of her sisters. She surpassed most men in height; she’d been the one to inherit her father’s stature.

      It made it easier to disguise herself as a man.

      But the other, more important factor was her unique ability to keep track of numbers.

      She wasn’t just good at it. She was flawless.

      Numbers had always stuck in her head and stayed there. They made sense to her.

      She could remember all the cards that had been played in a hand and the hand before it and the hand before that. Her skill made her deadly difficult to beat.

      Which caused her sisters no amount of fits as children.

      Until they’d been desperate for money. And now, now it appeared to be one of their greatest assets.

      The problem was that their father had left two years prior to shore up a trade deal in the Orient. His business finances had diminished greatly over the past several years though the family had struggled to discover why. In an attempt to restore their finances as his daughters came of age, he’d left to secure a new trade deal in far off lands.

      Her mother had an inheritance, of course. A large one. The rest was plenty for them to live on. Except their mother had unexpectedly died last winter. All the money their mother had set aside for her daughters was still in their father’s care.

      And several letters to their father to tell him so had gone unanswered. Which was odd. He travelled on known routes, with regular ships passing to and from India and the Orient. He should have received their letters.

      Where was he? Why hadn’t he replied to their missives and returned home? They were running out of time. Because if their father was declared dead…

      Her pulse stuttered in her veins. Well, that was a state of affairs they’d decided they couldn’t tolerate.

      “Isabella, are you listening?” Abigail asked, tapping her shoulder.

      She blinked back to reality, looking at her sister’s reflection through the speckled glass. “Yes. Of course.”

      Eliza waved her hands. “You know she wasn’t. She’d only pay attention if we were doing math.”

      “That’s not fair.” Emily stepped in, patting Isabella’s other shoulder. Emily was the kindest person Isabella knew. She reached for Em’s hand, giving it a squeeze.

      “It’s totally fair. Do you know she was doing some theoretical math problems the other day? What does that even mean? How can numbers be a theory?” Eliza crossed over to the fire. “Anyway, as I was saying. I talked with Lord Bastingcook. He said there are two types of games at this place, the Den of Sins.  The ones in the front room are for lower stakes. But then there are more intimate games held in private rooms where far more money passes hands.”

      “But you’d need money to enter those higher stakes games. That’s my guess.” Isabella pointed out as she lifted her chin to allow Abigail to dab dark powder on her chin.

      Eliza let out a short, exasperated huff. “Of course you do. Tonight we’ll play the main room tables. Make as much as we can and save the profits for tomorrow night and a high-stakes game.”

      Isabella gasped this time, which caused Abigail to jam the brush she’d been dusting Isabella’s face with into her chin, leaving a dark black smear of soot.

      Isabella ignored the dark mark and the pulse of pain. “Tomorrow? This was supposed to be a one-time deception. I might be tall, but these men aren’t going to be fooled for long. I’m not very masculine.”

      Eliza shrugged. “You’d be surprised. We’ll go late when they’ll be good and drunk. And I’m going as your paramour, remember. I’ll be sure to hang off you like a harlot. They’ll never guess.”

      Isabella’s mouth pinched. She hated this part of the plan.

      Eliza would play the role flawlessly of course.

      But if numbers made sense, people often didn’t.

      Men, especially drunk ones, were…unpredictable. “You’re pushing our luck, Eliza.” She stood, going to stand next to her sister. “What if some man decides you should be draped across him and not me? What if someone accuses me of cheating? What if—”

      “Isabella,” Eliza’s voice lost its sharp tone. She knew Isabella well enough to know when she was getting overwhelmed with people. “I’ve got a Derringer in my garter. Let me worry about keeping us safe. You just pay attention to the game. And don’t look at anyone. Understood?”

      Isabella gave her chin a quick jerk.

      “Now,” Abigail called from next to the mirror. “Come back over here. I need to fix your scruff. It currently looks like you wiped your face in ash.”

      “I did wipe my face in ash,” she replied as she dutifully turned back to her younger sister.

      Emily wrung her hands. “You’ll be careful tonight, right? We’ve lost mother and father. If anything happens to the two of you, we’ll have to live with Uncle Malcolm for certain.”

      “Emily,” Eliza said, her voice turning to silk for their second-youngest sister. “Don’t worry. We’ll be just fine.”

      Isabella dutifully sat down in the chair. She had doubts. Serious doubts. But they needed to eat and time to find out what had happened to their father. And so, she’d go tonight. They’d come too far to turn back now.
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        * * *

      

      Bash, as most everyone called him, sat in a small annex off the main room of his new gaming hell, the Den of Sins. A thick black curtain hung in front of him that he parted periodically to peer out at the crowd that had already filled their tables.

      It was nearly midnight, after all.

      The drinks had been flowing for hours as had the money. There was the occasional man who came into the club and won but the house always ended up with most of the profits.

      First and foremost because he hired smart men to run the games. But even more importantly, those game masters were not allowed to touch the drinks. They kept their minds sober and sharp.

      It was usually all the house needed to win. One of his most talented floor members currently ran the table closest to the curtain. He was one of their best game masters but tonight…tonight he was losing. Badly.

      Bash frowned, as he looked at the man cleaning their clocks. He had to give the fellow credit. He didn’t celebrate his winning hands, just quietly continued to play and collect a pile of money in front of him. Which had grown quite large. Damn the man.

      Nor did the lady behind him smile or talk overly much. Strikingly beautiful, the woman glanced at several of the players, all who smiled back forgetting their cards.

      Was she a distraction? Was the house being swindled?

      He returned his gaze to the gentleman at the table. He was the sort who would have made an attractive woman. Thin shoulders, delicate cheeks and chin, large eyes that were fringed with long dark lashes.

      If it weren’t for the scruff on his face…

      Bash’s eyes narrowed. Something wasn’t adding up.

      “What are you staring at so intently, Your Grace?” Menace asked, coming to stand behind him.

      Bash let out a growl. In the real world, he was the Duke of Devonhall and Menace was the Marquess of Milton. But in the Den of Sins, they kept their real identities a secret. “You know that here you either call me the Duke of Decadence or just Bash.”

      Menace gave him a rakish grin but then the grin stopped suddenly as he let out a long whistle. “Take a look at that beauty.”

      Bash knew to whom Menace referred.  The woman in the low cut gown with the dark hair and classic features that might set a man to flame. She’d certainly attracted the attention of every man at the table and beyond. But Bash hardly looked at her as his gaze settled back on her male companion. “I’m more interested in her escort.”

      Menace narrowed his gaze. “I didn’t think you went in for that sort of thing. But he is rather…pretty.”

      Bash snorted. “Not interested in that way. He is currently raking up all the profits at that table. We’re losing. Soundly.”

      “An occasional winner is good.” Menace shrugged. “People know we’re not cheating them, then.”

      “True.” Decadence pulled the curtain back a bit wider, leaning forward as he continued to stare. “But what if they are cheating us?”

      Menace didn’t speak for a moment, but he shifted behind Bash. “If they are cheating, can I be the one who confronts the woman? I could pat her down for weapons or do some light interrogation. They could be…interesting.”

      Bash held back a growl of irritation. This was serious.

      Then he realized he was letting intense anger take over and he paused, drawing in a deep breath.

      He’d built a reputation as a carefree rake. A man who lived for excess and didn’t have a care in the world.

      But moments like these, Bash felt his father rearing his ugly countenance from deep inside. The elder Duke of Devonhall was a man with an iron will and a hard temper. Whose need for perfection meant that he was never satisfied and often cruel in his disappointment.

      Bash had vowed never to be like his father but he also didn’t wish to be cheated.

      He rose from his chair. “What should we do?”

      “Let’s get Infamy and Vanity and see what they think. Perhaps they have a way to test them or catch them in the act of cheating. We wouldn’t want to accuse them if they aren’t actually doing anything wrong.”

      Bash nodded. It was a good plan. This was why a man had partners. He didn’t need to worry or get upset. His friends would come up with a plan to deal with their potential thieves.

      He was relaxed but he wasn’t a fool. And any gambler trying to cheat him would understand not to take advantage of the Duke of Decadence.
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      Isabella tried not to shift in her seat, but she found herself adjusting her chair for the third time in as many minutes.

      Eliza’s hand flexed on her shoulder and her sister leaned down to whisper closer to her ear. “Would you relax? You’re going to make the other players suspicious.”

      Isabella gave a stiff nod. Make them nervous? She was nervous.

      Not about the game. She had that well in hand. Had since the beginning. But just to her right, a curtain kept fluttering.

      And the dealer was eyeing her.

      And the other players were beginning to grumble.

      She’d heard one mutter. “How can one man win that much?”

      And she could swear another had said, “Cheater,” under his breath.

      “We should go soon,” she whispered back, giving Eliza a pleading stare over her shoulder.

      Eliza held up her hand, gesturing for Isabella to stay put. “Just one more round.”

      Isabella let out a long sigh but turned back to finish the hand. “One more,” she mumbled back as she laid her hand down and collected her winnings.

      Several men protested, one banging the table.

      Another flashed a pistol at his waist.

      Her hand shook as her heart hammered in her chest. She should ignore Eliza and leave the table. Stand and walk away before they got any madder.

      But as she tried to push out of the chair, her legs gave a decided wobble. And Eliza touched her shoulder. Was Eliza going to push her back down or help her out? Her sister was their strength. But she could also push them hard when she had a goal in her sights.

      Right now her goal was collecting the money they’d need.

      “You’ve had far too much whisky, love,” Eliza purred. “Let me help you up.”

      “Love?” the man just to her left mumbled. “Why don’t you come here, and I’ll show you love.”

      Isabella swallowed. They’d stayed too long. The crowd was getting restless.

      She took Eliza’s hand and started to rise, pulling a pouch from her pocket to collect her winnings. “I do believe you’re right. My head.” And she swiped a hand across her forehead, trying to be rough like a man but afraid she’d just looked awkward and strange. With shaking fingers, she started dumping piles of coins into the bag. “Thank you for the game, gentlemen.” She tried to make her voice low and deep, but it sounded strange to her ears.

      “You can’t leave now.” A third player stood, clenching his fists. “You have to give us a chance to win back our money.”

      “Sorry.” She swayed on her feet. “Not tonight.”

      “We’ll come back tomorrow.” Eliza smiled. “You’ll get your chance.”

      She glared at her sister. What they’d won tonight would keep them for the next six months. Returning was an awful idea.

      Suddenly a man crashed into her and before she knew what happened, she was falling to the ground with him groping to stop her descent.

      While in midair, his hands were everywhere. Her jacket, her trousers pockets, her back. Then they crashed to the floor, his superior weight coming down on hers, stealing all the wind from her lungs.

      Money careened through the air, as her winnings scattered to the floor. Eliza gave a cry, then scrambled to pick them up.

      But Isabella couldn’t move. Partially because the man’s weight had stolen all her breath. But also because the most piercing black eyes stared down at her, pinning her to the floor.

      “Sthorry,” he rumbled, his slur belying the sharp look of his eyes. “Didn’t mean to knock you down.” His words came out fuzzy even as his gaze narrowed.

      Distantly, Isabella realized other men were dropping to the ground too, collecting money by the fistfuls.

      But her gaze was transfixed.

      Because, as her breath returned, she realized this man was lying on top of her. His muscular weight pushing into her softer curves, his body hard, and strong, and stunningly exciting. Her legs had naturally spread apart to accommodate his and his hips nestled between her thighs.

      His arms propped his upper half off her body, but his face was shockingly close to hers. Never had she been held by a man like this and it was…utterly divine. And a bit frightening.

      “Please get off me, sir,” she cried, pushing at his chest.

      “What?” he asked as he slid his hands over her hips. He didn’t pinch or grope but seemed to…search.

      For the first time, real fear trickled down her spine. “Get off,” she shrieked. “Please.”

      He rose then, pulling her up all in a single motion, with an athleticism that almost left her breathless.

      With his body off hers, she could breathe again, and think.

      And that’s when she realized that Eliza was attempting to wrestle their bag of winnings from a man’s much larger grasp. Chaos had erupted all about them as people yelled, some of them shrieking about the odds of Eliza wresting the bag from the thief. Were they actually betting on her sister? Heathens.

      She gasped and started for the man yanking on her sister. But before she’d even taken a step, the man who’d knocked her down had the assailant by the collar.

      “Do you know who I am?” He growled in the thief’s face.

      The other man took a large swallow. “You’re Bash.”

      Bash hauled the man closer as though he barely weighed anything, though the other man must have been twenty stones. “That’s right and do you know why they call me that?”

      “N-no-no.” the other man struggled to get out of Bash’s grasp.

      “I’m a boxing champion. Knock a man’s teeth out before he can even turn his head. We don’t steal at the Den of Sins,” he growled. “And we especially don’t steal from women.”

      His slur was completely gone. Which told Isabella he’d never been drunk. She’d suspected as much. His eyes and hands had been completely steady.

      But then why knock her to the ground?

      The other man dropped the bag and Eliza pulled it close, clutching the leather to her chest.

      “Anyone who picked up coins will set them on the table now if they want to be invited back to this club. And just so you know, five other men besides me were watching so we know who you are. You’ll never make it out the door with the stolen money. We run a clean club.”

      A grumbling rumbled through the nearby tables, but money appeared on the table as Eliza moved about and collected the funds the men deposited, her head high.

      But Isabella wasn’t feeling nearly as confident as Bash’s glittering gaze focused on her once again. “You. Come with me. We’ve got a few things to discuss.”

      “I really shouldn’t,” she whispered, taking a half step back before his massive hand wrapped about her much smaller upper arm. “I need to see my—” She’d been about to say sister…. Drat. This was unraveling rather quickly.

      “I’m not asking.” Then he tossed the thief forward, sending the man crashing into a table. “You too.” He pointed at Eliza. Then he began dragging Isabella toward a dark hall.

      She swallowed down a scream.
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        * * *

      

      Man, his ass, Bash thought as he pulled the little minx behind him. Well more precisely, her ass. When she’d stood that had been the final tell. No man had an ass that sweet, round, and plump.

      His little ruse of tackling her had given him several bits of information.

      He’d confirmed what he’d already known. This was a woman.

      Despite being thin, she had an unmistakable softness. A slim waist and flared hips gave way to a soft stomach, silky skin, warm supple thighs that had instinctively cradled him and him hard as granite in his trousers.

      And she was beautiful too.

      He was certain the woman posing as her lover was a relative. They had the same warm, chocolate brown eyes that tilted ever so slightly at the corners. It gave his little imposter the look of a vixen when the rest of her features were delicate. Pure.

      He thought the shape of her eyes to be her most truthful feature. Any woman willing to pose as a man, gamble the night away, and then engage in a small brawl had to be a vixen.

      “Please,” she whimpered, attempting to tug her arm from his hand. “You’re hurting me.”

      He loosened his hand but didn’t let her go. How could he have thought her a man for even a moment? He stopped in the hall and turned to look at her.

      Her eyes had grown larger as they made their way down the dark hall, her lips parted in what was likely fear but made her look…kissable.

      If it weren’t for the shadow of whiskers…

      Taking out his handkerchief, he scrubbed at the dark spots on her face, smearing them more than anything else. He told himself he was revealing her ruse and he ignored the voice that said he just wanted to see her without the powder on her face. Was she as lovely as he imagined?

      The other woman stopped just behind them. “You’re only going to spread the dust around and make a mess.”

      His eyes flicked to the other one. The one Menace considered so beautiful. She was nearly perfect, but somehow, even dressed as a man, the girl he held was softer, more vulnerable, more appealing.

      His gaze rested back on her large eyes once again. “There’s no need to be afraid. We just need to talk. That’s all.”

      “Then stop pulling me about like a beast,” she snapped back and yanked her arm from his grasp.

      He smiled at that. “I’d not have pulled you, but I was fairly certain you’d run.”

      “Why would I do that?” Her chin notched higher. “I’ve done nothing wrong.”

      He smiled at that. “Somehow, posing as a man doesn’t exactly seem right, now does it?”

      “I mean I didn’t steal.”

      “That’s good to know. I hope you’re willing to explain that to my associates as well.” And then he turned back to continue down the hall.

      “Associates?” Came her strangled cry.

      He stopped. Hearing her fear. Why the hell did he wish to comfort her? She was obviously swindling him. Why else would she go to such elaborate lengths to hide her identity?

      “You should have thought of how afraid you’d be before you attempted to fool and cheat us.”

      “Please,” came the other woman’s snort. She didn’t sound the least bit frightened at all. “We would never cheat such a place.”

      “Really?” He looked back at his little vixen. Truth be told, he couldn’t seem to keep his gaze off her.

      She nodded. “What was your name? Bash?”

      A trickle of pleasure snaked down his spine at the sound of his name on her lips. He straightened up to keep his wits about him and his thoughts from more carnal imaginings. “That’s right.”

      She nibbled at her lip. Which did little to help his wandering mind. “I’ve always been good at cards and…”

      He let out a short, humorless bark of laughter. “That wasn’t good. That was perfect. A level no normal person could ever play at.”

      “I told you you weren’t normal,” the other woman grumbled.

      That made him step back. They were not acting like two people who’d just cheated. They were acting like…well…like they were perfectly innocent.

      “I am too normal!” His vixen fired back. Then she drew in a deep breath. “And thank you for having all those men return our winnings to us. It means a great deal.”

      He crossed his arms. “I haven’t decided if you’re keeping them or not. That’s what we will discuss in the back room. With my associates.”

      The other woman straightened. “Sir. You can’t mean to drag two unattended ladies into a back room with unidentified men.”

      He cocked his head, cracking his neck. This was getting ridiculous. “First,” he grated out, running a hand through his hair. “I need to know your names. And second…” He gave them both a hard stare. “You should have thought of that before you dressed as a man, came to a gentlemen’s club unattended, and sat down to gamble for several hours.”

      His delicate vixen swallowed and then looked down at her feet. “I’m Isabella and that is a fair point.” Then she lifted her eyes again and they pleaded. Hellfire and damnation but sympathy dug deep into his soul turning his insides to squishy pudding. “But please understand. That was still a public place. We were more or less safe in a crowd—”

      He made a noise of dissent deep in his throat. “That’s what you consider safe?”

      She took a half step closer, nibbling on her lower lip. “But this feels very dangerous and…” Her gaze cast down, her long dark lashes sweeping across the pink stain of her cheek. “We can’t be alone in a closed-off room with men we don’t know.”

      He sighed. He understood her objection, he supposed. But it had to be done. “You have my word that you are under my protection. No man in that room, including myself, will lay a finger on you.”

      “But we don’t know you,” the other one huffed. “How can your word mean anything?”

      He shrugged. “My word will have to do. As I said, I didn’t make your choices for you. You did.”

      They both dropped their chins at that. Damn but Bash felt like his father again. Stern, tough, unyielding. He hated this version of himself. But he couldn’t let them go either. He needed some answers.
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