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          NORTH LAINE STREET, BRIGHTON, FEBRUARY 1814

        

      

    

    
      February wasn’t the fashionable season in Brighton. North Laines wasn’t the fashionable part of town, and their rooms at the boarding house where they’d taken lodgings for the next two weeks were cramped, the furnishings shabby, and the few windows coated with a thick film of grime.

      Another lady might have found it all rather distressing, but Charlotte Bathurst—Lottie, to her friends and family—was so grateful for those grimy windows her eyes teared up at the mere thought of them.

      They might not be fashionable, but they were here, and that was as close to a miracle as she was ever likely to come.

      “Will you come to the Old Steine with us this morning, Miss Lottie?” Jenny emerged from her bedchamber with a blanket draped over her arm. “It’s a lovely day, and the fresh air will do wonders for you.”

      It was a lovely day. As lovely a day as she’d ever seen, with a sky free of London’s filthy haze and adorned with fluffy white clouds billowing across a canvas of bright winter blue. If she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes, she wouldn’t have believed such a day could exist.

      “You have been looking a bit peaked these past few weeks, Lottie.” Percy rolled into the rooms, the wheels of his rickety old Bath chair creaking. “Yes, Lottie, you must come. Perhaps we’ll run into Prinny himself.” Percy waggled his eyebrows. “Or better yet, Mrs. Fitzherbert.”

      “I thought I’d read my book this morning.” But even as the words left her lips, Lottie’s gaze strayed once again to the window. She couldn’t see the beach from here, but she fancied she could hear the rush of waves rolling onto the shore, the gentle roar of it beckoning her like waggling fingers.

      “Your book!” Percy gave her an incredulous look. “No, indeed. You can read any old time. I do hope you didn’t come to Brighton to laze about the room all day.”

      “Mr. Percy is right, Miss Lottie.” Jenny draped the blanket over Percy’s knees. “Come along now. The sea air will put some color into your cheeks and blow some of the cobwebs out of your head.”

      Well, she couldn’t say no to that, could she? “Very well, then.” She fetched her coat from the peg and hooked her parasol over her arm. “I’ll walk with you to the Old Steine and have a stroll while Percy bathes and takes the waters.”

      “That’s the spirit, Miss Lottie!” Jenny took charge of Percy’s chair, rolling him to the door and beaming at Lottie over her shoulder. “There’s meant to be a lovely promenade, and it’s surrounded by all the grandest houses. You can even see the Brighton Pavilion from there.”

      “Can you, indeed? How wonderful.” She’d seen sketches of Brighton Pavilion, of course, and to her it looked like a confusing hodgepodge of columns, domes and towers, but it was certainly a curiosity, and anyway, she wouldn’t ruin Jenny’s fun.

      The three of them sallied forth and made their way onto the North Road, and from there to Church Street. It was cold, of course. It was February, after all, but the chill wind billowing off the Channel was fresh and bracing.

      “It’s a pity it’s too cold to bathe,” she said as they wound their way along the promenade toward the pump room.

      “Nonsense,” Percy said stoutly. “I intend to bathe. Dr. Leonard says bathing will do wonders for my chest complaints.”

      Lottie and Jenny exchanged a glance. There was just the tiniest chance Dr. Leonard was a bit of a charlatan, but they couldn’t afford another doctor, and she’d read enough to know bathing was recommended for those with weak lungs.

      “It’s all right, Jenny,” she murmured as Percy wheeled himself toward the pump room. “A brief bathe will do him good, and it’s not as if we can stop Percy from doing as he pleases, in any case.”

      “No, indeed.” Jenny tutted. “That one’s as stubborn as a mule, he is.”

      “Just keep an eye on him, won’t you? He isn’t always as careful as I’d like, and he can’t afford to catch a chill just now.”

      “Now don’t you worry your pretty head about your brother, Miss Lottie.” Jenny gave her an affectionate pat on the arm. “You go on and enjoy your stroll, and don’t give us a second thought. I’ll see that Mr. Percy stays out of trouble, right enough.”

      Thank goodness for Jenny. Lottie had engaged her to nurse their mother through her final illness, and Jenny had stayed on after their mother’s death, even though Lottie could only afford to pay her a pittance. She and Percy would have been utterly adrift without her. “I know you will, Jenny. I’ll return for you in a bit.”

      “Take your time, Miss Lottie. I daresay Mr. Percy isn’t the only one who’d benefit from a bit of sea air.” Jenny didn’t wait for an answer but hurried off after Percy, who was beckoning to her from the door of the pump room.

      It was early yet, and there weren’t many people about, but despite the hour and the season, the beach wasn’t quite deserted. There were a few families wandering about, and in the distance she could just make out one or two isolated figures splashing about in the waves near a seawall, the water sparkling in the bright morning sunshine.

      Goodness, it was pretty, like something out of a painting, and the air! It was as fresh and sweet as a spring meadow. She’d never been to the seaside before—had never ventured outside of London at all. She rarely left their home in Bethnal Green unless it was to go to Spitalfields or Shoreditch, and had been forced to content herself with the Thames.

      This was most decidedly not the Thames. It was something else entirely, something…well, glorious wasn’t much of an exaggeration. Why, the blue sky alone was enough to steal her breath.

      But it was a bit chilly on the beach, much chillier than it had been on the promenade. She secured her bonnet over her chilled ears and opened her parasol to protect her face from the wind, but as she struggled to set the runner, a particularly violent gust snatched it right out of her hand.

      “My parasol!” She made a desperate grab for it, but the worn pink silk canopy swelled with the breeze, and in the next breath the parasol was pinwheeling down the beach as swiftly as any kite.

      “Come back!” The parasol had belonged to her mother, and she treasured it despite the worn silk and scratched wooden handle. It was a ragged old thing to be sure, but she couldn’t bear to lose it.

      She charged after it, but it was no use. It skidded over the sand as merry as you please, buoyed by the wind, and she was hampered by the damp sand under her half boots and the wind whipping her skirts around her legs.

      “Oh!” She stumbled and fell to her knees as the parasol flitted away like some great pink bird, the silk fringe dancing wildly as it skipped down the beach, heading toward the seawall in the distance.

      If she ran, she might yet be able to catch it before the sea took it.

      She fought with her damp, sandy skirts until at last she managed to lurch to her feet and chase after it, but it was far ahead of her now, skipping and leaping like a frolicking child, but she kept after it until she’d gone so far the lone figures she’d noticed in the distance transformed from faceless blobs into actual people.

      “Oh, do take care!” Dash it, the dratted thing was headed directly for a tall gentleman standing on top of the seawall, his dark hair whipping in the wind.

      “Sir, sir! Runaway parasol!”

      But the wind snatched her voice and sent it whirling into the air, and as for her parasol, it was almost as if it had a vendetta against the man. It sailed towards him like a moth to a very tall, sturdy flame, but he was facing the water and didn’t realize his danger.

      Dear God, this was a disaster! He was seconds away from a most brutal sartorial assault. If it should hit him in the head and he should fall into the water he’d almost certainly drown, and then she’d be taken up for murdering a man with her parasol.

      “Sir! Wayward parasol! Sir, please do take— Oh!”

      She broke off with a choked gasp, the words dying on her tongue. He was… No, surely not. It was impossible! The wind must have addled her brains, because from this distance it looked as if he was…in a state of dishabille?

      No, that wasn’t it. He wasn’t partially clothed at all.

      He was unclothed. Entirely, utterly and shamelessly unclothed. There wasn’t a single stitch of cloth anywhere to be seen on the man, and he was standing atop the seawall for all the world to see, like a king overlooking his subjects.

      Why, the man was as naked as the day he was born!

      She forgot her parasol entirely, and quite forgot herself as well, because despite the shocking impropriety of the thing, she couldn’t quite tear her gaze away from him.

      Naked, on a public beach in Brighton! Dear God, what a scandal! What did the man mean, romping about outdoors without a stitch of clothing on, where anyone might stumble upon him? More to the point, how was a lady meant to behave when she encountered a naked gentleman? Where was she meant to look?

      Not at him, that much was certain.

      She jerked her gaze away from him as any lady of proper virtuous restraint would do. Never mind if she was peeking at him from under her lashes. Who could blame her? Surely a lady could be forgiven for peeking under such shocking circumstances.

      Prolonged, sustained viewing, however… Well, that was quite another matter, but if she was ogling him as if he were a Greek statue at the British Museum, no one had to know, did they?

      To be fair, he did resemble a Greek statue. Apollo, perhaps, or Poseidon.

      If he did get concussed and drown, it would be his own fault for striking her speechless. If he’d been a trifle less naked and been a trifle less like Poseidon she might have held onto her wits and shouted another warning in time to save him.

      But in the next instant, it was too late.

      “Bloody hell!”

      The parasol swooped down upon him like a homicidal pelican diving for a fish. The wooden handle struck him in the temple with enough force he should have been knocked clean off his feet and tumbled into the sea, but he—rather impressively, really—managed to keep his balance with a nimble leap to the left.

      My, he was a remarkably robust sort of gentleman. One might even say vigorous, with his muscular chest, the water streaming down his lean flanks to a pair of long, well-turned legs. Every inch of his bare skin was on display, from his broad shoulders to the taut, firm globes of his…er, his⁠—

      “What the devil just hit me?”

      “I beg your pardon, sir!” She slapped her hand over her eyes and lurched forward a step, her half boot flying off her foot as she went, any pretense at gracefulness vanishing as she fell to a sprawling heap on the sand. “The wind blew my parasol away, and⁠—”

      “Your parasol! Are you quite sure that’s all it was?”

      “Yes. I’m terribly sorry.” She mustn’t look up! Whatever else she did, she mustn’t venture so much as a glance. Goodness, this was dreadfully awkward.

      “A proper bludgeoning, for a parasol.” There was a shuffle of footsteps, then a thud like a pair of feet hitting the sand, followed by a rustle of clothing. “Are you quite sure you didn’t throw a brick at me?”

      She bristled at the accusation. “Of course I’m sure. Why would I throw a brick at a stranger? Where would I even get a brick?”

      He muttered something unintelligible, then a pair of bare feet appeared in her line of vision, followed by a large hand. “Come on then, up you go.”

      “I’d rather not.” It was bad enough she’d thoroughly ogled him. She wasn’t going to touch him as well.

      “It’s safe, madam. I’m decently covered now.”

      Safe for whom? And was that a hint of amusement in his tone? Why, how dare he? There wasn’t anything amusing about naked gentlemen roaming the beach.

      But she couldn’t lie here forever, so she clambered awkwardly to her feet, her wet hems dragging in the sand, and ventured a quick glance at him.

      He was covered, but not decently so. He’d donned a banyan, but a significant portion of his bare upper chest was visible still, along with an intriguing spattering of crisp dark hair. His eyes were an unusual pale gray, and he had a hard, angular jaw and full, stern lips.

      They stared at each other, neither of them saying a word, time spooling out between them, one of his dark eyebrows aloft, as if he didn’t know what to make of her.

      He didn’t know what to make of her? For pity’s sake. At least she’d remembered to dress herself before she’d ventured outside this morning.

      Why didn’t he say something? Better yet, why didn’t she go?

      But neither of them moved. They stood there in the sand with the wind rushing over them and the waves crashing onto the shore, those gray eyes holding hers, something she couldn’t define swirling in their wintry depths.

      Finally, he leaned down and swept up her shoe, which was lying in the sand.

      “Here.” He held it out to her, the corners of his lips twitching. “I believe this is yours.”
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        * * *

      

      If Hart had known he’d be treated to a beating during his sunrise swim, he would have made it a point to have his breakfast before he left home this morning.

      As it turned out, he didn’t much care for a bludgeoning before he’d even had his coffee, but then again, he’d never been bludgeoned by a redheaded madwoman before, so at least it was something different.

      The poor, daft chit was blinking up at him with a pair of startled green eyes as if he were an apparition and not a gentleman of flesh and blood.

      Odd, considering how much of his flesh she’d seen.

      Her cloak was askew, her skirts damp, and the wind had taken liberties with her hairpins. Wild auburn locks whipped about in the breeze, twisting around her face like a…a…nest of glorious snakes.

      Or something like that. He’d never been much of a poet.

      The point was, she was as lovely a lady as he’d ever seen despite her apparent madness, and one did have to give her credit. Any number of people in Brighton wanted to see him bludgeoned and drowned, but she’d come closer than any of them.

      And with a parasol, no less.

      “Are you hurt, madam?”

      Nothing. She continued to stare at him, her lips parted and her eyes so wide they were in danger of tumbling out of her head.

      Was she simple, as well as daft? “Madam? Can you hear me?”

      She blinked again, then, “Of course I can hear you. How can I help it? You’re standing practically on top of me.”

      Now it was his turn to blink. No one ever spoke to him like that—he was Armitage Hart, for God’s sake—but she was charming even when she was scolding, and a startled laugh escaped him. “Of course. How foolish of me.”

      “Indeed. Perhaps you’ve got a head injury. You’re bleeding, just there.” She waved a hand at his head.

      “Am I?” He pressed his fingers to his temple, and they came away dotted with blood. “Ah, so I am.”

      “I’m afraid my parasol got away from me. I do beg your pardon.”

      “Yes, so you said. I thought it was a particularly aggressive pink bird.”

      She was engaged in a fruitless attempt to straighten her skirts, but she paused to eye him, her lips pinched into a disapproving line. “Oh? Do birds make a habit of attacking you, sir?”

      She said it as if it would only make sense if they did.

      “No, I can’t say they do, but neither have I ever been attacked by a parasol, so you can see how I might have made such a mistake.” Good Lord, was he grinning at her as foolishly as it felt like he was?

      “Well, let’s hope this is the first and last time. As you see, you’ve vanquished your attacker.” She nodded at the water behind him. “I congratulate you.”

      He turned, shielding his eyes from the sun, and there was her parasol skimming over the waves, well on its way to France. “What a pity. I’m sorry you lost it.”

      She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter.”

      But it did matter, because she watched it bobbing away with stark yearning until it was out of sight before turning back to him. “I’m very sorry for your injury, sir. Good day.”

      “Wait!” he blurted, taking a step toward her. Good Lord, he sounded as mad as she did, but it had been months since he’d been so entertained by someone. No doubt she’d start to bore him sooner rather than later, but until then he didn’t fancy letting her go.

      She turned back to him, one slim auburn eyebrow arched. “Yes?”

      “I, ah… You must let me escort you home.”

      “No thank you. That’s not necessary. Good day.”

      “Wait!” Clearly he’d left his dignity somewhere on the beach along with a substantial chunk of flesh from his temple, but he couldn’t have held the word back if his life had depended on it. “You could be injured.”

      “I’m not.”

      “You can’t possibly know that yet. Forgive me, madam, but I’m afraid I must insist that you allow me to escort you to your lodgings, just in case you succumb to a swoon from the shock on the way.”

      “The shock of stumbling upon a man in a state of…of…” She waved a hand at him, her cheeks coloring. “A state of undress on a public beach? I assure you, sir, I’ve seen far worse, and never succumbed to a swoon.”

      “This is the gentleman’s beach, madam. If you don’t wish to be exposed to gentlemen in a state of undress, you’d do well to remain on the lady’s beach.”

      She’d begun to walk away, but at that she turned around again, her brow pinched into the most delightful little furrow. “The gentleman’s beach? I don’t understand.”

      “Ah, I see the problem. This is your first visit to Brighton, isn’t it?” He might have guessed. He’d have noticed her at once if he’d seen her on the promenade or in the pump room.

      “It is, yes, but I don’t see what that has to do with⁠—”

      “The men bathe on the west side of the beach. Being men, and thus rather savage, we tend to do our bathing without the encumbrance of clothing. The ladies bathe on the east side, nearer to the Royal Pavilion stables.”

      She regarded him in suspicious silence for a moment, as if she didn’t quite believe him, then, “Do the ladies also bathe without the encumbrance of clothing?”

      “God, no. We’d never get the gentlemen away from there if they did. The ladies wear bathing costumes and enter the water from bathing machines to protect their virtue.”

      “I see.” She considered it for a moment, then shook her head. “It’s rather unfair to the ladies. Bathing costumes are wretched things. One can’t paddle about with any enthusiasm in a bathing costume. Why should the gentlemen be permitted to bathe without encumbrance, and not the ladies?”

      It was the last thing he’d expected her to say, but she did have a point. “I confess I never thought of it that way.”

      “No, I daresay you haven’t. Gentlemen rarely do think of things in the proper way. Good day, sir.” She offered him a stiff curtsey, turned on her heel and began marching back in the direction of the Old Steine.

      “Wait!” Damnation, but he was one step away from chasing her across the beach. Why did she have him so transfixed? Did he have a weakness for mad redheads who attacked him? “You won’t let me escort you home, even after I’ve told you all of Brighton’s secrets?”

      She eyed him. “Why would they be secrets? Surely the illustrious citizens don’t wish for ladies to be stumbling over unclothed gentlemen at every turn?”

      “Well, no, but you can’t deny I’ve just saved you from making a rather embarrassing blunder.”

      “The next one, perhaps.” She gave him a thin smile. “Alas, I seem to be still in the midst of my first embarrassing blunder.”

      She didn’t wait for his reply, but strode off toward town, the sun lighting up the strands of gold in her hair and turning the thick locks into deep red flames.

      He gazed after her, a strange humming in his chest. She’d interrupted his morning bathe, seen him without a scrap of clothing on him, all his bits exposed, and come uncomfortably close to concussing him with her parasol.

      The lady was a menace, yet somehow, he was the one who’d just been put in his place. Damned if she hadn’t just dismissed him as if he were a gnat she’d squashed under her palm.

      Him, a gnat!

      And now she was striding along the beach with her shoulders back and her head high as if she hadn’t a care in the world, her errant shoe still clutched in her hand.

      He’d find her, one way or another.

      He was, after all, Armitage Hart.

      Brighton had no secrets from him.
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      Lottie didn’t venture onto the beach again for the rest of the day, or the day after that, but the dark-haired gentleman kept intruding into her thoughts, no matter how often she tried to banish him.

      Damn the man and his long legs and solid chest, anyway. Every time she closed her eyes he was there, the sea water streaming lovingly down his sides, his smooth skin glistening in the sun.

      Sometimes he was there even when she didn’t close her eyes.

      But she wouldn’t let him spoil the only trip she’d ever taken to the sea, especially when she wasn’t likely to ever have another. So, she put on a smile for Percy and Jenny and the three of them spent the following day wandering about Brighton. It truly was a lovely place, and it had the most delightful circulating library.

      What did she have to whine about, anyway? Not a thing. She’d seen a naked gentleman. What of it? Most ladies did, sooner or later. And if she’d spent the hours since that disturbing encounter on the beach wondering what the smattering of dark hair on his chest would feel like under her fingertips, it wasn’t anyone’s concern but her own.

      But none of that mattered. What mattered was that Percy was having a wonderful time, and his color was already improving. Charlatan or not, Dr. Leonard had been right about Brighton. Why, there was no telling how much Percy might improve after two more weeks at the seaside.

      But that afternoon disaster struck, and it came out of a clear blue sky.

      She never saw it coming, never even suspected a thing. That was the worst of it. She should have sensed another catastrophe had darkened her doorstep before it even had a chance to ring the bell, but it was there and then gone again in the blink of an eye, leaving devastation in its wake.

      “No. It can’t be. It simply can’t be.”

      She pawed through her bedside drawer again, tossing loose hairpins, bits of paper and one lone glove aside until at last in a burst of furious despair she snatched the entire cursed thing out and upended it on the bed.

      But of course, the money wasn’t there. She’d known it wouldn’t be. It wasn’t as if a lady in her dire financial straits would ever misplace a twenty-pound note. Not when it had taken nearly a year of scrimping and squeezing every penny to save it.

      Months upon months of weak tea, feeble fires and candles burned down to a sliver. A year of scrimping and scratching and saving and a belly growling for more dinner every night. A year of sewing until her head ached and her fingers bled, and just like that, it was all gone.

      How could such a catastrophe happen so quickly, so silently? The total collapse of one’s most cherished plans, the destruction of their every hope and dream should be deafening, shouldn’t it? Shouldn’t it leave shattered glass and twisted metal in its wake? How could a life collapse without making a sound, or leaving a single trace?

      Someone had taken the money, that much was certain, but who? The landlady’s shifty-eyed son always seemed to be lingering in the hallways. It would have been the work of a moment for him to rifle their rooms and make off with their money.

      Or perhaps the landlady herself had stolen it, but in the end it made no difference. She could hardly hurl accusations when she couldn’t prove a blessed thing, and it wasn’t as if this was one of the luxurious townhouses in the Steine or Brunswick Town. This was a crumbling old boarding house in North Laines. Robberies were commonplace here.

      The money had been in her drawer, hidden between the pages of her book and now it was gone, and that was all. It was her fault for not tucking the note into her boot and always keeping it with her, as she did at home.

      This never would have happened in Bethnal Green. She knew how to keep her wits about her there, but after a single day of Brighton’s fresh, bracing sea air she’d lost them entirely. It was easy to forget one was tiptoeing on the edge of ruin when the sky was blue, and the sun was shining.

      She plopped down on the end of the bed. Whatever was she going to do? She still had the guinea she’d tucked into her boot before she’d left this morning, but a guinea wasn’t going to get them far.

      They couldn’t leave Brighton. Not yet, not when Percy’s health was still so uncertain. He was coughing less, and that awful, tight rattle in his chest that had so worried her this past fall seemed to have eased to a gentle wheeze, but if they were obliged to return to London’s dirt and grime he’d be back where he started before they’d even unpacked their bags.

      Leaving was out of the question. Dr. Leonard had said Percy must have at least two weeks taking the waters and breathing the bracing sea air in Brighton, and two weeks Percy would have.

      She’d simply have to find a way to replace the money, and quickly.

      But as was always the case with money, it was easier said than done. An impossible task, some might say, but nothing was truly impossible, if one was industrious enough.

      There was a way to get that money. A quick way, too, but not an easy one, and not a safe one, either. She’d promised herself she’d never engage in such reckless behavior again, and goodness knew Percy would be horrified if he suspected what she was about, but with the loss of that note they were beggars once again, and beggars couldn’t afford lofty scruples⁠—

      “…can’t find the key. Oh, here it is.” There was a step in the corridor outside the door, then the scrape of the key in the lock, and an instant later Jenny entered, pushing Percy in his chair in front of her. “Miss Lottie, here you are. We looked for you at the pump room.”

      “I beg your pardon. I was…er, I got distracted, I’m afraid.”

      “Wandering on the beach again, I expect, and look at the color that wind has whipped into your cheeks!” Jenny grinned. “I’ve never seen you look so well. The fresh air is good for you, after so many months cooped up indoors.”

      It wasn’t the wind’s doing. That was the flush of panic on her cheeks, but the less Jenny and Percy knew of their sudden financial troubles, the better. She’d find a solution, so there was no point in worrying them, was there? “How was the bathing this afternoon?”

      “Wonderful! An ingenious contraption, the bathing machine. My bather today was the most enormous man I’ve ever seen. He was the size of a small barouche-landau, with arms as thick as tree trunks, like this.” Percy made a circle with both hands, his hazel eyes wide.

      Jenny laughed. “I don’t think they were quite that big, Mr. Percy. Big enough, though.”

      “Very well, perhaps not as big at that, but he plucked me out of my chair and plopped me into the bathing machine as if I weighed no more than a walking stick.”

      Lottie’s gaze met Jenny’s over Percy’s head. They were both thinking the same thing: that Percy had grown so painfully thin this winter he wasn’t much heavier than a walking stick.

      “I’ll fetch our tea, shall I?” Jenny disappeared into the tiny kitchen, calling out as she went. “I got those delicious currant scones you like from the bakery for today’s tea, Mr. Percy.”

      “You’re an angel, Jenny.” Percy wheeled himself closer to the settee, rose on shaky legs and collapsed onto the cushions next to Lottie. “My mouth is already watering.”

      But despite his cheerfulness, there were lines of fatigue etched around Percy’s eyes, and his cheeks were pale. “Perhaps it would be best if you had a brief rest first, Percy.”

      Not surprisingly, Percy opened his mouth to argue. He despised being treated like an invalid, but the protest never made it past his lips. Instead, he sank back against the pillows. “Perhaps half an hour wouldn’t hurt.”

      “No, indeed.” Lottie fetched a blanket from the back of his Bath chair and draped it over Percy, whose eyelids were already fluttering. “I’ll ask Jenny to hold the tea.”

      Jenny was, as usual, one step ahead of her. By the time Lottie reached the kitchen Jenny was wrapping the scones in a cloth.

      “He seems more fatigued than usual.” Lottie took the cup of tea Jenny offered her and took a seat, her heart suddenly heavier than an anvil.

      “Rest is good for him,” Jenny said briskly, joining her at the table. “He sleeps better here. The sea air keeps his lungs clearer, so he gets proper rest.”

      “Do you think that’s all it is?” What if he was deteriorating again? What if he had another one of those awful attacks he’d had at the end of April, and⁠—

      “I think time will tell, Miss Lottie, and you worrying yourself to a thread isn’t going to help matters. Mr. Percy wouldn’t want that.”

      “No, I suppose not. Perhaps I’ll go for a brief walk.”

      “Very well but take this with you.” Jenny plucked one of the wrapped scones from the plate and handed it to Lottie. “You need to eat something. You’re wearing away to nothing.”

      “Percy’s right. You are an angel, Jenny.” Lottie took the scone with a grateful smile. “I’m just going to take a wander down the promenade. I’ll be back before he wakes.”

      But instead of heading south toward the Grand Parade and the Old Steine, she crossed over North Street and headed directly west, toward the corner of King’s Road and Cannon Place, the wind coming off the channel plastering her skirts to her legs.

      Once she reached Russell Road, she stopped.

      There was no reason to go any further. She could see it clearly from here. It wasn’t as if one could miss it. It was a sprawling place done in an extravagant pale gold stone that shimmered in the late afternoon sunlight, just as the proprietor no doubt intended.

      It was no accident, that stone. No mistake, that the merest glimpse of the place made one think of gold.

      The club belonged to Mr. Armitage Hart, and he didn’t make mistakes.

      If the gossips had the right of it, Hart was as wicked as the devil himself. Cold, calculating, and merciless, that was Armitage Hart. A rake, too, if the rumor she’d overheard at the circulating library about him breaking the heart of a young lady named Miss Reynolds was to be believed.

      Still, one couldn’t deny Hart was a brilliant businessman. The proof of it was right in front of her, a monument to wealth and excess bathed in the last golden rays of the sun.

      The ton that flocked to Brighton every year to take the waters and socialize in the pump room could now lose their fortunes amidst the elegant trappings of Brighton’s newest and most fashionable gaming establishment, Hart’s Ace.

      Mr. Hart referred to his place as a gaming hell, but she’d been inside every gaming hell in London, and none of them were anything like Hart’s Ace. Gaming hells were squalid, dirty places tucked into the darkest corners of London, not this glittering prize perched on the edge of the sea.

      But neither was it White’s, or Brooks, or even Watier’s. For all its gilded finery, Hart’s Ace wasn’t a private club. Any gentleman who wished to wager might go there and take his chances, regardless of his lineage. Mr. Hart wasn’t an aristocrat himself, but he was a clever businessman, and thus perfectly amenable to emptying the pockets of those who couldn’t afford to lose as well as those who could.

      She wouldn’t lose. She never did. That was why she never wagered anymore, now that her father was gone. He’d dragged her from one filthy hell to another, drinking her winnings as fast as she could make them.

      But he’d been dead two years now, and good riddance.

      She hadn’t set foot in a gaming hell since, and she’d sworn to herself she never would again, but it was different, this time. This time, she had no choice. Percy was getting better. He was. They weren’t leaving Brighton. Not yet. Not until his lungs were as clear as fine crystal.

      She couldn’t lose her brother. She wouldn’t.

      He and Jenny were all she had left.

      And so, Hart’s Ace it was. Tonight, if it could be managed. Jenny and Percy had told her they wished to attend a musical evening at the Old Ship Hotel this evening. She’d agreed to accompany them, but when the time came, she’d plead a headache and send them off without her.

      She’d have to borrow some of Percy’s clothes, too, as ladies weren’t permitted inside Hart’s Ace. They’d be too big for her, but she’d find a way to make do.

      Tonight, then.

      By the time she woke tomorrow morning, it would be over.
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        * * *

      

      To all appearances, Armitage Hart was playing an innocent game of penny Whist.

      But nothing unfolding at Hart’s Ace was ever as innocent as it appeared. In truth, he was watching. Whatever might come to pass inside his club this evening, he’d be witness to it.

      Nothing happened at Hart’s Ace without him knowing of it.

      Take Lord Constable, for example. He arrived at the club this evening with a handsome gold pocket watch and chain dangling from his waistcoat pocket, but he’d been playing rather deep tonight. If he lost this next round at Hazard, he wouldn’t be leaving with it.

      The odds were not in his lordship’s favor. By midnight, the watch would no longer belong to him.

      Then there was young Mr. Aviemore. The boy had deep pockets, but he was so far into his cups he couldn’t tell a queen from a jack. It would serve him right if he lost every penny of it, but the lad’s father was Lord Aviemore, and a wise businessman didn’t ruin the only son of a powerful earl.

      Hart’s Ace hadn’t become such a success by accident. No one had expected much from the son of a tailor from Lambton, but as it turned out he had a keen head for business and had made Hart’s Ace into the most wildly successful club Brighton had ever seen.

      And now, well…now he was bored.

      It was the same thing, night after night. Gentlemen came, drank to excess, wagered vast sums of money most of them could ill afford to lose, and left in the wee hours of the morning with empty pockets.

      That was the trouble with making such a success of it. There was no challenge anymore, no joy to be had in it, just one endless night after the next and the stench of stale cheroot smoke lingering on his clothing.

      Perhaps he should open another club. God knew there was plenty of money to be made in London, but what did he need with more money? He already had enough, more than he could spend in a lifetime.

      It was all just so wearying⁠—

      “Bad luck tonight, boss? The cards finally turned against you?”

      He glanced up into the smirking face of his man Duncan, who’d just finished making his rounds through the club. “Bad luck is good luck for us, Duncan, as you well know.”

      Duncan snorted. “Mayhap you’re pining for Miss Reynolds, eh? I hear she left Brighton last week. Shame, that. Pretty girl, she was.”

      Hart rolled his eyes. “I don’t pine for anyone, Duncan.” Least of all Miss Reynolds, despite all the good citizens of Brighton panting for a romance between them. They were keen to marry him off. No doubt they fancied he’d be safer once he was domesticated, but Miss Reynolds wouldn’t be the one to do the job.

      Now the redheaded vixen who’d brained him with her parasol was another matter entirely. He wasn’t the sort of man who became besotted at a single glance—or at all, really—but he couldn’t seem to stop thinking about her.

      Those green eyes! God above, they’d looked right through him, down to his very soul, and that saucy tongue. He did like a lady of spirit.

      But damned if he could find her. He’d checked every private lodging house in Kemptown, Regency Square and Waterloo Street, but no one knew her. Perhaps she was a guest in a private home, or⁠—

      “’Course you don’t pine, boss.” Duncan winked. “The lassies pine for you, eh?”

      Hart glanced up. He’d forgotten Duncan was there. “Good Lord, man, do you ever stop talking? Go and see to young Aviemore at the Hazard table. He’s one toss of the dice away from ruining his father.”

      “Right away, boss.” Duncan strode off, and within two minutes young Mr. Aviemore was escorted discreetly from the blue salon and bundled into one of the club’s private carriages, where he would be sent home to his father with Hart’s compliments.

      As fond as he was of pocketing the ton’s bank notes, jewels, and gold coins, wealth was nothing without power and influence, and Lord Aviemore had both. The man would be in his debt now, and when the time was right, he’d make certain to turn the debt to account.

      “For God’s sake, Hart you’ve won again!” Lord Pomeroy tossed his cards aside in disgust. “Honestly, has there ever been a luckier man in existence? I don’t know why any of us play with you at all.”

      “My boundless charm, perhaps?”

      Lord Pomeroy snorted. “No, that’s not it. Go on, then. Go and play at Piquet with Lord Munsey. You’re putting me off my game.”

      “Your wish is my command, my lord.” He tossed his cards face down on the baize, rose from his seat and offered the half dozen scowling gentlemen surrounding the Whist table a nod. “Gentlemen, I wish you all a pleasant evening.”

      It was time for him to make his own rounds, in any case. In the last hour a great crowd of rogues had gathered around the Hazard table, and the play had grown rather frenzied in the last ten minutes.

      Someone had either won an impressive sum of money or lost one.

      The latter, most likely, just as it should be.

      He didn’t make it as far as the Hazard table, however, because as he was passing through the blue salon a gentleman entered the room. He’d never seen the man before, but there was nothing so unusual in that. New people arrived in Brighton every day.

      But this man caught his attention at once. There was something…off about him.

      He was an unusually small, slender man, and his clothing didn’t fit properly. His coat was too wide in the shoulders, and his breeches were too long, with the extra fabric bunching around his knees.

      There was no costly superfine to be found here. No embroidered silk waistcoat or jeweled stick pin. The lad looked as if he’d slept in the alleyway behind the club.

      He wasn’t the usual sort of patron, that was certain, but it wasn’t just his clothing that singled him out. It was also his manner. Hart’s Ace was an elegant, sumptuous place with high ceilings, glittering chandeliers and rich, jewel-toned fabrics, and people invariably stopped to gape with open-mouthed awe at all the finery, particularly if they’d never been inside the club before.

      Not this gentleman. He didn’t appear to notice any of it, nor did he spare a glance for the fashionable company crowded around the tables. He paused in the center of the room for an instant before heading toward the Vingt-et-Un table, but partway there he abruptly changed course and took a seat at the Lottery table, instead.

      Strange, that. There was something furtive about him, a stealthiness in the way he moved, as if he wished to avoid attracting attention.

      He did a good job of it. No one seemed to notice him.

      No one except Hart, but then he hadn’t gotten where he was by ignoring his instincts, and right now his every instinct was urging him to stay back, watch the odd gentleman, and see what transpired. If he was up to something nefarious, he’d find it out before the man turned over his first card.

      He wandered toward the crowded Lottery table but veered off before he reached it and took a seat at the far side of the Vingt-et-Un table, where the man couldn’t easily see him. Lewis, who was manning the Vingt-et-Un game tonight looked up as Hart sat down. “Good evening, Mr. Hart.”

      “Lewis.” He gave the man a brief nod, then gave the cards Lewis had dealt him a cursory glance before laying them face down on the table.

      He didn’t give a damn about the game, but this seat provided an unimpeded view of the newcomer. Fortunately, the man didn’t appear to have any idea he was the object of such intense scrutiny and kept his gaze on his cards.

      He was younger than Hart’s usual patrons. There wasn’t a trace of a beard on those fresh, smooth cheeks. The boy didn’t look to be more than twenty years old, but it was difficult to tell, as his cravat was so absurdly voluminous it hid his chin and jaw, and he’d pulled his hat so low over his eyes it was a wonder he could even see his cards.

      How curious.

      He observed the play for a moment before joining the game, but no sooner did he join than he began to win. He took the first round, then the second. He lost the third, but he’d soon built his winnings up again, the small pile of silver fish counters in front of him growing taller with every moment that passed.

      He never took his eyes off the cards but focused on the game with a fierce intensity Hart had only rarely witnessed before, and never in one so young. It was all rather fascinating to witness, and soon enough Hart forgot his own cards.

      The boy’s single-minded focus was impressive, certainly, but it was more than just that. It was the dull gleam of the mother-of-pearl markers, the delicate play of them between the boy’s fingers, flashes of silver as if they were real fish, and the soft slap of the cards against the baize.

      The boy’s eyes were everywhere at once, darting from his own cards to the discard pile to the undealt cards in the dealer’s hands. Back and forth, back and forth. He never missed a card. It almost looked as if…

      As if he were counting cards.

      But no, that was impossible. Martin, who was manning the table was dealing from six separate decks. No one could keep track of over three hundred cards.

      Then again, he’d seen stranger things. Nothing surprised him anymore.

      The boy would have to be inordinately clever to count so many cards. Cleverer than anyone Hart had ever encountered at a gaming table. It didn’t seem likely he’d stumbled across a prodigy, especially in such an odd, unprepossessing creature as this, with his shabby, ill-fitting cloak.

      But something was happening. The boy was so still, his concentration utterly absolute, his eyes darting back and forth, taking in every movement of the dealer’s hands and noting the turn of every card.

      And he kept winning. No one won as often as that unless they were cheating. For God’s sake, this…this child was sitting in his club, as cool as you please, and robbing him blind!

      But instead of summoning Duncan or snatching up the boy the collar of his coat, dragging him to the door and tossing him out into the mews, Hart remained where he was, watching.

      He couldn’t look away.

      The boy was good. The best Hart had ever seen. He could have watched him all night, but he didn’t get the chance.

      All at once, it was over. Without any warning the boy rose abruptly from his seat, swept his counters into his coat pocket and made his way to the cashier.

      What the devil? He wasn’t leaving was he? Leaving, while he was winning?

      Now that was something Hart had never seen before. Gamblers were a superstitious lot, and it was a rare gentleman who abandoned the table in the middle of a lucky streak.

      What in God’s name was the boy thinking? It wasn’t as if he’d made away with some immense fortune. He hadn’t stayed long enough for that. At most, he was walking out the door with little more than six or seven pounds in winnings.

      It was a meagre showing indeed, for such an earnest effort.

      Hart was striding across the salon before he realized he’d risen to his feet, but he was already too late. The boy wasn’t in the outer room, and neither was he lingering in the drive outside the club.

      He was gone, vanishing as quickly as he’d appeared.

      He’d return, of course. Sooner or later, they always did.

      And next time, Hart would be ready for him.
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      Percy’s breeches had chafed the inside of her thighs.

      Lottie rolled over onto her back and threw her arm over her face. The light peeking underneath the draperies of her bedchamber window was growing brighter, and Percy and Jenny were already in the kitchen having breakfast.

      It was well past time for her to rise, yet here she was hiding in her bed like a coward, her thighs raw and her head in a muddle.

      Seven pounds. That was how much money she’d made at Hart’s Ace last night.

      Seven measly pounds.

      What had ever possessed her to play at Lottery, of all ridiculous games! No self-respecting thief wasted their time on Lottery, for pity’s sake. Vingt-et-Un was the only game worth the risk, but as soon as she crossed the threshold of Hart’s Ace last night she’d fancied a dozen pairs of suspicious eyes were upon her, and her confidence had abandoned her.

      That alone was bad enough, but then she fled the club after only a half hour of play, bolting as if the hounds of hell were nipping at her heels.

      Dear God, what a coward she was!

      It had been an utterly disgraceful performance. If raw, irritated thighs were her only punishment, she’d consider herself lucky. She’d made a dreadful mess of this thing. If only she’d had the courage to stay and finish the job properly! Another ten pounds would have solved all their problems, but instead she’d scurried out of there like the thief she was.

      Seven pounds wasn’t enough. She’d have to go back, and that…well, that was how cheaters got caught. The first rule of thievery? Never return to the scene of a previous crime.

      “Miss Lottie?” Her bedchamber door cracked open and Jenny peeked inside. “Mr. Percy is angling for his morning bathe, but we’ll wait for you if you wish to accompany us.”

      There was no question of her going to the Old Steine. Not after her risky visit to Hart’s Ace. It wasn’t likely anyone would recognize her as the shabby gentleman playing Lottery last night, but if some sharp-eyed citizen did happen to detect a resemblance, her red hair would give her away at once.

      No, it wouldn’t do. It was too dangerous. “Never mind me, Jenny. I have a bit of a headache this morning. You two go ahead.”

      “What, you’re not coming? But I was going to introduce you to my favorite bather today.” Percy rolled up behind Jenny and peered through the door at Lottie. “His name is Gotfried. German, you know. They make the best bathers. Anyway, I told him all about you, and he’s charmed with you already. He’s eager to meet you.”

      God help her. Percy meant well, but the last thing she needed were the attentions of an enormous, amorous German gentleman. “Not today, dearest, but I promise to take a stroll with you this afternoon.”

      “But I told him you’d⁠—”

      “Never mind, Mr. Percy. She’ll meet him another time.” Jenny winked at Lottie, then maneuvered Percy’s chair to the door. “Have a nice rest, Miss Lottie. We’ll see you after Mr. Percy’s bathe.”

      It was far too quiet, once they’d gone. Too empty, too.

      Perhaps she’d remain in bed with the covers pulled over her head and meditate on her sins. Let’s see. Lying, cheating, stealing, wagering… Was wagering a sin? It seemed likely.

      Goodness, she was maudlin.

      It wasn’t as if last night had been a complete disaster. That is, it was bad enough, but she was seven pounds richer than she’d been yesterday, and she’d woken in her bed instead of a jail cell.

      It might have been worse.

      Yes, she was obliged to return tonight, but what was the sense in sniveling about it? It wasn’t as if anyone had noticed her last night. She was far too shabby a figure in Percy’s old church coat and breeches to attract the attention of the ton.

      That would be true tonight, as well. Really, she was fretting over nothing.

      She threw the coverlet back, snatched up her dressing gown and wandered into the kitchen. Jenny, bless her, had left a plate of toast for her, and the teapot was still warm. She made a cup of tea and took it into the cramped room that served as their drawing room, grabbed her book from the side table and settled herself on the settee.

      Yes, this would do very well for a day. Why, what use did she have for the pump room or the beach or the blue sky and sunshine when she might spend the entire day perusing fine literature? It was a lovely Gothic tale, too, and she was positively dying to find out what would happen to poor Victoria and Count Urbino.

      Really, there wasn’t anything pleasanter than a quiet day spent reading.

      An hour later she finished the first volume and snapped the book closed. Dash it, why hadn’t she planned better? The circulating library had the remaining two volumes, but it was located at the Old Steine, along with most of the inhabitants of Brighton.

      No. Alas for poor Victoria and her Count, it was too risky, particularly since she was obliged to return to Hart’s Ace tonight.

      Until then, she’d simply find something else to do.

      She tossed the book aside and leapt to her feet with a great deal of determination, but there were only so many turns about the room a lady could make before she was ready to go mad, and soon enough she slumped on the settee again.

      Goodness, she was out of sorts. The sooner this business with Hart’s Ace was finished, the better. Another ten pounds or so, and that would be the end of it. By this time tomorrow, they’d have the means to remain in Brighton.

      That was all she wanted, all that mattered.

      And if she didn’t much care for having to cheat her way to another two weeks in Brighton, she only had to recall Percy’s rattling cough this past spring for the guilt to melt away.
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        * * *

      

      The day dragged on into eternity, empty and lonely, but it did end, as all days must, and she did have one stroke of luck. Jenny and Percy had gone off to see Edmund Keene as Othello at the Theatre Royal this evening, taking them out of her way at just the right time.

      That was one less lie she’d been obliged to tell them.

      She twisted her hair into a tight chignon, then set to the laborious work of scraping the stubborn locks back from her face and securing them with dozens of hairpins before bundling the untidy mess into Percy’s hat.

      She studied her reflection in the glass, turning this way and that. It wasn’t perfect, that much was certain. Despite the hasty alterations she’d made to Percy’s clothing this afternoon it still didn’t hang properly, and she was obliged to wear her half boots again. Percy didn’t have a second pair of shoes, so she’d just have to pray the hems of the long cloak she wore would hide her feet.

      It was the best she could do. Fortunately, many of Mr. Hart’s patrons would be well into their cups by now. She’d simply keep her mouth closed and her hat pulled low over her face and hope it would be enough.

      But when she reached the end of Church Street and turned onto Pavilion Parade, her heart sank. Hart’s Ace was ablaze with enough light to rival the North Star, for pity’s sake.

      Dozens of carriages were lined up along the drive, waiting for their turn to disgorge their fashionable passengers at the door, the gentlemen’s raised voices and shouts of laughter carrying on the clear night air.

      Dear God, what a crush! Perhaps that would work in her favor, however. There was a safety in crowds, an anonymity that might help to conceal her, er…less than legal activities.

      There was no sense putting it off. The sooner she began, the sooner it would be over.

      Half an hour. An hour, at most, and only Vingt-et-Un would do. For a lady intent on counting cards, there was no better game than Vingt-et-Un.

      She tugged her hat into place, threw her shoulders back and marched up the drive.

      The tall, broad gentleman waiting just inside the door of the first salon had her shaking in her half boots, but he hardly spared her a glance. “Good evening, sir. Welcome to Hart’s Ace. May I take your coat and hat?”

      “No!” Oh, dear. It wasn’t quite a shriek, but it was close, and several heads jerked in her direction. “Er, I mean, no thank you, my good fellow. I’m, ah… I’m a trifle chilled, you see.”

      “Of course, sir.” He gave her a careless bow. “Enjoy your evening.”

      There wasn’t much chance of that, was there? But she scurried into the inner salon as the doorman turned to the gentleman behind her.

      There! She was through the front door. That was one hurdle cleared.

      But she soon encountered another. The Vingt-et-Un table was utter chaos. Inebriated gentlemen stood cheek to jowl, all of them jostling and shouting at once and generally behaving like a pack of rabid hyenas.

      God above, what a melee.

      It took every shred of courage she had to approach the table, her heart stuttering with each step, but as she drew closer one of the gentlemen rose and wandered off toward the Faro table, and she managed to slip into his vacated seat. It was, alas, right in the center of the crowd of howling hyenas, and hardly unobtrusive, but it would have to do.

      Half an hour, that was all. No more than half an⁠—

      “Your cards, sir.”

      The ten of clubs sat on the baize in front of her, facing up. It wasn’t a bad start, but the card in her hand was a six. Dash it, sixteen was a tricky hand.

      All around her gentlemen were shouting bets and demanding cards. Handfuls of gold coins fell onto the baize, seemingly out of nowhere. She took note of the visible cards, committing them to memory. She was quick with numbers, yes, and it did give her an edge, but there were no guarantees, and even small mistakes were costly.

      She clutched a guinea in her fist, the edges of the coin digging into her palm. It wasn’t easy for her to sacrifice it. It galled her to waste what few coins she had in such a frivolous manner, but her father had been right about one thing: money begot money.

      She took a breath and tossed the coin onto the baize.

      The other gentlemen at the table were wagering much larger sums, and the dealer cast a skeptical glance at her poor little single guinea, but she wouldn’t risk more than that.

      Not just yet.

      Slow, and steady. That was how it was done.

      She ended the first round with twenty to the dealer’s seventeen, and slowly, one careful wager at a time the small pile of guineas in front of her began to grow.

      Four pounds, then five, then eight on a particularly astute wager.

      Eight pounds was a mere pittance at a club like Hart’s Ace, but in addition to the seven from last night it was nearly enough to see her, Percy and Jenny safely to the end of their visit.

      One more hand would do it. She glanced around, but the gentlemen surrounding her were far too invested in their own wagers to pay the least bit of attention to her.

      She turned back to her cards, her mind made up.

      One more hand would be safe enough. One more hand, and that was all.
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        * * *

      

      He was back. The boy who’d stolen ten pounds from him last night was back.

      He was wearing the same clothing he’d been wearing the night before, his cravat and the wide brim of his hat still obscuring most of his face, but this time, he bypassed the Lottery table and took the only vacant seat at the Vingt-et-Un table.

      Interesting. Vingt-et-Un wasn’t the game for the faint of heart. Was the boy playing deep tonight?

      The lad placed a guinea on the baize.

      A single guinea.

      Well then, that answered that question.

      Hart was either amused or infuriated at such an insulting wager. In that moment, he couldn’t have said which, but he abandoned his place at Faro and made his way to the Vingt-et-Un table, taking care to remain out of the boy’s sight.

      One way or another the lad was destined to make the acquaintance of Armitage Hart tonight, but it wouldn’t do to reveal himself too soon.

      No, this was a moment to watch and wait.

      Once again, the small pile of coins in front of the boy grew steadily, one minuscule wager at a time. It was painstakingly slow—one guinea became two, then five, then eight, then ten. The play was quick, as it always was, but not as quick as this boy in his ill-fitting cloak and cheap muslin cravat.

      There was no question the lad was counting cards. Hart had encountered enough cheaters in his time to know when he was being fleeced. This was a slow subtle fleecing, yes, but a fleecing, nonetheless.

      The boy’s eyes darted back and forth, back and forth. He took in every card that landed face up on the table, counting, and calculating, but he wasn’t greedy. Avarice was the downfall of every thief sooner or later, but this boy didn’t have the habits of a hardened gamester.

      No, what this boy was, was a mathematician.

      He placed his wagers so carefully, so judiciously, that after an hour at the table he hadn’t amassed more than ten pounds worth of guineas.

      Ten pounds! It was nothing. The gentlemen who frequented Hart’s Ace wagered hundreds, even thousands of pounds in a single night. If they remained at the tables long enough they invariably lost their money, but on the rare occasions they won, they walked away with staggering sums.

      It wasn’t about the money. The boy’s paltry ten pounds wasn’t worth his trouble.

      Indeed, if he’d been in his right mind, he wouldn’t have bothered with the lad at all. He’d have fetched Duncan, ordered him to dispose of the boy, and never given him a second thought.

      He didn’t tolerate cheaters at his club.

      He was Armitage Hart, after all. No one made a fool of him.

      Except this nameless boy, it seemed.

      Hart drew closer, then closer still. He might have lost his wits entirely and peered over the lad’s shoulder to see his cards, but he never got the chance.

      Once again, without warning the boy rose to his feet, and just as he’d done last night he swept up his winnings and made his way across the salon toward the cashier.

      He was leaving again, with no more than ten pounds in his pocket!

      Ten bloody pounds. It made no sense. Gamers weren’t known for their restraint, and it wasn’t as if anyone was paying attention to the boy. No one else realized he was counting cards, not even Cyril, who was manning the Vingt-et-Un table tonight. The boy might have remained at the table for hours and won himself a significant amount of Hart’s money.

      Perhaps even thirty whole pounds!

      But he was already halfway across the room, the loose sole of one of his half boots dragging against the thick carpets. He was mere steps away from vanishing as suddenly as he’d appeared, without anyone being the wiser⁠—

      Wait. Half boots? What sort of gentleman wore half boots?

      Hart stopped in the middle of the blue salon, his patrons swirling around him and his mind churning. A half boot with a loose sole…now where had he seen that before?

      The beach. The mad redhead. Her boot had had a loose sole, as well.

      The hat hiding the boy’s face, the absurdly capacious cravat, the strange, ill-fitting clothing, the narrowness of his back and shoulders and the slender delicacy of his hands as he fingered his chips…

      God above, why in the world hadn’t he realized it sooner?

      The lad wasn’t a lad at all, but a lady!

      Not just any lady either, but a wily, beguiling lady with a headful of red curls, a sharp tongue and a penchant for risk, not to mention a brilliant head for numbers. A thief as well, of course, but a thief with a conscience.

      She was unlike anyone he’d ever encountered before, and he couldn’t let her escape him a second time. Not because of the money. He didn’t give a damn about the ten pounds. She might keep her ill-gotten winnings, and welcome.

      There was only one thing that interested him.

      Her.

      He rose from his chair and hurried after her, and if it hadn’t been such a bloody crush tonight he would have caught her in the outer salon, but he lost sight of her amongst the crowd.

      He pushed his way past the dozens of perspiring gentlemen, searching for that absurd hat and earning himself quite a few surprised glances as he knocked shoulders with his patrons.

      Damn it, where had she gone? She was small, yes, but unless she was a magician as well as a mathematical prodigy she couldn’t have simply vanished into⁠—

      Ah, there she was! Curse it, she was two paces away from slipping out the door and into the night. If he lost her now, he might never find her again. No one in Brighton seemed to know who she was, and he didn’t know her name.

      He rushed for the door—one step, then another. He’d nearly caught up to her, but when he was only ten paces from the door, the strangest thing happened.

      Suddenly she hesitated, and then, almost as if she could feel the weight of his gaze on her, she turned.

      Their gazes locked, gray eyes clashing with green.

      Not an emerald green, and not forest green, but a soft, pale green, the same tender green as spring plants newly emerged from the soil.

      Never, in all his life, had he seen eyes like hers.

      “Wait.” Had he said the word aloud? Or only mouthed it?

      In the end, it made no difference, because she didn’t wait. She hovered for one instant, like a bird about to burst into flight, her cheeks as pale as moonlight.

      Then she whirled around and ran out the door without a backward glance.
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      Lottie bolted out the front door of Hart’s Ace, her heart in her throat.

      She ducked around a corner and fell back against the wall of the building next door, her every limb shaking. God above, was there a lady alive who had worse luck than she did?

      Why, oh why, of all the gentleman she might have stumbled across, did it have to be him? The one gentleman in all of Brighton she most wished to avoid had just witnessed her fleeing the scene of a crime!

      He’d known her at once. Of course, he had. He’d gotten a good, long look at her on the beach two days ago. To be fair, she’d got an eyeful of him as well, but the less time she spent thinking about what she’d seen, the better.

      A lady didn’t dwell on such things. At least, she didn’t right now, while she was executing a dramatic escape.

      Would he come after her?

      She peeked around the edge of the building, her heart racing, but there was no sign of him or anyone else, only darkness.

      There, see? She was panicking over nothing when instead she should be celebrating the twelve pounds tucked safely into the pocket of Percy’s old cloak.

      She’d done it! She’d wagered, and she’d won, and soon enough Hart’s Ace with its sparkling chandeliers, velvet upholstery and unruly patrons would be a distant memory.

      It was over.

      She sagged against the wall at her back, her legs still shaking. Thank goodness it was done. Her nerves couldn’t take another foray into Hart’s Ace. She hadn’t been inside the club for more than an hour, but it felt like an eternity. As it turned out, cheating a wealthy, powerful gentleman like Armitage Hart was a trifle nerve-wracking.

      Her head thumped against the brick, the breeze coming off the channel cooling her hot cheeks. She couldn’t linger here. It was far too risky, but her lungs were on fire, and her heart was threatening to gallop out of her chest.

      Once she caught her breath she’d be on her way.

      Inhale, exhale, inhale again… Yes, that was much better. It was a wonder what a few deep, cleansing breaths could do to stave off a panic.

      Slowly, her lungs calmed, and the ringing in her head dissipated. There! Now all she had to do was make her way back to North Laines, and no one would be the wiser⁠—

      Crash!

      She jumped, her hand flying to her throat. Dear God, what in the world was that? It sounded as if someone had wrenched a door off its hinges. Perhaps one of the gentlemen inside had had a bad night at the tables, and⁠—

      “Where is she? Where the devil did she go?”

      She jerked to attention, perspiration beading her forehead. There was no mistaking that voice. It was him, the man from the beach, his deep voice distorted with fury, and there could be little doubt who he was looking for.

      Dear God, he was really coming after her! But why? He hadn’t noticed her counting cards, had he? She’d drawn her relieved breaths too soon!

      But no, it couldn’t be. He hadn’t been anywhere near her when⁠—

      “The small lady in the long cloak, Thomas. Which way did she go? Hurry, man!”

      “I—I beg your pardon, Mr. Hart. I never saw any lady.”

      Mr. Hart.

      Lottie slapped a hand over her mouth, a chill rushing over her. The man from the beach, the man with the dark hair and solid chest and long legs, the man who’d just chased her to the front door of Hart’s Ace like an avenging fury…

      He was Armitage Hart!

      Did fate have no shame? It was dreadfully unfair that such an awful gentleman as that was so mortifyingly handsome. Why, by all rights he should be sallow and pockmarked, the ravages of his black, shriveled heart reflected on his face.

      “Not a lady, Thomas. I, ah…I misspoke. Not a lady, but a gentleman in a ridiculously tall hat. Did you see him?”

      The man at the front door made some bumbling reply in response. She couldn’t make it out over the panicked roaring in her ears, but by some miracle of self-preservation, she did hear the pounding footsteps approaching, the dark shadow of a figure growing larger as he drew nearer, until it was positively monstrous.

      Oh, what was she to do?

      She cast a frantic glance around her, but she’d chosen the wrong alleyway to hide in. There was no way out at the far end, only a brick wall! Her only option was to go out the same way she’d come in, but if she took it…

      If she took it, it would put her directly in Armitage Hart’s path. She may as well throw herself directly into his arms!

      But there was no other way. He’d certainly find her if she remained here. She could stay and await her fate, or she could run, and pray for a miracle.

      It was no choice at all.

      She took to her heels like any other thief intent on escaping the gibbet and darted out of her hiding place.

      Of course, he saw her at once, and he was after her like a shot.

      “Stop! Someone, stop that lady! Er, I mean, stop that man!”

      If any of the servants lingering at the door had had the least idea who he was talking about she wouldn’t have had a chance, but she managed to dart down the next alley, and…yes!

      Thank goodness, it went through to the other side!

      She ran as fast as her legs would carry her, heedless of which direction she took, so long as it was far away from Armitage Hart, but in her panic she somehow ended up at the top of the drive that led to Hart’s Ace.

      From the pan right into the fire, dash it!

      But it was too late now. There was nothing she could do but keep running and keep praying to a god who seemed to have long since abandoned her.

      Down, down, down she went, past the endless line of elegant carriages still waiting in the drive, every one of them crowded with fashionable personages, all of whom witnessed her wild sprint.

      Witnesses. There was no chance of an unobtrusive escape now.

      That was the least of her worries, however, because instead of giving up the chase as any proper man of business would have done, Armitage Hart was still coming after her like an avenging fury, and she’d chosen the worst possible escape route she could have.

      Good God, this was a nightmare.

      Oh, if she could only make it out of this scrape in one piece, she’d never tempt fate again!

      The winding drive tilted crazily beneath her feet, unrolling into dark infinity. She ran like a wild thing, but every one of Hart’s strides was like two of hers, and he was rapidly gaining on her. Another moment, and he’d be close enough to catch a fold of her cloak.

      Once he did it would be over, and her fate sealed.

      There was no way she could outrun him, and there was no place to hide. He’d have her in his wicked clutches long before she could reach the end of the drive, and then it would be the magistrate, and a dark cramped cell, a trial, and then, inevitably…the gibbet.

      What would become of Percy and Jenny then?

      “Stop!” His voice was like a crack of thunder from the sky itself.

      He wasn’t even winded! His long legs ate up the drive under his feet. In the next instant he’d have her. Her only recourse would be to throw herself on the mercy of a man who possessed none, and God help her then.

      But just as despair threatened to overcome her, she saw it. A way out. It was terribly risky, but not as risky as the vengeance of a man like Armitage Hart.

      Quickly, her heart pounding in her ears she dropped to her knees, curled into a tight ball and with a muttered prayer rolled underneath the nearest carriage. Her hip slammed into one of the rear wheels, and goodness, a wheel had never looked so large as it did when she was trapped underneath a carriage!

      Hart shouted something, but it was lost to the roaring in her ears.

      Somehow, she made it to the other side of the carriage mostly unscathed.

      Hart was still chasing her, but she was on the other side of the row of carriages now, and there was no way a man of Armitage Hart’s size could roll underneath a carriage. He’d have to go around, and by the time he emerged on the other side she’d be gone.

      Huzzah!

      But this was no time to gloat. She made a mad sprint to the end of the drive and from there to Grand Junction Road but then paused, glancing wildly around her.

      Which way? She could keep running north to King’s Road or attempt to lose herself among the few stragglers wandering the promenade on the other side of the Old Steine.

      Oh, what should she do? Grand Junction Road was a well-lit straightaway, and he was sure to catch up to her there, despite her lead. It would be easier to lose herself in the Old Steine, but there weren’t many people around at this late hour, and if she went that way she’d have to circumvent a good portion of southeastern Brighton to reach North Laines from that direction.

      Which one? Grand Junction Road, or The Steine?

      Behind her, Hart was pounding down the drive. Soon enough he’d reach the last carriage in the line, and once he did, he’d be nearly on top of her, and she was already exhausted.

      She had to decide, this very instant. There was no time to lose.

      The beach! It was right there, and as dark as Hades. It was her best chance.

      She scrambled down the staircase, and the minute her boot touched the sand she was off, the blessed darkness closing in around her, the sand muffling the sound of her frantic footsteps.

      Had Hart seen her descend to the beach? If he had this was as good as over.

      But if he hadn’t—if fate could see fit to give her just this one advantage—there was a chance she’d escape him.

      Please, please, just let her have this one tiny piece of luck!

      But alas, fate had no use for thieves, and her plea was destined to go unanswered.

      A figure appeared at the top of the staircase, the dark outline of him stark against the midnight blue of the sky. He hesitated for an instant, but the man had the keen eyesight of a predator, because he spotted her at once.

      They both sprang into motion.

      She flew down the beach much as her parasol had done two days earlier, her footsteps pounding against the sand, but he was already after her, and God above, what a chase it was!

      But before long she was flagging, her feet becoming heavier with every desperate step, yet he kept coming, and coming, the end as inevitable as the sunrise tomorrow morning.

      Why was she still running? And for pity’s sake, why was a gentleman who made thousands every night so determined to get his twelve pounds back?

      Unless…

      Was he determined to make an example of her? That was who he was, after all. A man didn’t achieve Armitage Hart’s success by showing criminals compassion.

      It wasn’t a comforting thought, but she wouldn’t make it easy on him.

      She stumbled down the beach, her legs on fire and her panting breaths echoing in her ears, past East Street, then Black Lion Street. If she could make it as far as Middle Street she might be able to lose herself in the dozens of narrow, twisting alleyways there.

      Just a little further, a few more paces, and⁠—

      “Oh!” Without warning, the loose sole of her half boot chose that moment to give up the ghost. It ripped loose and went flying into the air. She pitched forward with a cry, the beach rushing up to meet her, and there wasn’t time to do anything but squeeze her eyes closed and brace herself for the impact.

      It never came. Her nose was a breath from smashing into the sand when a pair of long arms closed around her waist, stopping her forward momentum with a jerk, and suddenly a wall of hard chest appeared underneath her palms. He lowered her with surprising gentleness until her back met the sand, but then…

      Then, he did something unspeakable.

      He lowered himself right on top of her!

      “What do you think you’re doing?” She wriggled and thrashed like a fish underneath him, but he was too heavy, and his impossibly long limbs seemed to be everywhere at once. “Release me this instant!”

      “I beg your pardon for my forwardness, madam. You have my word I won’t hurt you, but I don’t fancy another sprint around Brighton.”

      She was covered in sand and sweat, her lungs were pumping like a bellows, and her heart was scrambling to find a way out of her chest. She had a large, infuriated gentleman on top of her, yet somehow, to her utter humiliation she went still at the soft, husky murmur of his voice in her ear.

      “Much better, Miss…er, Miss…”

      There was no sense in keeping her name a secret now, was there? He was going to find it out soon enough. “Miss Bathurst.”

      God above, how had it come to this?

      “Miss Bathurst. Tell me, Miss Bathurst, are you always this much trouble?”

      A thousand words rushed to her lips, but not a single word emerged.

      She could only gaze up at him, speechless.

      He gazed back down at her, equally silent. A moment passed, another, the only sound the rush of the waves breaking on the beach. They lay there for some time with him on top of her, both still panting, neither of them speaking, but then, without so much as a by-your-leave he caught the brim of her hat in his fingers and swept it off her head.

      “Ah.” He took up a lock of her hair and studied it in the moonlight. “Red. Just as I thought.”

      He smiled at her then, an oddly sweet smile, and she blinked up at him, dazed.

      Dimples. Armitage Hart had dimples.
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      “We meet again, Miss Bathurst, and not a moment too soon.”

      She sniffed. “I haven’t the vaguest idea what you mean.”

      “No? Then you don’t recall nearly killing me with your parasol two days ago?”

      “Killing you? What nonsense. I never tried to kill you. The wind snatched my parasol out of my hands. The same thing might have happened to anyone.”

      “Why, Miss Bathurst, do I have a sneaking suspicion these things that might happen to anyone happen more frequently to you?”

      She didn’t reply, but glared at him, her brows drawn and nose wrinkled as if she had every right to be affronted, despite having just robbed him.

      It was maddening, yet utterly charming at the same time.

      “You’ve had an eventful few days, haven’t you, Miss Bathurst? Do you ever simply play cards, or attend musical evenings? That is, after all, why most people come to Brighton.”

      “I was, in fact, just playing cards tonight.”

      He threw his head back in a laugh, delighted. There wasn’t a bit of subterfuge to her, was there? “I might have guessed the lady who concussed me would turn out to be the same lady counting cards at Hart’s Ace tonight.”

      “I suppose you might have, but that wouldn’t have been nearly as entertaining, would it?”

      “Are you entertained, Miss Bathurst?”

      “Vastly, yes.”

      She was trying to play it off, but underneath him her slender body was trembling, and for all her bravado, her eyes were suspiciously bright.

      For some reason, it only made him like her more. God, he was a besotted mess, wasn’t he? If she’d been any less magnificent a lady, he might have been embarrassed.

      “You’re quite heavy, you know.” She squirmed underneath him, kicking her feet against the sand. “If you’d be so good as to unhand me⁠—”

      “No, indeed. I wouldn’t dare. What’s to stop you from attacking me?”

      “Me, attack you?” She huffed. “You’re afraid of a lady who’s half your size attacking you?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Miss Bathurst. You’re nowhere near half my size.”

      “Even more reason for you to release me.”

      “No, I think not. You have an extensive criminal history. For all I know, you may have a weapon concealed under your cloak.”

      “A weapon! How dare you? I would never⁠—”

      “A parasol attack two days ago, and a theft today.” He tutted, shaking his head. “It’s no wonder I haven’t seen you at the Old Steine. You’re far too busy committing crimes to take the waters.”

      Twelve whole pounds worth of crimes, not a single penny of which he gave a damn about, but she didn’t know that. No doubt she believed he intended to prosecute her.

      Well then, they’d just get that out of the way at once. “Do you deny, madam, that you were counting cards at my establishment, Hart’s Ace, this evening?”

      Her gaze shifted from his face to the darkness over his shoulder, as if she couldn’t quite meet his eyes, and she let out a sigh so deep her small body curled underneath him. “No. I don’t deny it. I was counting cards, and I—I beg your pardon for it.”

      He gazed down at her, something shifting inside his chest. He’d encountered many thieves in his time, but never one who begged his pardon for stealing from him.

      She was no thief. Not really. Just a desperate young lady who’d been driven to do something foolish she likely never would have done otherwise.

      What had made her so desperate? He wanted to know more than he wanted his next breath, but he wouldn’t push her. Instead, he said as gently as he could, “That’s a very pretty apology, Miss Bathurst, and I thank you for it.”

      “Here.” She pulled a handful of crumpled banknotes out of the pocket of her cloak and offered it to him. “This is all of it. Take it.”

      “I don’t want it.” He took the limp notes from her and stuffed them back into her cloak pocket.

      She didn’t expect that. Her eyes went wide, and really, she had the loveliest eyes. They were the most unusual shade of green, and framed with long, lush eyelashes.

      “You don’t want your money back?”

      “No. Come, Miss Bathurst. You can’t believe I chased you halfway across Brighton for twelve pounds.”

      She frowned. “Well, I can’t think of any other reason you’d chase me.”

      My, she was innocent, wasn’t she? Utterly unaware of her own charms, as well. “Tell me, where did you learn to count cards like that?”

      “I never learned. I’ve just always been able to do it.” She shrugged, her shoulders moving against the sand.

      A natural ability, then. She grew more fascinating with every minute.

      “Despite what you may think,” she went on, “and I suppose I can’t blame you if you don’t believe this but, I don’t make a habit of cheating or stealing.”

      “On the contrary, I do believe you. I know a thief when I see one, and you, Miss Bathurst, are not a thief. Yet the fact remains that you were counting cards at Hart’s Ace this evening, were you not?”

      “Yes. I’ve already said so.”

      “So you have. I assume there’s a reason a lady who isn’t a thief has resorted to counting cards. If you care to explain yourself, I’m willing to listen.”

      “I was… I didn’t—” Her voice was shaking.

      “Take your time, Miss Bathurst.”

      She drew in a deep breath. “Someone broke into our rooms at the lodging house and stole our every penny. Brighton, it seems, is rife with thievery.”

      The lodging house? That was odd. Theft happened, of course, but the better lodging houses were quite careful about that kind of thing. Lady-so-and-so’s jewels going missing could put them out of business.

      But Miss Bathurst wasn’t staying in one of the better lodging houses. That was why he hadn’t been able to find her. He’d been asking the wrong people. “Which lodging house would that be?”

      “Gardener’s, on Sydney Street.”

      Gardener’s? He’d never heard of it.

      “In North Laines,” she added.

      North Laines. Yes, that explained it. “So, your funds are gone but you’re not yet ready to leave Brighton?”

      “I can’t leave Brighton. My brother Percy is taking the cure, and he’s…he’s quite ill.”

      “I see.” It was all falling into place now. “He suffers from consumption?”

      “He hasn’t been diagnosed with it, but he’s had weak lungs ever since he was a child. He had a hacking cough this past spring, and he’s grown dreadfully thin since then⁠—”

      She broke off, her breath catching.

      “That’s unfortunate, and I’m very sorry for it, but consumption is treatable. I daresay your brother will be just fine.”

      “Treatments cost money, sir—money we don’t have. Hence the thievery. May I get up now? The damp is seeping through my cloak.”

      “In just a moment, yes. I have a few more questions first. Do you know who I am, Miss Bathurst?”

      “I have an inkling, yes. Mr. Armitage Hart, I presume?”

      “In the flesh. Now, let me see if I have this right. You’re Miss Bathurst, you have a brother named Percy who’s taking the cure, and you’re staying at Gardener’s lodging house, where thieves abound.”

      “Yes. Now may I get up?”

      “Just one more thing, if you please. May I call on you tomorrow morning?”

      “What?” She frowned, her brow furrowing. “Why would you wish to call on me? I just robbed you!”

      “Perhaps I find thieves charming.” He grinned down at her.

      “I… Yes, I suppose you may call.” She cast a shy glance at him from under her eyelashes. “I mean, if you want to.”

      “I do, very much. You’ll permit me to escort you home tonight?”

      “That’s not necessary, Mr. Hart. I can find my own way home.”

      “Come, Miss Bathurst. You can hardly deny me. No proper gentleman allows a lady to walk home at night alone.”

      “Are you a proper gentleman, Mr. Hart?” she asked, giving him a sly smile that made his heart soar in his chest.

      “Not always, no, but despite what you’ve likely heard, neither am I a villain.” He rose to his feet and reached down to help her up.

      “Thank you.”

      “You look chilled.” He removed his coat and draped it over her shoulders.

      “Oh, that’s not necessary⁠—”

      “Hush.” He swept her tangled hair gently away from her face, then lowered her hat onto her head, turning it this way and that before stepping back to study the effect. “There. Perfect.”

      And to him, she was. Every inch of her.

      He couldn’t say why he was so transfixed by her. She was beautiful, with her red hair and those wide green eyes, but he’d known beautiful women before.

      But he’d never known anyone like her.

      Somehow, in just a few days Miss Bathurst, with her tart tongue, wayward parasol and decaying half boots, had sunk a hook deep into the tenderest part of his heart.

      The walk back to North Laines was much too short for his liking. They didn’t speak, but when they arrived at the door of Gardener’s Lodging House she paused on the doorstep. “Thank you for escorting me, Mr. Hart, and for your coat, and for…well, not turning me over to the magistrate.”

      He laughed. “My pleasure, Miss Bathurst.” He took her hand, raised it to his lips and dropped a chaste kiss on her knuckles. “Until tomorrow.”

      It couldn’t come soon enough.
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      “This way, Lottie. We’re nearly… No, keep your eyes closed, but mind the curb. That’s it. Just a little farther.”

      “This is all quite mysterious, Armitage.” Lottie stumbled along gamely, clinging to her husband’s arm. “I can’t imagine a tiny peek will spoil the surprise.”

      “Patience, my love. We’re nearly there. Eyes closed, if you please, Mrs. Hart.”

      “I can’t imagine what it could be.”

      “Of course not.” Armitage chuckled. “If you could, it wouldn’t be a surprise.”

      “You know, you’re a great deal trickier than I ever imagined.”

      “Nonsense. I haven’t got a single trick up this sleeve, I assure you.”

      “Hmmm.” Whatever the surprise was, Armitage had been working on it for months, all without dropping even a hint about what it might be. All he would say was that the idea had come from her, and he hoped she’d be pleased with it.

      She would be. That went without saying. Everything he did pleased her.

      Percy and Jenny knew what the surprise was. Neither of them could keep a secret to save their lives, but they’d both been uncharacteristically cagey about this. Their only reply was she’d find out in due time, and that she should be ashamed of herself for trying to spoil the surprise.

      In other words, there were utterly useless.

      Between the three of them and their whispering and secrets they’d been driving her mad for months.

      “There are four steps in front of you.” Armitage guided her toward a short staircase, his hand resting on the curve of her waist to keep her steady.

      “Can I open my eyes yet?” If she didn’t find out soon she was going to burst!

      “Not quite yet.” He pressed a quick kiss to her temple. “A few more steps.”

      Wooden floorboards thumped underneath their feet, followed by the click of a doorknob turning then the muted whoosh of a door opening.

      And then…silence.

      But not the usual sort of silence. It was the silence of a held breath, that moment of fleeting stillness just before the breath was released in a deafening sneeze or a raucous laugh.

      There were people inside. All of them were doing their utmost to keep quiet, but the air around her was positively throbbing with anticipation.

      “Can’t I look now? Please, Armitage? I’ve been ever so patient.”

      There was a muffled snort from somewhere to her left, then Armitage’s voice in her ear, warm with laughter. “My dearest girl, you haven’t been patient in the least. On the contrary, you’ve been teasing me for months now. You’ve been a perfect menace.”

      “A menace! I have no idea what you mean. I never teased⁠—”

      “Did you, or did you not try and follow me here on at least six different occasions?”

      He’d caught her every time anyway, so it really didn’t count, did it? “Those were coincidences!”

      “Six coincidences?”

      “I just happened to be in the same place at the same time as you, that’s all.”

      There was a second snort, and she turned on the offender with a huff. “If you think I don’t know that’s you, Percy, you’re sadly mistaken. I’d know your snort anywhere.”

      “Never mind.” Armitage smothered another chuckle. “Another three steps, and all shall be revealed.”

      Three steps later the floorboards gave way to a carpet so lush and thick the heels of her shoes sank an inch into it, and there was a flicker behind her eyes that hinted a lamp was burning nearby.

      “There, here we are. Now you may open your eyes.”

      At last! Her eyelids sprang open, and the first thing she saw was Percy, Jenny, and Duncan standing before her, their faces wreathed with beaming smiles.

      “Welcome to Hart’s Lodging House!” Jenny cried, unable to hold her tongue a minute longer.

      Hart’s Lodging House? What in the world? “We have a lodging house?”

      “We do now!” Jenny waved her hand around the room, her face alight with excitement. “Isn’t it wonderful?”

      “I… Yes, indeed! It’s lovely.”

      And it was lovely. The sun was on the verge of sinking beneath the horizon, but a half-dozen lamps were lit, casting a warm glow around the room, and the pleasing scent of beeswax permeated the room.

      They were standing in what appeared to be an entry hall, but it was an unusually spacious one with large windows that looked out onto St. James’s Street. They weren’t right on the channel, but from one corner of the left window she caught a glimpse of the sunset playing on the waves. The walls had been freshly painted in a soothing sage green, and the trim a soft white.

      “You must come and see the drawing room, Lottie.” Percy grabbed her hand and led her into the adjacent room, the others following them. “Just look at the fireplace! Isn’t it magnificent?”

      She gasped. “Oh, my goodness.”

      It was a massive, floor-to-ceiling affair that might have been out of place in a smaller room, but this room ran the entire length of the house. Why, it must have been three times the size of the entryway.

      And the stone… She smoothed her palm over the carved mantelpiece. It was all one piece, done in the same pale gold stone as Hart’s Ace. Goodness, it must have cost a fortune, but it would certainly keep the lodging house guests warm on the cool fall evenings.

      “It was the boss’s idea.” Duncan cast an admiring glance at Armitage. “It looks just right, eh?”

      Lottie glanced at him, dazed. “I—yes, indeed. It’s beautiful.”

      “There are eight bedchambers.” Percy ran to the back of the house, pausing at the bottom of a grand staircase led to the second and third floors. “I’ve tested the beds in every one of them. You won’t believe how comfortable they are. Come and see, Lottie.”

      “Perhaps in a moment, Percy.” Armitage was watching her, reading every shift of her emotions as easily as words on a page. It was staggering how well he knew her after only a year.

      “You three go on upstairs. We’ll follow in a moment.” He gave Percy a hearty pat on the back. “I believe your sister is a bit overwhelmed.”

      “Just a bit, yes.” A lodging house was the last thing she’d expected, and she hardly knew where to look first.

      It was wonderful, of course! It was just… Well, it didn’t make much sense.

      Armitage had never said a word about wanting to open a boarding house, but lately he hadn’t been spending as much time at Hart’s Ace as he used to. Oh, he was still the face of the club, but he left Percy and Duncan to manage the day-to-day business.

      Perhaps he’d grown bored and wanted another challenge.

      Still, a boarding house? What did Brighton need with another boarding house? One couldn’t swing a dead cat in Kemptown without hitting the proprietor of some lodging house or other.

      She’d never say so, of course. She wouldn’t hurt Armitage’s feelings for the world.

      He’d been working on this surprise for months, ever since she, Percy and Jenny had left Brighton at the end of February.

      It had broken her heart to leave him behind after their allotted two weeks were done. She’d known she loved him even then. They spent every moment of those two weeks together, but she’d made herself return to Bethnal Green as they’d planned, because…well, what else could she do?

      He was handsome, wealthy and brilliant, and she was a tart-tongued seamstress with a history of thievery and without two pence to rub together. What possible future could the two of them have?

      Rather a lovely one, as it turned out.

      Not two days after they’d returned to their tiny cottage in Bethnal Green, Armitage had appeared on their doorstep and solemnly asked Percy for his permission to court her.

      They’d been married six months ago. Brighton was their permanent home now, and she was happier than she ever imagined she could be. Jenny had chosen to come with them, and Percy was well again, and she had nothing left to wish for.

      “There’s one more thing you should know.” Armitage settled onto the settee beside her and took her hand. “This isn’t the usual sort of lodging house. It’s not like the others in Brighton.”

      “It’s not?”

      “No. That is, it is a lodging house, but I don’t wish people to pay for staying here.”

      “Not pay?” She’d never heard of such a thing. “I don’t understand. How will you ever turn a profit if you don’t charge your guests?”

      “This isn’t a business, Lottie. It’s for those whose health depends on the cure who otherwise couldn’t afford to come to Brighton. The vast improvement in Percy’s health just during those two weeks in February was…” He trailed off, shaking his head. “One’s health shouldn’t depend on the weight of the coins in your purse.”

      Oh, the dear, dear man! A thousand words rushed to her lips—words of love, of thanks, of gratitude—but only one made it past her lips.

      Yet it was the only word that mattered.

      “Armitage,” she whispered, her eyes burning with tears.

      What could she say in the face of such a love as this? It wasn’t even that he knew her so well. That was part of it, of course, but what touched her so deeply was that the things that mattered to her, the things she cherished and held closest to her heart, now mattered to him, too.

      Her dreams and hopes and joys were now his, just as his were now hers.

      “None of that, sweet.” He stroked his thumb under her left eye, catching a tear there. “I’d hoped this would make you happy.”

      “You make me happy.” She brought his hand to her lips and pressed a fervent kiss to his knuckles. “So happy, Armitage.”

      “My love,” he whispered back, cradling her face in his hands. “Your happiness matters more to me than anything else.”

      She eased closer to him, her fingertips tracing his lips. Such full, firm lips and as soft as rose petals. Who could ever have guessed such a stern gentleman could have such soft lips?

      But he’d never been stern with her, had he?

      He buried his hands in her hair with a groan, his tongue slipping between her lips to tangle with hers. She opened to him at once, just as she always did, her breath quickening and her head dizzy with love and desire.

      It was always like this with him. He had only to look at her, and she was ready to melt into a puddle at his feet. And his hands! The touch of his big, gentle hands on her skin made her ache. It might have been a touch embarrassing to love her husband as much as she did if he hadn’t been equally besotted with her, but his every look, his every touch spoke of the deep love he had for her.

      How had she ever gotten so lucky?

      “September is a lovely time in Brighton.” She rested her head on his shoulder with a contented sigh. “Do you suppose we can secure any guests before fall is over?”

      “Indeed, it’s already taken care of. We have two guests arriving tomorrow, and four more next week.”

      “Two guests arriving tomorrow! So soon as that?” She leapt to her feet. “Why, we’ve a thousand things to do! We’ll need linens and teacups and saucers and… Goodness, what will we feed them?”

      “Everything’s been done already, from the teacups and saucers to the fresh currant scones for breakfast tomorrow morning.”

      “Jenny’s idea?”

      “Yes. She’s a marvel, isn’t she? She’ll make a wonderful proprietress.”

      “Jenny’s to be the proprietress?” Lottie clapped her hands, delighted. “It’s perfect! Why, there’s not a single person in all of England who knows better how to take care of others than Jenny.”

      “No, indeed. It’s as if she was made for it. She has her own private quarters upstairs and may come and go just as she pleases. Her rooms overlook the sea.” He frowned. “Did Percy just say he tested every bed? I do hope he didn’t roll about on Jenny’s.”

      “I daresay he did. Shall we go upstairs?” She held out her hand to him.

      His large, warm fingers curled around hers. He rose to his feet, pulling her close. “You do know how much I love you, do you not, Mrs. Hart?”

      She gazed into his soft gray eyes, her heart nearly too full for words. “No more than I love you.”

      He caught a lock of her hair in his hand. “How do you know?”

      “Oh well, that’s simple.” She laid her palm against his cheek, losing herself in those deep gray eyes. “No one could possibly love anyone more than I love you. You’re my heart, Armitage.”

      His eyes were soft as he smiled down at her. “Then I have nothing else to wish for.”
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      Brighton, 1888

      

      Mary O’Sullivan didn’t consider herself a thief…per se.

      She was an actress. A gifted actress who—upon occasion—portrayed a thief with such unparalleled commitment that nearby individuals unwittingly forfeited their personal belongings to her exemplary performance.

      Such was the case one breezy afternoon in May as she and the other Paddington Players disembarked onto the platform of the Brighton Railway station. The troupe, ten in all, had just arrived for a week-long engagement at the Jubilee Music Hall and their manager, Mickey Doyle, was nearly optimistic that a good showing at the plum venue might lead to an extended stay. Naturally, his optimism was accompanied by a litany of superstitious warnings. Theatre life was rife with potential calamities so while one might dare to hope for good things to come—one should never tempt fate by uttering those hopes aloud. And as a more practical matter, one must never do anything to draw the wrong kind of attention. Traveling theatre troupes were viewed with the same suspicion as exotic circus folk and aimless vagabonds, therefore making a good first impression upon the citizenry of Brighton was essential.

      Mary did know this.

      She also knew Mickey was adamant that none of his performers pilfer items on their way in to a new town. Only on the way out. She agreed this was a sensible policy. However, a golden opportunity such as the one unfolding before her amidst the chaos of the busy railway depot was not one to be squandered. Of this she was certain.

      As stationmasters called out instructions and steam hissed from locomotive stacks, a rotund gentleman in a silk top hat had taken root dead center of the platform, forcing other travelers to surge around him. Average in height, well above average in girth, and impeccably dressed, his booming voice rose above the general din as he belligerently browbeat an apple-cheeked porter for allegedly mishandling his luggage. No matter that the beleaguered lad was obviously doing his level best, or that the traveler and his sour-faced wife had at least a dozen valises of various dimension as well as a portmanteau roughly the size of a barouche.

      “Make haste, you imbecile,” the man groused. “And take care! Those are my belongings, not dung being mucked from a stall!” He yanked a shiny gold watch from his pocket and shook it at the porter nearly striking the boy in the nose. “Make haste!” the man harrumphed once more.

      “Beg your pardon, sir,” the porter mumbled breathlessly, hefting another bag onto the already straining trolley. His peaked blue cap, stitched with the yellow insignia of the London, Brighton and South Coast Railway, had slipped so far askew it was all but dangling over his left ear. He shoved it back into place with one hand while reaching for an overstuffed valise with his other.

      “Your apology is useless, boy. Just do your job,” the man barked, stuffing the timepiece back into his waistcoat pocket. As he did so, Mary took note of another pocket—one located inside his overcoat—which appeared to contain a wallet. A big, thick, tempting wallet.

      Only steal from those who can most afford it.

      That was another one of Mickey’s rules, and a good one, too. Fortunately, a quick inventory of this bombastic bully’s appearance confirmed everything Mary needed to know. Matching Louis Vuitton luggage, Oxford shoes without a single scuff, a silk necktie with a diamond pin, and a signet ring so large she could almost feel the weight of it in her palm. Mary’s hands clenched reflexively as she began to strategize.

      Yes, Mickey might object to her sticky fingers, but a good score would soften his ire, and a true windfall would likely eliminate his annoyance altogether. The Paddington Players were habitually short of funds, and a few extra pounds at the start of their time in Brighton would benefit them all. They could eat a little better, perhaps purchase a few new costumes, and if Mary were truly fortunate, there’d be a bit extra for her to tuck away into her private, personal fund—because she had some plans of her own. It was worth the risk.

      Slowing her pace, she cast a sideways glance at young Wally, her frequent partner in shenanigans, and with a subtle nod, communicated her intentions. He grinned with comprehension and approval, adjusting his long-legged stride to move in front of their entourage. It was a subtle, unremarkable shift, like starlings changing formation, but then—with all the fluid grace of a knock-kneed pelican trying to escape a burning china shoppe—Wally tripped over some non-existent hazard and in the most spectacular fashion tumbled arse over tip into the man’s mountainous pile of luggage.

      “Damn it all to hell,” Mickey muttered as predictable chaos rippled through the crowded station. Men guffawed with laughter, women gasped in surprise, and wide-eyed children giggled and gawked as Wally flailed about, his long limbs entangled in the avalanche of fine leather. He was a master of the pratfall, captivating everyone’s attention as he oh-so-clumsily attempted to extricate himself only to fall again—and again—back into the pile. He wasn’t poetry in motion so much as he was a naughty limerick trapped in a dervish. Mary might have taken the time to enjoy his glorious antics if her own attention wasn’t focused elsewhere, for in the convenient hullabaloo, she bumped into the despicable man and as easily as plucking an apple from a tree, relieved him of his billfold.

      The whole encounter lasted mere seconds, ending just as quickly as it had begun. The Paddington Players continued moving casually toward the exit as if they had nothing to do with that awkward young man creating such a disturbance. They didn’t know him, and they certainly didn’t have any inkling that the beastly man’s wallet was now, mysteriously, tucked into Mary’s satchel.

      “What are the rules?” Mickey demanded as soon as they were a safe distance from the station and Wally had rejoined them.

      “I know,” Mary responded, sounding less contrite than she ought yet more contrite than she felt. “But that arrogant toff was abusing the porter in a most dreadful manner, and his billfold was all but leaping from his pocket. It was so easy to nab I just couldn’t resist.”

      “Easy or otherwise,” Mickey continued, his brogue thickening with frustration. “Our job is not to rectify the ill-treatment of the working class. Our job is to entertain them, and we can’t do that if the two of you land us in jail. This is our first trip to Brighton, and I was hoping to be here for at least an hour before some constable comes knocking with allegations, so no more misbehaving. Is that understood? That goes for each of you.” He spoke to the group in general, but his eyes lingered on Mary. “Don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to, miss.” The sudden hint of melancholy in his tone caused her a ripple of remorse. Apparently, her secret stash was not so secret after all, nor was its purpose.

      “I’m sorry, Mick,” she murmured, and this time she meant it. “I shouldn’t have been so reckless.”

      “Hm,” he said, accepting her apology with a squint because they all knew she’d inevitably be reckless again. It was just in her nature. “We’ll discuss this later. In the meantime, no more lollygagging. We’ve a walk ahead of us to reach Terwilliger’s Boarding House.”

      Mickey turned and started down the cobblestone slope that led into the heart of Brighton. The others fell into step behind him, merging into familiar clusters as if following some predetermined but unspoken choreography. Most of them had been with the Paddington Players for years and although they got on well as a group, everyone had their favorites. For Mary, that included nineteen-year-old Wally who could always make her smile no matter how dire the situation, and wise, sophisticated Rose who, at forty-eight, was twice Mary’s age but her confidante in all things. Rose was as much a mentor and surrogate mother to Mary as she was a trusted friend.

      “If my fingers were as nimble as yours, I’d have done the same,” Rose whispered, adjusting her parasol to deflect the afternoon sun. “That pompous windbag had it coming, but I suppose Mickey is right. We should be cautious.”

      Mary recognized the gentle rebuke. “I suppose,” she whispered in response, reaching inside her bag as if to confirm the wallet was inside. It was, of course, but unfortunately her burning curiosity about its contents would have to wait until she had some privacy.
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        * * *

      

      Terwilliger’s Boarding House rose three stories tall on a quiet boulevard just a few blocks from the shore. Its whitewashed exterior and modest front step suggested humble accommodation—but given the array of questionable lodgings the players had endured over the years, Mary felt a modicum of relief. The place had a certain dingy charm to it.

      “Lace curtains in the windows,” whispered the troupe’s seamstress. “That’s a good sign.”

      “And flower boxes,” added their dresser. “Pray the mattresses aren’t too lumpy. I’ve still a crick in my neck from the last place.”

      “I’m telling you,” Mickey said as he delivered three short raps to the weatherbeaten door, “Brighton is a fine place to be. The Jubilee is taking good care of us, which is precisely why I hope they extend our engagement.”

      “Anyplace would be better than that rickety hovel in Croyden,” Rose replied with a rueful chuckle.

      “The one we were certain would topple over in the wind?” the seamstress asked. “Or the leaky barn?”

      “Both.”

      “How about the foul-smelling place in Hammersmith with the stained bed linens?” Mary shuddered involuntarily.

      “I’ll take stained linens over bed bugs. I left Liverpool covered in bites,” remarked Pretty Tom, called such because his dark tousled curls and seductively fringed eyes made him quite the handsomest man most of them had ever encountered. He was also the dimmest. Mickey had once remarked that Tom could forget his lines while playing a corpse, yet women found him delightful on stage. They often found him equally delightful in their beds. That was how he helped supplement the troupe’s meager income—with baubles and shillings from appreciative…fans. It seemed a beneficial arrangement for all parties involved.  

      “Are you sure those bites were from bugs?” Mary teased, causing Tom to grin and the seamstress to giggle.

      “Gaw, but yer a soft lot,” Wally added good-naturedly. “As a lad, I counted m’self lucky if I ’ad a sack o’ turnips for me ’ead and a dry spot under a bridge.”

      “That sounds rather bleak,” Rose responded, tilting her head back and gazing upward to account for the difference in their heights. “But it obviously didn’t stunt your growth.”

      “Naw,” Wally agreed. “An’ leastways on the ground me hoofers don’t dangle over the edge o’ the bed.” Their responding laughter lingered as Mickey rapped once more upon the door.

      “Hold yer water! I’m a coming!” a gravelly voice called out. Moments later, the door creaked open to reveal a plump, unsmiling woman with rolled-up sleeves and flour adorning her flushed cheeks. “You the theatre folk?” she asked, looking them over as if searching for boils.

      “We are indeed,” Mickey answered doffing his cap and bowing slightly. “Michael Doyle of the Paddington Players at your service, ma’am.”

      “Not at my service,” she said dryly, then turned around and walked away. “Well? Ye coming?” she added at their hesitation. “I ’aven’t got all day. Pies don’t bake themselves.”

      With tentative smiles to one another, they entered the boarding house, and Mary was pleased to find the quality inside comparable to the exterior. It was…sufficient with faded floral-patterned paper on the walls, a well-worn floor free of mud, and a slightly dented umbrella stand in the corner. But best of all, the aroma of gooseberry pie hung in air, promising there’d be food. Mary’s stomach rumbled with optimism.

      “Blimey,” murmured Wally as he closed his eyes and breathed in the delightful scent. “I reckon ’eaven smells like pies in the oven.”

      “Supper is served at seven o’clock,” Mrs. Terwilliger said as she pulled a tattered green ledger from a nearby shelf. “But you folks is me only guests presently, and I know theatre type keep strange hours. I’ll leave a cold tray in the dining room after hours but mind you, keep out of my kitchen.”

      Mary stole a glance at the still-enraptured Wally who winked in response. Midnight foraging in the pantry was inevitable. Filching those gooseberry pies might be as rewarding as nicking a fat wallet.

      “I run a respectable house, I do,” the gruff woman continued. “Men sleep on the third floor, ladies on the second.” She paused to waggle a finger at them, adding, “And I’ll have no larking about or making free with each other while yer under my roof, ye ’ear? And no extra visitors, neither. Understood?”

      They nodded in unison—except for Pretty Tom who sighed with disappointment. He did so enjoy female companionship.

      “Yer trunks arrived from the station and I ’ad me man put them in yer rooms,” Mrs. Terwilliger added as she handed out keys. “I’ve got to get back to me kitchen now. That’s where you’ll find me—if you need anything.” The implication in her tone was clear. Try not to need anything.

      “Don’t forget,” Mickey called out as everyone began to disperse, “we’re meeting in the front parlor in one hour. Rehearsals at the Jubilee begin tomorrow morning, and our first curtain is in just three days so there’s much to discuss.”

      While the others murmured tired responses and ambled toward the stairs, Mary tugged on Rose’s sleeve, urging her to hurry. Down the hall they went, up the steps, down another hall, and finally through the doorway of the spartan but tidy room they would share. Inside was an iron-framed bed neatly made with a clumsily stitched quilt, a small wardrobe with crooked drawers, and a rickety washstand along with their own trunks. The air smelled faintly of lavender and lemon cleaning polish along with the briny tang of the English Channel wafting through an open window.

      “I suppose this will do,” Rose said, pulling pins from her flowerpot hat and sitting down upon the bed. Fair-haired with delicate features, she’d been born into wealth but an impetuous love affair with a footman led to an elopement and estrangement from her family. When he died a few years later, she found her way to the theatre rather than returning home. Nonetheless, her regal bearing remained deeply ingrained.

      “Yes, it’s grand,” Mary replied absently. Her mind was on the wallet and its contents. She reached inside her bag and made contact with the cool metal clasp and velvety-soft leather, pulse thrumming with optimism as she murmured a quick if somewhat irreverent prayer.

      “Dear Saint Genesius, may this purse I’ve pinched be blessed with pound notes not stuffed with IOUs and calling cards. Amen.”

      “Amen,” Rose added wryly, making a half-hearted sign of the cross. She was a Presbyterian, after all, but better safe than sorry.

      Mary hesitated, allowing the possibility of good fortune to linger, then carefully removed the billfold, holding it out for inspection as if it were a rare artifact. For the duration of a heartbeat, they simply gazed. It was indeed a fine wallet crafted of supple, honey-colored calfskin, handstitched, and embossed with the initials B.W.T. But best of all, the shiny silver clasp strained at its thickness, causing Mary’s breath to catch in her throat.

      “Open it,” Rose demanded impatiently.

      Mary nodded, pressing the clasp and letting out satisfied gasp of surprise as it popped open to reveal a stack of crisp pound notes. “Blimey,” she murmured, “that’s a lot of scratch.”

      “It is, indeed,” Rose replied. “Shall we count it?”

      “You count it,” Mary answered, handing over the loose notes. “I’ll see what else is here.”

      From the silk-lined interior, Mary extracted a few beveled-edge calling cards for one Bertrum Wallis-Thorne, Esq., obviously the owner of this item—until recently. Now it was hers. There was a membership card to the Athenaeum Club, two railway passes, a slip of paper confirming a reservation at the Royal Albion Hotel, and an invitation of some sort that Mary didn’t bother to read. She tossed those items onto the bed next to Rose and examined the last pocket to find more banknotes.

      “There’s twenty pounds here,” Rose said, her voice reedy with amazement as she held up the notes.

      “And another five here,” Mary added, equally incredulous. “That’s twenty-five pounds in all. Who travels with that kind of blunt?”

      “Not many could, but a man who’s lost this much will undoubtedly be on the lookout for whomever stole his wallet.” Rose’s original look of elation morphed into one of concern. “Do you think he’d recognize you, Mary?”

      “He never even looked at me. His eyes were on Wally.”

      “Then let’s hope he doesn’t recognize Wally.”

      “Even if he did, Wally wasn’t near enough to take his wallet so there’d be no reason to suspect him.”

      “Except perhaps as a decoy.”

      Mary felt a twinge of unease and was reminded of just why Mickey didn’t want them stealing upon arrival, only on departure. But Wally knew the game. He knew the risks. Still…she didn’t want her rash decision to put anyone in harm’s way, and Wally wouldn’t have acted without her prompting. Perhaps she’d made a mistake.

      “Do you think I should I return the wallet?” Mary asked hesitantly. “I could deliver it to the hotel anonymously with a note saying I’d found it at the station.”

      “What? Goodness, no.” Rose looked up, her brief consideration for anyone’s safety squashed by practicality—and perhaps a touch of greed. “That prig from the station isn’t likely to attend any of our performances, and we certainly won’t be dining at the Royal Albion. I doubt we’ll cross paths again, and heaven knows we can use this money. Gus is in desperate need of new boots and our backdrop for Twelfth Night is in tatters.”

      Mary’s joy dipped ever so slightly. Stolen spoils were always shared with the entire group, but boots and backdrops were not exactly what she had in mind. A windfall such as this was a rarity. Surely it should be spent on something meaningful and magnificent. She plucked the previously ignored invitation from the bed and began to read it aloud instead of responding to Rose.

      “Guests of the Baxter Hotel are cordially invited to a Tournament of Poker May 20th, 21st and 22nd, 1888, at 8pm sharp. A grand prize of—” She stopped speaking, blinking rapidly as she re-read the information.

      “A grand prize of what?” Rose prompted.

      “This cannot be accurate,” Mary said. “According to this invitation, the grand prize awarded on Saturday evening is…five hundred pounds.” She looked at Rose as if needing confirmation. It was a life-altering sum of money.

      “Five hundred pounds?” Rose’s eyes grew large. “Let me see that.” She pulled the invitation from Mary’s fingers and read it silently, nodding her head.

      “Yes, it says five hundred pounds. How remarkable!” Then she sighed. “Unfortunately, it’s for guests of the Baxter Hotel, and it says there’s a twenty pound entrance fee. Certainly, that’s too much for the likes of us.”

      “Twenty pounds is a mere pittance compared to the prize,” Mary replied as the cogs and gears in her mind began to turn in synchronicity.

      “Compared to the prize, perhaps, but not compared to our income.” Rose handed the invitation back to Mary, as if that put an end to the conversation, but it didn’t.

      “Are you forgetting about the twenty-five pounds we just gleaned from this wallet?” Mary insisted.

      “No, but why waste that on an entrance fee to a tournament we couldn’t possibly win? Our men are clever enough, in their own ways, but not a single one of them is sharp enough to face a roomful of gentlemen gamblers.”

      Mary paused, considering the possibilities. “I agree,” she said quietly. “None of our men would fare very well in that environment, but what about…me?”

      Rose’s sudden chortle of laughter faded as she realized Mary was in earnest.

      “Oh, my darling,” she said with all the maternal qualities she possessed. “Forgive me, but that’s a preposterous suggestion. Even if women were allowed to participate, you’d be playing against men who have money to lose. You do not, and if they caught you in any sleight of hand trickery, the consequences would be disastrous.”

      “I’d play an honest game. A mostly honest game,” she corrected. “And you know how skilled I am with cards. Gus has taught me every trick and says I’m better now than he ever was.”

      “Gus?” Rose’s brows rose along with the octave of her voice. “Gus who broke his hand in a pub when a card game devolved into a bout of fisticuffs?”

      Mary shrugged. “Yes, but that fight didn’t start because he was cheating. It started because he was drunk and called the other player a cabbage-headed chucklepate.”

      Rose shook her head, ignoring Mary’s defense. “Nonetheless, it’s too dangerous. Mickey would never allow it, and anyway, we’re not guests of the Baxter Hotel. Can’t you just be grateful for the twenty-five pounds? Think of all the good things we can do with that money.”

      “But think of what we could do with five hundred pounds,” Mary insisted.

      Rose’s expression slowly turned to empathy as she took ahold of Mary’s hands. “Is this about going to America?” she asked softly.

      “No, of course not.” Mary answered too quickly, and too emphatically because yes, of course it was about America. More specifically, it was about Mary’s dream of making a name for herself on the New York stage. She was grateful for all Mickey had done for her, and she loved the Paddington Players, yet…she ached for something…more. Something…bigger. She wanted to be Lillie Langtry and Ellen Terry and Constance Benson all rolled into one, and she would never achieve that kind of success in towns like Brighton or Hammersmith or Croyden. Even in London she’d be just another pretty Irish girl, but in New York City, she could be a sensation. She was sure of it.

      “You’ll get there, darling,” Rose assured her. “But that’s all the more reason to be cautious with this money. Divided among us, that’s two pounds, ten shillings each. Do you really want to risk that?”

      A sharp rap on the door prevented Mary from answering, but she would have said yes, she was willing to risk anything.

      “You girls decent in there?” Mickey asked.

      “Come in,” Rose replied as Mary hastily stuffed the banknotes back into the wallet and held it behind her back as if hoping their manager might have forgotten all about it. That was unlikely but apparently Mary was in the mood for dreaming big today.

      “Let’s have it,” he said immediately upon stepping inside their room, dashing those dreams.

      “Have what?” Mary blinked, the picture of innocence.

      He frowned with exasperation. “I’m instituting a new rule. Anything pinched, pilfered, filched, nicked, or absconded with while we are here in Brighton must be delivered directly to me.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s my summer holiday,” he retorted, sarcasm as sharp as Rose’s hatpin. “And I don’t want to be run out of town before I’ve even donned my new bathing costume.” Mary pressed her lips together. She wanted to be annoyed by his ham-handed demand, but the image of Mickey’s soft, round belly and spindly limbs clad in sodden, ill-fitting swimwear elicited a reluctant smile.

      “You are jesting, aren’t you?” Rose asked hesitantly.

      He glared over at her. “Of course I’m jesting, Rose. I’ll be at the Jubilee Music Hall from sun-up until the wee hours. When would I ever find idle time to loiter at the beach?”

      “I just wanted to be certain,” she replied, holding back her own smile.

      With an annoyed huff, he returned his gaze to Mary and extended his arm, fingers wiggling impatiently. “I haven’t time for this. Hand it over.”

      With a sigh of resignation, Mary held out the wallet but did not let go.

      “Twenty-five pounds, Mick,” she said dramatically. “There is twenty-five pounds in this wallet.” Pleasant surprise passed over his face before he schooled his expression back to paternal disapproval.

      “I don’t care if it’s one hundred pounds,” he finally said. “I need to know you will not take any more unnecessary risks while we are here in Brighton. Is that understood?” Mary silently acknowledged his suggestion was probably a good one…however, she also knew she must plead her case now or be forever silent.

      “I understand, Mickey, but…how would you feel about me taking a modest risk for a chance at, say…five hundred pounds?”
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      As an actress, Mary had played a variety of characters, but this was her first attempt at fully embodying a precocious, pampered debutante. Wearing a batiste frock flecked with pink rosebuds and a beribboned, flat-crowned boater hat (borrowed, not stolen) from the music hall’s costume cupboard, she was on the cusp of doing just that. Beside her, equally elegant but more subdued in a (borrowed) crisp dove-gray poplin dress and a bonnet trimmed in lace stood an outwardly calm Rose.

      “Chin up, my darling. We’re about to embark upon the most influential roles of our careers,” Rose whispered as they ascended the steps of the luxurious Baxter Hotel. Her silver tipped walking stick was purely for effect, but it clicked ominously against the pale stone as if counting down to disaster. “Just remember, confidence is our best disguise.”

      Mary inclined her head in agreement, her emotions a flurry of excitement and trepidation. “The most influential roles? Or the most precarious?”

      Rose released a discreet snort of amusement. “Both. What we’re doing is utter folly, but the scheme is bound to alter our lives, one way or another.”

      That much was true. If they succeeded—or more succinctly, if Mary succeeded—the Paddington Players would depart Brighton significantly wealthier than when they’d arrived. If she failed, they’d leave with less. And if she bungled it beyond redemption and landed in jail? Well, she wasn’t going to think about that just now. She’d leave those dour predictions to Mickey. Lord knew he’d been full of them last evening when the troupe had assembled in the parlor of Terwilliger’s Boarding House to discuss what to do with the money.

      The debate about her participation in the tournament had raged for over an hour with Mickey clinging tenaciously to his bird in the hand philosophy while Mary repeatedly reminded everyone that without her, they’d have no birds at all and therefore should trust her to capture the two in the bush, so to speak. The other Paddington Players had observed this epic battle of wills in mostly silent fascination, as if watching a new play unfold before their very eyes. Mary and the troupe’s manager were evenly matched in temper and resolve, but, in the end, he relented—a little—by agreeing to at least let them gather more information before a final determination was made.

      And so, Mary and Rose now found themselves strolling into the Baxter Hotel as if they belonged there. Donned in fine attire borrowed (admittedly without permission) from the Jubilee, they were armed with American accents and a hastily devised scheme. They would reserve a room at the hotel and establish themselves as a North Carolina tobacco heiress and her devoted auntie. Their fabricated identities would—hopefully—reflect the sort of breeding required to fit in among the elite guests of the posh hotel as well as protect them should they encounter Mr. Bertrum Wallis-Thorne, for surely he would not suspect two wealthy American women of swiping his wallet—and his invitation.

      Masquerading as Americans served another purpose as well. Should Mary, by the grace or twisted humor of God, manage to actually scheme her way into the tournament, being an innocent, nouveau riche, colonial debutante would explain away any gaps in her education—or missteps in her manners. Because everyone knew Americans were ignorant and vulgar, regardless of how much money they had.

      Steeling their collective resolve, the women strode with purpose across a wide expanse of marble floor until reaching a gleaming mahogany desk. Rose moved with the poise of an empress, and despite her diminutive stature, somehow managed to look down her nose at the pudding-faced clerk whose own gaze had already done a quick assessment of them. Mary offered up a silent prayer of gratitude for the borrowed dresses and their wardrobe girl’s skillful turn with their hairstyles. It seemed they’d passed muster…thus far.

      “Good afternoon, ladies. How may I be of service?” he asked, straightening his tie.

      “We’ll be needing a room,” Rose answered smoothly, her manufactured American accent elongating every syllable. “A private suite, if you’d be so kind.”

      “A private suite, madam? I’m afraid that may present some difficulty.” He looked back at them with greater interest, as if hoping to discern the value of their being by determining the value of their purse.

      “Difficulty? Well, I do declare, this is a hotel, is it not?” Her tone implied she knew very well it was a hotel, but what sort of shoddy establishment was it that they didn’t have a suite?

      “Indeed, this is a hotel, madam,” he replied with obviously practiced patience, “but we are hosting a private event over the next few days. It’s quite a draw for our elite clientele and we are nearly at capacity. We do have a standard room available if that would suffice.”

      Rose scoffed ever so slightly at the perceived inconvenience. It was a bold play, and Mary pressed her lips together to keep from smiling at the performance, although the irony was, if Rose hadn’t run off with her beloved footman all those years ago, this was just the sort of hotel she’d have visited. Instead, she’d spent her adult life sleeping in boarding houses, lodges, and the occasional barn with the Paddington Players. She’d sacrificed a life of ease and privilege and yet she spoke of her departed husband with all the reverence of a blushing bride. It must have been true love for Rose to have given up so much just for a man. Personally, Mary could not imagine giving up much of anything in the pursuit of love, but then again, she’d never met a bloke worth more than a farthing.
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