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      There was little to alarm about the exterior of the Vega Club: an imposing mansion near Piccadilly, seven bays wide and three floors tall of clean gray stone, with pedimented windows and iron railings leading to a broad door painted dark blue. But everyone knew that wickedness and vice raged within.

      Emilia Greene peered up at it through the grimy window of the hired hackney, and took another bracing swig from the flask. She replaced the cap with a grimace; no wonder men did stupid things when drinking brandy.

      Just the sort of courage you need right now, she reminded herself. She stowed the flask in her reticule and opened the door.

      The carriage creaked as the driver turned to look at her stepping down. The sky was overcast, the morning fog muffling the streetlamps that still burned. “Thought you’d changed your mind, miss.”

      “No.” She handed him a coin. “How much for you to wait half an hour?”

      He glanced up at the sickly gray sky and sighed heavily. “Three shillings.”

      Too much. “Never mind, then,” she said, pushing aside her misgivings about being marooned at the most notorious gaming hell in London. “Thank you.”

      He touched his cap as he lifted the reins, and within a minute she was alone.

      Emilia faced it again, her own dangerous Rubicon. She considered another sip of brandy, then forced down her nerves and mounted the step.

      Early morning, she had been told, was the best time to go. The club closed around dawn, when any lingering patrons had been turned out, and the only people present would be staff, cleaning up after a night of scandal, debauchery, and all manner of cheating and plundering. Or so she assumed; something wicked must happen there, to have earned such a reputation.

      Once upon a time, her friend Arabella had plotted in excited whispers how they might manage to sneak inside gentlemen’s establishments like the Vega Club. They had an air of danger, of licentiousness and tantalizing ruin, of unbearable thrills and excitement. Emilia had played along, more amused than engaged. Of course she’d never sneak into a gaming hell, let alone the most infamous one of all.

      No, it turned out she would simply walk up to the door and let herself in.

      The entrance hall was as fine as the one at the Willows, with a black and white marble floor and walnut wainscoting. She could see past some towering potted palms into a large salon, where servants swept polished wooden floors and dusted around elegant furnishings. It could have been the aftermath of any society ball. It was much like the great house where she had grown up, and she found that even more disconcerting than if the walls had been covered in black satin and hung with obscene paintings.

      How very . . . ordinary. Arabella would be so disappointed.

      “Apologies, ma’am, the club is not open.” A large burly man appeared from nowhere right in front of her.

      Emilia almost leapt out of her skin. “I’m here to see Mr. Dashwood,” she said, straightening her shoulders and aiming for a regal, implacable air.

      “An appointment is required for that,” he said, unperturbed. “Send a note and Mr. Dashwood will fix a time if he wishes to see you.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” She took a note from her reticule and held it out. The man hesitated, and she fluttered it at him, brows rising. “At once, my good man.”

      It was the sort of thing Lady Watney would say, imperious and slightly impatient. Emilia had disliked that sharp tone when it was used on her, but she’d always obeyed it. To her relief, this man did the same.

      With a frown, he took the note, then hesitated again.

      Emilia gave a delicate, slightly exasperated sigh. “Read it if you must, but take it to Mr. Dashwood.” She kept her chin up as he unfolded the paper.

      The note was a fraud, but a very convincing one. Oliver wouldn’t mind that she’d taken liberties with his name; he was the only member of the Vega Club she knew, so she’d had little choice. She only hoped no one would know that Oliver had been rusticating in Aberdeen for the past three months, and couldn’t possibly have signed this note.

      The large man in front of her shot her an assessing look, as if he weren’t fooled, but he merely nodded and said, “Wait here, please,” before he disappeared through a concealed door.

      Carefully she let out her breath, fighting off any sense of relief. This was only the first hurdle, and the next would be far more difficult. So make a running start at it, she told herself. She stepped forward and gently pressed open the door, slipping through it.

      It led into a long, narrow antechamber, with three doors. Two were closed but the one at the end was open; the man who’d taken her note leaned in that doorway, arms crossed.

      “A right haughty little ladyship,” he was saying in disapproval. At the click of the door behind Emilia, he glanced over his shoulder. “If you’ll wait, ma’am⁠—”

      “I am here to see Mr. Dashwood on an extremely urgent matter,” she retorted, still projecting Lady Watney. “And see him I shall.”

      He turned. He was a big man, tall and broad-chested, and if he meant to throw her over his shoulder and pitch her back into the street, she wouldn’t be able to stop him. “No, ma’am. That won’t be possible.”

      “Nonsense,” she said crisply. “It will be a very great loss to him if he doesn’t hear what I have to tell him.”

      An even greater loss to her, but she didn’t want to think about that, let alone say it.

      His face settled into stony lines, and her stomach took a swift drop as she thought he might actually throw her out—until he paused. He glanced into the room behind him, then cast his eyes upward. “As you wish, madam.” He stepped to the side, bowing obsequiously and sweeping one arm toward the doorway.

      Emilia ignored his tone and hurried into the room before he could change his mind. The big man closed the door behind her with a loud snap.

      The room was dominated by a billiard table. Three lamps, suspended above the table, illuminated the green felt surface. A man stood at the far end, his jacket off and shirtsleeves rolled up, holding a cue. His face was impossible to see in the shadows.

      “Come in, Miss Greene.” His voice was rich and smooth; dry, faintly amused. “Since you insist.”

      Now Emilia’s nerves began to twitch, when she most needed them to remain firm. “Mr. Nicholas Dashwood?”

      He bowed his head in acknowledgment. “The very one.”

      “Thank you for seeing me, sir.”

      “I wouldn’t, normally.” He glanced pointedly at the note lying open on the edge of the billiard table, its forged signature just visible. “A delicate and important matter, is it?”

      Emilia nodded once. “I have a proposition to make to you.”

      His shoulders shifted. He leaned down to line up his cue. The light fell across a hard, angular face and cropped hair. His nose had clearly been broken, but his lashes were thick and dark and he was undeniably attractive, if in a dangerous sort of way. “I rarely accept propositions.” He took the shot he’d set up, sinking the red ball into the pocket right in front of Emilia.

      “You’ve never received one like this,” she told him honestly.

      He straightened and began unrolling his sleeves. He was back in shadow, but she still saw his eyes flick downward, moving over her with lightning quickness and hot enough to make her face burn. “Odds are that I have.”

      She flushed. “It’s not that sort of proposition. Don’t flatter yourself.”

      He paused, looking at her more keenly. The lamplight caught his face, giving her a good look at him for the first time. His eyes were amber, like a cat’s, she thought; glowing golden-brown, vibrant enough to see from across the billiard table. His dark hair was cut short, but not short enough to hide its tendency to curl around his ears. He fastened his cuffs and reached for his jacket, flung over a nearby chair. “Well, that does intrigue. What is it?”

      “A business proposition.” Please let this work, she prayed one last time.

      His mouth curled. “No.”

      She started. “You haven’t even heard it!”

      “I don’t need to.” He pulled on his jacket, settling it on his shoulders with a sharp jerk. He smoothed one large hand over his chest, and suddenly looked far more dangerous, in his elegant evening attire, than he had before.

      “Please,” she said in a rush. “I came here at dawn, specifically to speak to you when the club isn’t busy. The least you can do is listen.”

      “But I don’t need any more business dealings.” He said it gently, as if speaking to a child. “I don’t wish to waste your time.”

      “It’s a cracking good one, my proposition,” she retorted, losing her temper for a moment. “Only an idiot would refuse it.”

      His face had grown hard as she spoke, but at the last he suddenly grinned. “Indeed? I’ve been called worse.” He regarded her for a moment, then waved one hand toward a door at the back of the room. “Very well. I discuss business in my office.”

      Head high, heart pounding, she marched through the door and took the seat he indicated. He went around the desk and sat down, leaning back with that trace of amusement still clinging to his face. “Do tell me all about your unrefusable proposition, madam.”

      She frowned at the way he said the words. “Do you know the name Henry Sidney?”

      “He’s not a member, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Of course he’s not,” she said tartly. “He’s been dead for a hundred years.”

      “Has he really?” He lifted one shoulder. “Then I can hardly know him.”

      She took a deep breath. This man. “With his wife Genevieve, Henry had a son, Thomas, who had a son, and a grandson, and so on and so on.”

      “How remarkably virile of dear Henry,” he said, sounding more than a little derisive. For a moment, Emilia burned to storm out and let the stupid man carry on as he was, a low-class cardsharp.

      But she couldn’t do that. Damn him. She needed him.

      She kept her seat and carried on, her voice growing stern. “But with his second wife, Catherine, Henry had another son, William. William of course was a younger son, but he had a son and grandson, too. Do you know the name Samuel Sidney?”

      The amusement left his face, snuffed out like a flame. “You’d better go, Miss Greene.”

      “You do know who he is.” It was embarrassing how much her confidence soared in that moment. Until that tiny sign that he knew, there had been a sliver of doubt in her mind. If she’d got the wrong man, not only would this interview have been a waste, her entire scheme—desperate as it was—would have turned to dust. “He also called himself Sam Blake and Sidney Blake, I believe.”

      “He’s dead,” said her host coldly.

      “I know.” She rubbed her hands on her knee, her palms damp with sweat inside her gloves. Now her heart was pounding from relief. “It took a devilishly long time to sort it all, particularly since he changed his name so many times. But I’ve got it right, haven’t I? He was your father.”

      “Only,” said Mr. Dashwood thinly, after a very long pause that make her think he might deny it after all, “in the most nominal sense.”

      “That’s the only sense that matters.” She couldn’t stop a smile. “Then you, sir, are the next Viscount Sydenham.”
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      He didn’t say anything for several minutes. His eyes were hard and opaque, and they gave no clue to his thoughts.

      That didn’t surprise Emilia. She had expected him to be surprised, shocked, even disbelieving. It had taken a great deal of searching to discover him, and from what she’d learned of his family, Mr. Dashwood probably had no thought of inheriting anything worthwhile. Indeed, she’d had to go all the way back to his three-times-great-grandfather to find his connection to the Sydenham title.

      And now she had just told him he would inherit a viscounty. Not just any viscounty, but one nearly three hundred years old with hundreds of acres entailed upon the holder. He likely wouldn’t know all that, of course; she would have to explain it to him. She sat quietly, a little giddy in her triumph, waiting for the news to sink in, for him to realize what she’d just told him, for his expression of amazement and gratitude.

      His mouth twisted in contempt. “Ballocks.”

      She started. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Rot,” he said lazily. “Balderdash. Whatever word you prefer that means nonsense.”

      Emilia bristled. How dare he? Her research was absolutely sound. Perhaps it was fair for him to doubt her, she being a complete stranger, but he didn’t have to be so rude about it. She’d just told him he was being elevated to the aristocracy, nothing insulting or demeaning, how dare he⁠—

      She took a deep breath. It didn’t matter if he insulted her. She’d told Arabella that she would strike a bargain with Lucifer himself, and it appeared Fate had been listening. “The last Lord Sydenham died without an heir seven months ago. The title must stay in the family. According to the family records, traced from your great-great-great-grandfather, your lineage makes you the heir presumptive.”

      He laughed—not in amusement, but in scorn.

      She pressed her lips together, clinging tightly to the shreds of her temper. “It’s a bewildering process, but I am ready to help you petition the Crown for it. I know the procedure, and can recommend a solicitor who can shepherd your claim through the Committee for Privileges⁠—”

      He flicked one hand. “No.”

      “What?” Her mouth dropped open. “Why wouldn’t you want my help?”

      “I don’t want the title or your help.” He rose. “We’re done, ma’am.”

      She also jumped to her feet, now in fear. “What do you mean, you don’t want it? What sort of fool are you?”

      His smile was chilling with indifference. “One who likes his life the way it is. Find another victim, Miss Greene, and inflict your prim history lessons upon him.”

      “I can’t,” she said through her teeth. “There are rules. You are the heir with the closest claim. It must be you!”

      “You said an heir must petition for the title,” he retorted, unmoved. “I refuse to file any such petition. I have a position and a profession that suit me very well, and I see no need to change either.”

      “All right,” she replied, feeling the stirrings of panic—and fury. “But what about the future?”

      He shrugged, glancing pointedly at the door.

      Emilia rushed on before he could call back his man to drag her out. “Hear me out! You—you may be tolerated by society, at least when they’re winning at this club, but that would vanish in the blink of an eye if you should suffer a reverse. Imagine if just one aristocrat lost a fortune at your club and felt he’d been cheated. Imagine if he told everyone in London that you’d rigged the game! Would all your patrons keep playing here?”

      He raised his brows in an expression of exaggerated alarm. “Good heavens. Rigged games! Aristocrats losing fortunes! Charges of cheating! How have I never once thought of those things, let alone dealt with them, in all these years of running every sort of card and dice game for the most inveterate gamblers in Europe?” He clapped one hand to his heart in a patently false swoon. “What a marvelous stroke of fortune you’ve come to inform me about the risks of running a gaming hell. I don’t know how I’ve survived without your insightful advice.” He dropped the affect and waved one hand at the door. “Go home, Miss Greene.”

      Why, oh why, must this man be her only hope? “I am not leaving until you agree to my proposal, Mr. Dashwood.”

      In the blink of an eye his face changed, becoming still and dangerous. “I have given my answer.”

      Stubbornly she stayed. “It’s not only your position at stake! If there is no viscount, the estates will be put into Holland covers and fall into ruin. The servants have been turned out, even those who’ve been there for decades and have no place to go. The Sydenham seat in the House of Lords is sitting vacant, when heaven knows Parliament could use a sane, sensible voice—perhaps someone who’s seen more of the world than Eton and Cambridge and who might have some care for those less fortunate than himself.”

      During this he had folded his arms, his expression cynical. “How very noble you make it all sound. Quite unlike the lords who sit in my salons every night, wagering away the fortunes their ancestors built, without regard to servants’ wages and Holland covers and certainly not for the less fortunate. What do you want?”

      She blinked at the change of subject. “I—I want you to claim your rightful place⁠—”

      He snorted. “Ballocks.”

      Emilia’s eyes opened wide in disbelief. That was twice he’d said that. He was being deliberately rude.

      Dashwood came around his desk, his sharp gaze never wavering from her. “You didn’t mention your position, but that’s the one you care about most. You think I’m just an uncouth cardsharp—and you’re right.” To her shock, he gave a roguish wink. “But I didn’t get here by being a fool. You haven’t come for the sake of the poor servants who will lose their places, nor for the continued glory of the Sydenham family—which does not happen to include you, I notice. No, you said this was a business proposal, not a call to moral or patriotic duty.” He tilted his head, studying her with a piercing gaze. “You, Miss Emilia Greene, want something, and you’ve decided I’m your means of getting it. What is it?”

      Her throat went dry, and her stomach gave a sickening lurch. “Very well,” she said a trifle unsteadily. “I do want something—not for myself but for someone very dear to me.” She paused. “The late viscount was not a good steward of his estate.”

      Mr. Dashwood’s lip curled in derision. As if he knew, and had known all along, it would come down to money.

      “Lord Sydenham left a daughter, a child of nine. If the estate reverts to the Crown, she will have nothing.” And that was the best outcome, compared to the alternatives. It shored up her nerve again. “Yes, Mr. Dashwood,” she declared defiantly. “I do want you to claim the viscounty of Sydenham. I want you to step into the role and care for the estate and the people who are supported by it, including and most especially this child. There are three entailed properties, from Norfolk to Dorset. You would be master of an impressive domain. It is an old title, with power and respectability that cannot be lost or wagered away.”

      Unlike the fortune once associated with it. Emilia ignored that and looked him right in the face. “But you need help to get it, and I can supply that. I know where the necessary records are. I have identified a solicitor, practiced and knowledgeable about such things. And finally, I am close to the family. If I testify to your right to the viscounty, it will persuade people.”

      “And in return for your inestimable help . . . ?” he prompted, still wearing that mocking smirk.

      She took a deep breath. Persuade him. She summoned her most appealing smile. “All I ask is for you to help Lucinda. She is your cousin, after all.” His brow quirked cynically, and she fought hard to suppress her irritation at that. “Very distantly but still family, and a helpless child to boot.”

      “How altruistic,” he said. “It explains nothing of why you are so eager to help me claim something I don’t want and don’t need.”

      “I’m her governess. I’ve been with her for two years now.”

      His brows went up again. “You must be the most devoted governess in Christendom, to track down a long-lost distant relation and try to bully him into amenability. Ah . . . but you’ll lose your place if this child is left with nothing, won’t you?”

      She would. She could bear that. But Lucy . . . She could not, would not abandon Lucy.

      At her silence, which he must have mistaken for guilt instead of fierce determination, the dratted man smiled. Not cruelly, but worse—in pity. “Go home, Miss Greene. My answer is no.”

      Emilia reeled in disbelief. The prestige of the title was supposed to dazzle him. If that failed, she had mentioned the property and power associated with the title. She had tried to prick his conscience about the servants who would be harmed, and the precarious nature of his business. She had even told him of Lucy, whose life depended on him. How could none of those arguments move him, even when she was offering to do all the work and hand him a life of elegance and status? “What about your family?” she blurted in desperation.

      He stiffened, his expression darkening.

      “Being a viscount will make you eminently eligible,” she hurried on. She’d done her research; he was not married and had no children. “Almost any woman in Britain would receive you! Your children will have a rank and a preference they never would as commoners, not even with an enormous fortune. Refusing the viscounty may suit you, but can you refuse it for all your descendants to come?”

      Dashwood said nothing, but Emilia thought it was calculation in his narrowed eyes now.

      “You may be accepted by society because this club is popular,” she told him, sensing an advantage and pressing it. “It would be nothing to your status as Viscount Sydenham! And while a gaming club could fail and go out of business, a title cannot be taken away. It also casts a halo of sorts over your relations. Before you fling it aside like a cloak you don’t want, remember how it can enfold and protect those near you.”

      At this his jaw tightened. “I’ve seen that society at close range. They’re not eager to welcome an outsider, no matter how gaudy the cloak he wears.”

      “But when you are a lord, they will have no choice.”

      He stared at her for a minute, his mouth hard, his eyes shadowed. “There is always a choice.”

      Emilia realized in horror he was about to reject her proposal once and for all. “Think about it!” She pulled a note from her reticule and held it out to him, then dropped it on his desk when he refused to take it. “Think before you throw away something so rare and valuable. And after you’ve thought about it”—when you’ve come to your senses, stupid man—“contact me there.” Without waiting for his reply, she turned and ran.

      

      Nicholas Dashwood watched her go. Simply dressed, her dark hair in a demure knot and her pelisse primly buttoned, but an attractive woman nonetheless. Her skirt swished very appealingly around her hips as she hurried out the door. If she’d walked past him on the street, his gaze would have followed her—as it did now.

      She’d expected him to fall at her feet in gratitude. He’d shocked her, and then deliberately offended her, but she hadn’t flinched. She’d argued with him and called him a fool. That one wasn’t afraid of anything, he thought, and she was clever, even though she’d clearly been taken off guard by his attitude. She hadn’t let it rattle her, but had quickly rallied a stream of logical arguments, and then stormed out before he could turn her down again. Miss Emilia Greene had brass.

      He admired that in a woman: intelligence and passion, determination and beauty. He had a noted weakness for that type, in fact, and it had set him horribly off-balance. If she hadn’t asked something so outrageous, so mad, he might have been charmed enough to give in. When she tilted her head to the side and smiled in that tempting way that brought out a hint of dimple in her cheek, and looked at him as if they were about to become partners in some exhilarating adventure, he’d felt a thrill of true anticipation—which was always dangerous, with a woman.

      “Her Mighty Highness is gone.” His club manager, Tom Forbes, stood in the doorway again. “Was she trouble?”

      Nick’s fingers closed around the letter she’d left; he’d unconsciously picked it up. It released a whiff of her scent, and he inhaled before he could stop himself. Something soft and fresh, like spring. “Aren’t they all?”

      Forbes grunted. “Aye. I’ll not allow her in again.”

      Nick tossed the crumpled paper onto his desk. “No,” he said slowly. “That’s not necessary. In fact . . .” He hesitated, flattening her note open with one hand. The only thing written in it was Charles Street, No. 18.

      As the owner of a gaming hell, where large sums of money and property could change hands on the turn of a card, Nick felt it prudent to know his patrons. In a cabinet behind his desk, he kept a file on every member, filled with details of their social positions and fortunes and idiosyncrasies. He paid a small network of servants, merchants, and even a few members of society for the information, and kept it up to date. The more a member wagered, the more attention Nick paid him.

      Emilia Greene had just asked him to wager everything he owned—everything he was. And he knew nothing about her.

      “Make a file on Emilia Greene,” he told Forbes. “She’s a friend of Lord Oliver McCorquodale. Start there.”

      Forbes looked doubtful. “She’s applied for membership?”

      Nick smiled slightly. Forbes knew he never admitted unmarried women. “No. Do it anyway.”

      Forbes nodded. “Aye.” He closed the door behind him.

      Miss Greene presented a conundrum. She offered him—him—a viscounty, and claimed she wanted only gratitude in exchange. Nick didn’t believe for a moment that she came solely on behalf of a child. She—a governess!—had somehow discovered his father. Old Sam had been a rogue who alienated his own family, but this governess knew three of his aliases. What else had she found out?

      Nick hadn’t got where he was without learning to sense a trap. There was more to this “business proposal” than she was telling him. Miss Greene might be the bait, luring him in, or she might be trying to spring the trap herself. Either way, he wasn’t inclined to fall for it, no matter how fetching or intriguing she was. He ought to have shown her the door—and forcibly bundled her out it—as soon as she said his father’s name.

      Nick dropped her note into a drawer. In a few days he would know much more about her, and why she was so very keen for him to claim a title. But in the meantime . . .

      He wished Emilia Greene to the devil.
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      The sky was glowing pale gold when Emilia reached Charles Street. The house was still and quiet, but it had been that way since they came here. Emilia took out her latchkey and let herself in.

      “Did you see him?” The eager whisper, so loud in the tomb-like silence, made her jump.

      Despite the hour, Lucy sat on the stairs, wearing her dressing gown and slippers. Sir Chester, the large yellow cat, lay beside her, tail flicking lazily. If there had been a full staff, someone would have scolded her and sent her back to bed, but since it was just Emilia, Henry, and Mrs. Watson, here sat Lucy, wriggling with excitement and anticipation.

      Emilia mustered a smile. “Lucinda Sidney! Why are you up so early? You’ll be falling asleep before dinner.”

      Lucy grinned. She’d recently lost a front tooth and the gap in her smile made Emilia’s heart swell. “I heard you leave. It was still dark out! But then I couldn’t go back to sleep. I had to know if you saw him—my cousin.”

      Emilia’s smile faded. She climbed the stairs halfway and sat down next to her charge. “I did.”

      Lucy’s thin face brightened. “You did it! You talked your way into the club and saw him! Oh, Millie, I knew you would do it.”

      “It wasn’t quite like sneaking into Carleton House to see the Prince Regent, you know,” she said lightly. “I opened the door and strolled right in. The guards armed with pikestaffs and halberds must have been given the day free.”

      Lucy giggled. “Will he come to see us? Mr. Dashwood?”

      Emilia hesitated, unwilling to disappoint the girl yet. “I don’t know, dear. He didn’t say.”

      “I want to be sure to be very clean and neat when he comes,” Lucy went on, as if she hadn’t spoken. “Papa always said I was grubby, so I shan’t take any chances with Mr. Dashwood. Will you help me wash my hair?”

      “Of course.” Emilia had long since used up her supply of anger and hatred for the late Lord Sydenham. He was dead, and it couldn’t happen to a more deserving man.

      “And we must ask Mrs. Watson to make cakes again.” Lucy’s brow furrowed. “May she, Millie? This once, for his visit? I won’t eat more than one.”

      They hadn’t had sugar in a fortnight, but Emilia nodded. “The lavender honey cakes, I think.”

      Those were Lucy’s favorite. A dreamy smile settled on her face. “I can’t wait to meet him.”

      “We must be patient,” she told the girl, wishing she could be more encouraging. It was her own fault Lucy had pinned all her hopes on Nicholas Dashwood. She ought not to have said anything about him. But the poor child had been so fearful, so anxious about their future, it had been hard not to tell her something. Without staff to distract her, she’d clung to Emilia’s side until finally Emilia gave in and told the girl what she was doing, searching through all the musty books in her father’s study. Now they were joint conspirators in the search for a Sydenham heir. “He’s a busy man.”

      “Yes.” Lucy sobered as well. “Will he like me, do you think?”

      If he wants to keep his head attached to his neck, thought Emilia. “I’m sure he’ll like you much better than he likes me.”

      “No! Oh, Millie, he couldn’t dislike you! You’re so lovely and clever and kind . . .”

      “As are you,” Emila returned, wrinkling her nose. “But you didn’t walk into his club and demand he do this and that, and care for a property in Dorset, where no one wants to live⁠—”

      Lucy’s giggle cut her off. “You wouldn’t tell him he has to live in Dorset! That would frighten anyone!”

      If they had endured what Lucy had there, it would. “I did not mention Dorset. I thought we’d best wait for that until he’s had some of Mrs. Watson’s lavender cakes, and is so content he won’t care about anything else.”

      “Of course.” Lucy smiled again. It was a miracle she could do that after mention of Dorset.

      “But now,” said Emilia in mock sternness, “if you’re out of bed, you should get dressed, Miss Sidney. And then we must begin anew on French.”

      Lucy heaved a sigh. “Can’t we do dancing? I like dancing so much better.”

      “Later. After French and sums.” Emilia helped her up and they climbed the stairs together.

      At the top, Lucy stopped. “Millie,” she said hesitantly, “he will come, won’t he? And he’ll help us?”

      “I hope so.”

      “That’s good,” said Lucy softly. “Then I will like him.” She turned and headed toward her room, the cat trailing along behind her with his tail swishing from side to side. And Emilia could only watch her go, her heart throbbing painfully in her chest.

      Mr. Dashwood would agree to claim that title, if she had to hound and harass him for the rest of her life.
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      “Here’s the report you wanted.”

      Nick barely glanced at the packet Forbes laid on his desk, focused on rubbing the tight muscles at the back of his neck with both hands. A patron had needed to be escorted out earlier, but he was pickled drunk and in a fighting mood about it. He struck two footmen before Nick could persuade the man to get into a carriage. For his efforts, he’d been thrown against a wall and called a number of rude names, and tomorrow Lord Fitchley would be his usual arrogant self, unapologetic and unashamed. Nick was beginning to regret admitting him to the club.

      “Why don’t you give him the boot?” asked Forbes, divining Nick’s thoughts. “Fitchley’s an ass.”

      “He is,” Nick agreed. His shoulder would ache like the devil later. “But he wagers incredible sums of money without blinking an eye.”

      Forbes grunted. “Is that the new standard for membership?”

      “Hardly. It is beneficial to our profits, though.” Nick cast a weary eye on the packet. “What’s this?”

      “Miss Emilia Greene.” Forbes pronounced her name like a courtier announcing the queen. “The lady who barged in at dawn a week ago bearing a forged note and somehow got an audience on the spot.”

      “Forged?”

      “Lord Oliver McCorquodale has been in Scotland these past two months or more, according to all his household staff.”

      Nick remembered almost nothing of that note. He wished he could say the same about the woman. “Which means . . . ?”

      “The note said it was an urgent matter. Either his lordship wrote that several weeks ago, which doesn’t seem very urgent to me, or he didn’t write it at all.” Forbes smirked. “Miss Greene”—again he pronounced it with airs—“is a friend of his sister, Lady Arabella, though.”

      Nick glared at his manager. “Close the door behind you.”

      Forbes grinned. “Aye.” He left and closed the door with an impertinent snap that make Nick wince. Fitchley had given him a headache to go with the sore shoulder.

      He flipped over the packet and opened it. Forbes’s tight handwriting filled three pages, which surprised him. How much was there to report of a governess, even one that bold?

      The first page was surprising. Miss Greene was actually Miss Greeneborough, niece of the Earl of Harlow. She was the daughter of the earl’s deceased younger brother, and around twenty-seven years of age. She’d been educated at a well-respected academy for young ladies, but through some circumstances Forbes did not illuminate, she’d left her family and become a governess. Because of her upbringing and education—and despite her attractiveness—she was apparently a smashing good one. She’d been with Lady Helen Fairchild, receiving some credit for that lady now being Countess Mulworth, and currently had charge of Miss Lucinda Sidney, aged nine or ten. More or less exactly as she had told him.

      And yet there were two more pages. Nick flipped to the second with increased interest. What had Forbes’s running boys discovered that required two additional pages?

      Forbes had sensed where the true intrigue lay. The second page was about the late Viscount Sydenham, Lucinda’s father, dead nearly eight months now. Arthur Sidney had been a recluse, surly and rude on the rare occasions he was seen in society. He had kept mostly to Beaufort Hall in Dorset, but on his few visits to London, he’d made quite an impression. He’d been blackballed from White’s and Boodle’s clubs. He’d been thrown out of the Royal Academy summer exhibition after getting into a fistfight with a curator. He’d shoved a bishop in church, caused a disturbance at the Theatre Royale, and was widely known to be a hot-tempered, malicious fellow.

      In his long history of running card games, Nick had met every sort of scoundrel and rogue. Each of them, to a man, had left a trail of unmet promises: to family, to friends, to neighbors, to superior officers, to creditors. He knew what was on the third page before he read it.

      Lord Sydenham hadn’t just been rude and unlikeable, he’d also been bankrupt. Forbes couldn’t learn how deeply in debt he was, but rumors ranged from “skint” to “up the River Tick.” His solicitor, Mr. Fitzhugh Bennet, had died suddenly several weeks after the viscount, allegedly leaving his client’s affairs in disarray. Servants who’d quit the household complained that they hadn’t been paid in two quarters or more. And of course, the man had no direct heir, leaving the estate—whatever there was of it—in limbo.

      That explained Miss Greene’s desperation to find any cousin at all. Sydenham must have left his daughter in terrible circumstances. It certainly wasn’t a unique story, although generally lords were more determined to preserve their estate and fortune than ordinary men. Perhaps Lord Sydenham hadn’t cared as much, since he had no son to inherit, and no fortune to leave.

      But still: a cracking good governess could find a new post, and the child must have some relations who would take her in. What had made Emilia Greene decide to invade his establishment at dawn and demand that he assume the title? Why did she think he’d be any better than the last viscount?

      Nick certainly didn’t.

      With a muttered curse he swept the papers into the file and tossed it into the cabinet. He didn’t want to think about Emilia Greene. Not about the way she bobbed up on her toes when she called him an idiot. Not about the way her vivid blue eyes widened in astonishment when he said a rude word. Not about the way her pretty face went pink when he said he’d received many propositions, right before she cut him down to size. He didn’t want to think about disappointing her. He didn’t want to feel responsible for her.

      And yet . . . He couldn’t stop thinking about her—and her damned proposal.

      Nick didn’t like any of it.

      He left his office and walked through the club. It was morning now, sunlight streaming through the open windows as the servants cleaned and tidied after another night of profitable gambling. Nick felt the familiar hum of satisfaction in his chest. This was his estate, built from a single hazard table in a shabby cellar to the finest club in London. He was someone, a man of means and importance, even without a title.

      The thought made him scowl. Never once in his life had he thought about having a title, nor wanted one. Most of the lords who came through his club did not serve to recommend the aristocracy, whether they were pompous winners or sulky losers. But Miss Greene had made him think about other sides of the matter, and he was not pleased by the way it taunted him.

      At the back of the dining room he pushed open the baize door and went down to the kitchen. Like the salons upstairs, it was still alive with activity, but on a more relaxed pace than the frenetic rush that began in the afternoon.

      The kitchens were one of the Vega Club’s prime attractions. While most clubs served dinner, none did it the way Vega’s did. Here they served every sort of meal a patron could want, from the time the doors opened until they closed around dawn, and every morsel of it was delicious. The scullery was filled with servants washing dishes, scrubbing pots, and polishing silver from last night’s service. The long trestle table in the main kitchen was covered with freshly plucked capons and geese, waiting to be dressed and roasted for hungry diners tonight. Baskets of vegetables and herbs sat on the table under the windows, just delivered. The scent of baking bread perfumed the air. All these signs of industry, prosperity, and luxury filled Nick with fierce pride.

      Guillaume, the chef, had his hands in a large mound of dough, but he jerked his head toward a tray on the opposite end of his worktable. “Freshly baked, Monsieur.”

      He leaned over the plate and inhaled deeply. Guillaume’s fresh pastries filled with gooseberry jam, topped with thick clotted cream, were sinfully delicious. Betsy, Guillaume’s wife, whisked across the room. “Just a moment, sir, you’re early today.”

      Nick grinned as she laid the pastries in a basket and covered them with a clean cloth. “And hungry. These smell divine.”

      “’Tis Betsy’s gooseberry preserves that make them so.” Guillaume winked at his wife.

      “I thank you both for the compliments,” she said pertly, handing Nick the basket with a curtsy.

      He bowed in reply, then went through the narrow corridor outside the kitchen, still cool and dim since the sun hadn’t risen high enough to reach the kitchens. He jogged up the stairs in the courtyard and let himself out into the mews, making sure the lock was securely fastened behind him. More than once patrons had tried to sneak into Vega’s through the service area, desperate to retrieve something they’d lost at the tables. Nick put a quick end to that, installing tall gates with sturdy locks at every entrance point, and sending imposing employees on frequent tours of the grounds. Gambling might not be an inherently honorable pastime, but when a man lost, he had to pay his debt.

      At the end of the mews he turned away from the rumble of Piccadilly Street, toward the quiet, refined heart of Mayfair. He whistled tunelessly as he swung the basket in one hand. This was the best part of his day, every day. Even his headache receded as he walked.

      In a quiet little street less than a mile from the club, he turned into a courtyard and let himself in through another gate. The scullery door stood open to admit the fresh morning air, and he walked right in.

      The scene was far quieter than at Vega’s, although the cook was also kneading bread on the table. At Nick’s appearance, she smiled in greeting and curtsied.

      “Has breakfast been served already?” he asked, one hand on the swinging door.

      “Yes, sir. She’s just rung for tea and Nelly took it up,” replied Mrs. Barnes, the cook.

      Without another word Nick pushed open the door and jogged up the steps, heading for the dining room.

      “Nick!”

      He laughed as Charlotte ran and flung her arms around his neck. “Good morning to you, too. Have I been neglectful? That was quite an enthusiastic greeting.”

      She gave him a look of reproach as she resumed her seat and Nick took his, at the head of the table. “You’re on time for once. I’m beside myself with astonishment.”

      “Wait until you see what I’ve brought.” He set his offering on the table. “From Guillaume.”

      Her dark eyes widened, and Charlotte seized the basket, sticking her nose under the cloth and inhaling deeply. “Guillaume is quite possibly the love of my life.”

      “I’ll tell him you said so.”

      “Someday I’d like to meet him.” Charlotte put a pastry on her plate and handed the basket to Nelly, who busied herself arranging the rest on a platter. “Will you let me come to the club and thank him?”

      “No.” Nick gave the same answer he always did, but today it came out a little sharply.

      “Why not?” she protested. “You allow ladies to be members. Why can’t I come and see it one day? Don’t you think it’s one of the best clubs in London?”

      “It is the very best, and it’s also no place for you.” Nick tapped his empty teacup, trying to divert her.

      Charlotte frowned at him, but she poured his tea. “What’s wrong with me, that I’m not fit to visit the best club in London?”

      “Charlotte,” he said under his breath, in warning. Every now and then she got her teeth into this subject, and he never liked it. “It is not about you.”

      Her brows were still drawn together. “Then what is it about?”

      “I said no, and that’s the end of the matter.” He looked at Nelly. “The ham, please.”

      “You’re not being honest with me.” Charlotte waved off his offer to serve her a slice of the cold ham on the platter Nelly brought. “And you’re in a temper this morning, which spoils all my joy at your punctual arrival.”

      He gave her an aggrieved look. “You may go,” he told Nelly, who curtsied and slipped from the room. “I’m not in a temper.” He rotated his sore arm, blatantly soliciting sympathy. “I had to throw out a patron last night and he tossed me against the wall.”

      She looked at him suspiciously, but her frown softened. “How hard?”

      “Violently.” He winced—exaggerated for her benefit, but only a little. His shoulder did ache. “I feared it would be out of joint.”

      “You should put a cold poultice on it.”

      “I would have been late for breakfast.”

      Sympathy flooded her face. Charlotte put her hand on his arm. “You silly man. You ought to have gone home and had Pearce look after you.”

      “But there were fresh pastries,” he said, “from Guillaume.”

      Her lips twitched, then slowly turned into a smile. “You’re such a scoundrel, Nicholas Dashwood. Are you even hurt at all?”

      “I am!” He started to strip off his jacket. “Let me show you the bruise.”

      “Stop.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m sure it won’t keep you from any of your usual habits. And I realize you distracted me from my question, you know.”

      He only grinned and settled back into his chair.

      “Polly invited me to the theater with her family,” she said. “May I go?”

      The smile froze on his face. “Oh?” He reached for his cup, thinking rapidly. “That was very kind of her.”

      “Isn’t it?” Eagerly she leaned toward him, her face alight with hope. “Please say yes, Nicky, please.”

      He looked at her, trying to hide his instinctive response, which was profane and negative. It was such a simple thing, going to the theater. Polly Neale, who lived on the other side of the courtyard, was a good friend to have invited her. Charlotte almost trembled with excitement at the prospect, which made him feel cruel and heartless. Not only had he never taken her to the theater, he didn’t want to let her go now.

      He let out a sigh, unconsciously shifting his sore shoulder back and forth. Fatigue was catching up to him; he was a creature of the night and it was time for him to go to bed. Instead he had to tell Charlotte no again, which would make it difficult to sleep.

      Perhaps he should allow it. What could go wrong? “What is the program?” he asked, stalling for time to think.

      “Oh! I don’t know. Does it matter?”

      “Why would you want to see something dreadful?”

      Her mouth firmed impatiently. “To see something, anything at all, would be lovely! You’re going to say no, aren’t you?”

      “I should.” He rubbed his eyes.

      Charlotte banged her hands on the table. “Nick! I am not a child anymore. I can’t stay locked in this house forever!”

      He knew. It was the nagging fear at the back of his mind every day. She was almost fifteen now, and his sister was no longer a child but a lovely girl. Someday all too soon she’d be a beautiful woman, and Nick felt like a doomed man, trying to raise and protect her. God knew he’d seen how vile and evil the world could be, especially to attractive young women of murky history like Charlotte.

      Without warning the image of Miss Greene flashed across his mind. If he accepted her offer—mad and far-fetched as it was—he could give his sister the kind of life she wanted and deserved. Before you fling aside a viscounty, remember how it can enfold and protect those near you . . .

      Bloody hell. He squeezed his eyes shut. He should leave now and get some sleep before he let Charlotte’s pleading and Miss Greene’s madness lull him into doing something stupid, dangerous, or both.

      “Let me speak to Mr. Neale,” he said, naming Polly’s father.

      Charlotte glared at him suspiciously, but her fists uncurled. “Will you do it today? The invitation is for tomorrow evening.”

      “Yes, I’ll do it today.”

      “Thank you.” She beamed at him again, which made Nick feel all the worse. She should not be this excited over a simple trip to the theater.

      When he left, he crossed the courtyard and rapped at the Neales’ door. The maid showed him into the small front parlor, and a moment later Charles Neale came in, still brushing crumbs from his waistcoat. “Good morning, sir!”

      “Neale.” Nick nodded in greeting. “I understand you’ve planned a theater outing.”

      The man smiled ruefully, obviously knowing exactly what he meant. “Polly wants to, aye. I’ve told her not to say anything, but she’s impulsive—when they get together, those girls do chatter something fierce.”

      “I know.” Nick sighed. He was glad Charlotte had a friend her age, who wanted to invite her shopping and to the theater and probably all sorts of other places. “I’ll allow it. Forbes will send James to attend you.”

      Neale bowed in understanding. “Polly will be so pleased, sir. Thank you, indeed.”

      Nick nodded once more and left. He saw Charlotte anxiously watching him from her window, so he pasted a wide smile on his face and made a courtly bow in her direction. Her face lit up with joy, and he swore he could hear her little shriek of pleasure.

      But the smile faded as he let himself out through the gate. What the devil was he to do now? When he’d brought Charlotte here as a child, it hadn’t been hard to keep watch over her. Now she was old enough to go around town without him, and he didn’t know how to respond.

      Unwillingly he thought once again of Miss Greene. He imagined her blue eyes lighting up with pleasure—and relief?—if he accepted her offer. He imagined himself addressed as my lord and admitted to sit in Parliament. That almost made him laugh out loud.

      But then he thought of Charlotte, dressed as a viscount’s sister, beaming with joy and excitement at being able to attend parties and balls. He pictured her learning all the ladylike manners and skills she so admired. Miss Greene was a governess; she could teach his sister everything she needed to know. Charlotte would adore that. She was as bright and curious as a kitten, but she was growing up very fast . . .

      Of course, that made him think of all the terrible things that might happen to her out in London. The way men—like the so-called gentlemen who frequented his club—would look at her. What they would think of her. What some of them might try to do to her. Just thinking about it made his chest tighten and his hands flex. After all Charlotte had been through, he’d kill anyone who tried to hurt her.

      Perhaps he should take the title, just to avoid being hanged for any future murders he might commit.

      Nick exhaled, knowing what he had to do. Letting Charlotte attend the theater with the Neales was only the first step toward admitting he could not guard her every hour of every day for much longer. She deserved better than to be hidden away, safe from harm but also denied a normal, ordinary life.

      He reached his own home after a brisk walk. The maid sweeping the front steps moved aside for him, bobbing a curtsy and murmuring, “Good morning, sir.”

      “Good morning,” he answered absently.

      He could be a lord.

      “Good morning, Mr. Dashwood,” his butler greeted him, appearing to take his hat and coat. “Mr. Forbes has sent over the receipts.”

      He could have a large estate at his command.

      “Thank you, Pearce.” He took the leather folio that held the accounting from last night at the Vega Club and headed to his study. After his unsettling morning with Charlotte, it would be a relief to escape into the tedium of reconciling ledgers.

      And yet. He slumped in the leather chair and rubbed his eyes. It would be nothing to your status as Viscount Sydenham, whispered Emilia Greene’s voice in his head. Rubbish—even though she must know, as the granddaughter of an earl. She was from that society. She surely belonged there; she’d be a beauty in silk and jewels . . .

      No. He righted his thoughts. He should be thinking of her words, not of her, and how her proposed plan would affect Charlotte, not her. She was . . . He dropped his head into both hands and groaned. She had intrigued him, and not only with her shocking proposition.

      Resigned, he took out a sheet of paper and dashed off a single line. He smiled humorlessly as he sanded and folded it and wrote her direction. The note she’d given him with the information was back at Vega’s, tucked into the file of information Forbes had gathered. It was a sign of how doomed he was that he remembered it anyway.

      Nick locked away the accounting and rang for Pearce. He was too tired to add up the numbers now; it was better that he get some sleep. When the butler came, Nick gave him the sealed note. “Have this delivered at once.”

      “Yes, sir. Shall he wait for an answer?”

      He knew what the answer would be. “No. Wake me at four.”
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      For days Emilia anxiously waited for something from Mr. Dashwood. She tried to hide it from Lucy, because the girl was so convinced he would fall in with the plan that she was already calling him cousin. Emilia certainly had hopes as well, but she also remembered him saying No more than once. He might not send word. He might never come. The one man she needed to be avaricious and grasping might turn out to be neither, or perhaps too lazy to be of any use to her, and what would she do then?

      But finally his reply arrived. She was dusting the dining room when the rap at the door came, and since Henry was in the kitchen fixing a broken damper and Mrs. Watson was at the market, she answered it herself.

      “From Mr. Dashwood, for Miss Greene.” The messenger handed over a sealed note.

      Her heart leapt into her throat. “Will you wait for a reply?”

      “No.” He gave her a cocky grin. “Mr. Dashwood says he knows the answer.”
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