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	My dear reader, here is the story of Trevor Reform, the owner of the Gentlemen's Club run by William, Roger and Frederick. Until O'Brian appeared, I did not know of his existence, I imagine that neither did you. But as I always tell you, I never know what will happen in my novels because I do not plan them. They just appear and I dedicate myself to write them. I hope you enjoy reading and continue to enjoy the stories of my gentlemen and ladies.

	 

	Yours sincerely, Dama Beltran.

	 


 

	For my mother. 

	 


 

	«Are we the owners of the absolute truth? Do we know for sure what is around us? Do we understand it, admit it, reinforce it?»

	 

	Dama Beltran, 10-01-18

	 


Prologue
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	London, April 11, 1868, Reform Gentlemen's Club.

	 

	Last evening was more fruitful than Trevor had expected. He never imagined that, with such a simple incentive, the members of the club would crowd the gaming rooms. He smirked and stroked his well-groomed beard. If it continued in this way, the Reform Club would become the most powerful and important club not only in London but in the entire country. 

	Without removing his smile of pleasure, he brought the glass to his lips and took a large sip of the drink. He celebrated, silently and alone, his triumph. It was not a small thing. His little plan had turned into a powerful project. He never imagined that he would achieve what he planned the night he decided to invest the little fortune he had kept in a place that was about to collapse. He had worked hard to make it a respectable place, even helping the workers on difficult jobs. There were days full of despair, but also of endless dreams that, finally, were achieved. Satisfied with himself, Trevor set the glass on the table, lifted his feet to accommodate them on it, and crossed his hands behind his head. He was beginning to be the important man he aspired to become, as his shoulders bore the weight of his arms. Nothing and no one could prevent him from achieving that peak he’d hoped for.

	Although, of course, not everything had been perfect. Trevor had forgotten at some point in that past the sociable and respectful personality with which he was born, giving way to the arrogant, conceited, and presumptuous man he had become. Perhaps the power that came from having all of London's important Society under his control caused him to put aside those moral principles that he had always valued and now did not remember. 

	Proud of his projects, he tried to close his eyes to find that calm the knowledge of his power offered him, when he discovered that Berwin, his secretary for four years, had left the account book far from his reach. Intrigued to find out how much he had accumulated, he sat up and picked it up. As he flipped through the pages, he was delighted with one of the cigars Mr. Fisheral had gifted him. The smoke from that cigar began to surround him showing, to the eyes of anyone who entered the office at that moment, a gray aura. Suddenly his mouth twisted, frowned, and broke the expensive cigar in two. Why on earth could table number seven not bring him the same benefits as the others? Angrily, Trevor hit the table causing the whiskey glass to fall to the floor, spreading the amber liquor on the dark mahogany surface.

	“Dammit! How can this happen? Every night the same! What the hell is going on at that damn table?” he yelled angrily.

	At his angry shouts, someone appeared at the door, but did not enter the room, remaining under the protection of the doorframe.

	"Did you call me, Mr. Reform?" Berwin asked uneasily.

	Trevor looked at him as if that look were enough to wipe him out. Hi mouth, adorned with a neat goatee, twisted to the left. The eyes were not brown but red and the frown was so dark that they looked like old age lines.

	"Tell me your calculations are not exact!" he thundered at the poor secretary who, knowing what would happen when he reviewed the statement of accounts, remained nailed to that entry.

	"I'm afraid they are, sir," he replied regretfully. "There's definitely something going on at table number seven," he added.

	“Something is going on?” Trevor repeated with a deafening scream. "And what is that something, Berwin? How come you have not figured out what's going on at that damn table? Don't you have eyes in your face to find out the reason why I always end up losing?” he said, getting up from his seat and walking angrily toward his employee.

	"I promise you; I don't take my eyes off that damned place," the employee said fearfully.

	“And?” Trevor asked, raising his black eyebrows.

	"And all gentlemen play the right way," he explained.

	"Have you investigated the dealer? Maybe he's the reason for the problem,” Trevor pointed out angrily.

	"He's not to blame for what is happening," he said bravely. Berwin found the strength to take several steps into the office, always keeping a safe distance from Mr. Reform. But he could not allow the young man to be unfairly fired. Gilligan had grown up in the club and was the most faithful boy they could find. If the owner decided to end with his services, all the employees would defend him tooth and nail.

	"So…whose fault is it?" Trevor snapped, his eyes widening.

	"Perhaps it is cursed…" he whispered.

	“Cursed?” Trevor repeated, stunned.

	"Witchcraft, spell, curses..." Berwin listed desperately. He only had that alternative to offer. Every night he fixed his eyes on that place in the club and did not notice anything strange. The gentlemen played honestly, and the young dealer did his job flawlessly. What other option did he had?

	"Are you saying I'm losing money because of a spell a witch has conspired?" Trevor blurted out without breathing.

	"It could be one of your lovers, sir. As you have learned, they have not all been respectable ladies,” he suggested foolishly.

	"Do you really believe in the words that come out of your mouth?" Trevor replied angrily. "Are you claiming that I make a loss at one of the best tables because of a spiteful mistress?" He continued shouting as he placed his hands on his waist.

	“It's an option to consider...”

	“Dammit! How can you plead such stupidity? Curses, spells?! Can't there be anyone rational in this club except me?” Trevor exclaimed, raising his hands as if he wanted to grab something from the ceiling. “It will be fine. This problem will be solved today, whatever it costs me!” He yelled as he approached the desk.

	 As he wrote something on a piece of paper, Berwin stared at it without blinking. Trevor's sour character, his rudeness when he spoke, was due to his desperation to find out what was going on at the table. That frustration was shared by all the employees of the club. What was happening in that place?

	"Have one of the slackers hanging around the rooms deliver this note to Inspector O'Brian," Trevor ordered, almost stamping the letter in his face.

	"As you wish, sir, I'll do it right now," Berwin said fearfully as he left the office without touching the ground with his feet.

	What the hell is going on at that table? Trevor wondered, pacing the office nonstop. Why couldn't he get the profits he wanted? 

	Tired of wandering around without finding an answer, he returned to his seat to continue his review. Although that table did not provide the reward he wanted, the others made up for the losses. With his brown eyes fixed on the pages, clutching the bottle from which he was drinking directly with his right hand, he did not notice time go by and he had not heard of the arrival of the inspector. Only when he looked away from the book and toward the large window behind his back did Trevor discover that it was dark. Angry again, he jumped up from his seat, walked to the door, opened it, stepped out onto the landing where a huge wooden banister gave him a wide view of the club and shouted.

	"Has the inspector arrived? Berwin! Berwin! Where the hell have you been?” Trevor gripped the handrail as if to rip it off.

	At the shouts, to which the workers were already accustomed, a figure moved through the darkness and all eyes focused on the poor secretary.

	"Mr. Reform, the inspector is not coming," Berwin declared fearfully. "One of the officers has informed us that he is not on duty tonight."

	“What did you say?!” Trevor thundered, his eyes widening and his hands gripping the banister tighter.

	"What I'm trying to explain is that…" Berwin insisted.

	“Dammit! You are completely useless to me!” Trevor bellowed. "It's clear that if I can't fix it, none of you will!"

	He turned on his heel, walked into the office, and minutes later appeared properly dressed. He walked down the stairs, stamping on them as if he wanted to go through them. Employees, right at that moment, suddenly had to do thousands of tasks that required their immediate disappearance. So the secretary was left alone before the beast.

	"I want my carriage at the door right now," Trevor muttered.

	"You have it already, sir," Berwin reported.

	"All right. I'll go find that inspector personally and won't leave Scotland Yard until he answers me as I want,” he stated as Berwin helped him into his black coat. "Don't take your eyes off that damn table until I get back. Write down anything suspicious you find, and if for some divine reason you discover what's going on before I show up with that officer, please let me know as soon as possible.”

	"Of course, Mr. Reform. I won't move from here until you get back.” Berwin took a couple of steps back.

	Grunting and mouthing millions of expletives learned since childhood, Trevor left the place where he felt powerful to go in search of the person who had refused to help him. Just as he stepped onto the cobblestones of the street, a gentle, damp breeze greeted him. Frowning, he raised the collar of his coat and climbed into the carriage to shelter himself from the cold weather inside.

	The journey barely lasted ten minutes, time that Trevor took the opportunity to reflect on the incentive he would offer the inspector to help him. Witchcraft…he mused. How had Berwin come up with such nonsense? He could not ignore his suggestion about his lovers since none of them willingly agreed to end her affair with him, but that was not reason enough for his secretary to imagine such nonsense. The problem must be something else. One that was impossible for him to figure out just by observation which required the expertise of a man like the inspector. 

	He waited nervously for the coachman to open the door for him. At that moment, everything seemed to go slower than he wanted, perhaps because the desperation to find out the truth made him impatient. But he was in dire straits. He was concerned not only about losses but about the reaction his partners would have when they discovered that a table might be rigged. The trust and respect that until now the Club had with its clients would be diminished and, of course, that would unleash a ruin impossible to solve. 

	Staring at the Scotland Yard facade, Trevor waited for the servant to get out of the carriage.

	"Sir, do you want me to wait for you?" asked the driver as soon as he opened the door.

	Trevor did not reply. He was so deep in thought that all he did was get out of the vehicle and walk briskly toward the building.

	For a few seconds he stood in the entrance, waiting for one of the officers who were moving from one place to another to recognize him and come closer to attend to him. Irritated at that impassivity, for that unconcern that people who should ensure the safety of citizens had, he unbuttoned his coat and went himself towards one of them.

	"I want to speak to Inspector O'Brian," he said solemnly.

	"Everyone who walks through that door wants to talk to him" the officer replied without even raising his face to look at him.

	"But none of them is Trevor Reform, the owner of the Reform Club," he said proudly, conceited and with a tone of voice that could be equated to Queen Victoria herself.

	When Borshon heard the name of the person standing next to him, he rose quickly from his seat.

	“Excuse me, Mr. Reform,” he said, shocked and embarrassed. "I did not recognize you."

	"If you had looked at me when I approached, you surely would have," Trevor pointed out angrily. "Where is the inspector? I need to talk to him right now.”

	"He's off duty tonight. But I can help you myself, if you wish,” Borshon said, extending his hand to greet him.

	“No. I want Mr. O'Brian,” Trevor said emphatically without accepting the greeting.

	“But…”

	"I'm not leaving here until I have a conversation with the inspector. I don't care how long it takes to take my call, so order one of those fools to report to him and inform him that Mr. Reform wishes to see him immediately. Meanwhile, I will wait in his office. It's that one, right?” Trevor asked, pointing to an office at the back.

	"Yes, sir," Borshon confirmed, resisting the urge to grab the insolent man by the neck and shake him, thanks to his sour character.

	“Perfect. And hurry up—as you can understand, I'm a remarkably busy man and I can't waste the whole night,” he added before heading towards Michael O’Brian's office.

	Borshon grabbed his hat in his hands and twisted it like it was the neck of the conceited man. He took a deep breath and called in one of the officers nearby. He was not going to introduce himself to his inspector's door after having made it clear to him that nothing and no one could interrupt him tonight. Yet he was sure that when he heard Reform's name, reluctantly, O’Brian would come to Scotland Yard.

	Trevor settled into one of the chairs he found by the inspector's desk, leaned back, and crossed his legs. As he looked around, he reached into his right pocket and pulled out one of the cigars he kept in his cigarette case. Slowly and savoring the flavor, he was inspiring the contents of that cigar while he fixed his dark eyes on something that caught his attention. Only two things made him hold his gaze for a little over a minute; a newspaper clipping which the inspector had framed, and a drawing of the face of a criminal they were looking for. Without any interest in finding out what would be in that clipping to be awarded such an important place, he closed his eyes trying to recap the information he could offer the officer.

	"Would you like a coffee while you wait for the inspector to arrive?" Borshon asked politely.

	"Don't you have something stronger?" Trevor snapped without opening his eyes.

	Explosives? the officer thought, showing an imperturbable smile.

	"Our inspector does not accept liquor inside the offices," he said without flinching.

	"Too bad…" Trevor said after clicking his tongue. "I'll send you a box if I get what I want."

	"Thank you very much, although I am very afraid that it will be returned to you the same day," Borshon replied. "As I have told you...”

	"Don't explain yourself" Trevor interrupted, waving his right hand as if he were dismissing a servant. “Wait to read the label on the bottles and then work with your superior as appropriate.”

	Could he take him by the lapels of his coat and throw him away like a common thief? Borshon kept smiling as he turned to leave. Out of Mr. Reform's eyes, he frowned, muttered a series of insults at him, and took a deep breath. How could a humble man transform himself into a repulsive monster?
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	Michael O’Brian appeared through the headquarters door; his face flushed with anger. He looked around for Borshon and saw that he looked no better.

	“Where is?” Michael asked, looking from side to side.

	"That fool has gone into your office," Borshon replied dismissively.

	“Fool?” Michael snapped, raising his eyebrows in surprise at how his most trusted man had spoken of such an important figure in London.

	"Fool, smug, conceited, arrogant, idiot..." he enumerated without taking a breath. "In short, the distinguished Mr. Reform is in your office."

	"Did he tell you what he needs?" Michael spoke more calmly, amused by Borshon's description.

	"Whisky, brandy, bourbon, a stick up his ass..." he reluctantly mentioned.

	"You mean…he didn't say anything," Michael pointed out, glancing at the man who had summoned him.

	"Nothing," Borshon replied. "That parasite didn't open his mouth except to talk nonsense."

	“Fear not. I'll see what I can do for him” he said before taking a step toward his office.

	"If you need a pair of hands to get him out of there, count on mine. I'm looking forward to striking that upturned face with a good right hook,” he said mockingly.

	Michael didn't respond to the comment. He was focused on figuring out what a man like Mr. Reform would need. Until that moment, he had never required their help. He himself solved problems that arose in his establishment and perfectly controlled his employees. What reason had made him leave his beloved club?

	"Good evening, Mr. Reform," he greeted him at the door as he extended his right hand.

	"Good evening, Inspector…" Trevor said, rising from his seat to respond to the greeting.

	"I have to admit I'm quite surprised by your visit," Michael began without even approaching the chair. If he took a seat, it could take longer than he wanted and he wanted to show up at the Dustings’ party as soon as possible. He couldn't leave April alone the first day she had decided to attend a ball.

	"I need your help," Trevor confessed.

	“What for?” Michael snapped, narrowing his eyes.

	"For some time now, one of the tables which has always made big profits, now only offers me losses," he stated bluntly.

	"Do you think you being robbed?" Michael inquired as he perched improperly on the corner of the table.

	"All my employees have taken a close look at it, and so far, we haven't found anything to indicate theft," he said, standing up. "That's why I need your expertise to find out what's going on."

	"I'll help you… But I can't go to your club tonight. Tomorrow without delay...”

	“I cannot wait for tomorrow!” Trevor exclaimed desperately.

	“One more day won't cause you any trouble,” Michael added sternly.

	"Can't you give me a couple of hours?" Trevor snapped, fixing his brown eyes on the man’s blue ones.

	"I have a proposal tonight that cannot wait," Michael said uncomfortably. He stood up and waited for Mr. Reform to accept his refusal.

	"I'm only asking for two hours. If you can't figure out what's going on in that time, you can go wherever you want,” he stated firmly.

	Michael quickly considered what to do. It was the first time that the owner of the club had required his help. What if he needed more time in addition to those two hours? What if he didn't make it to the party to be with April? 

	Duty is above pleasure. He recalled the phrase his predecessor had told him the same day he placed the pin he proudly wore on his tie. 

	He took a deep breath, looked at Reform and said, “Fine. Take me to your club. But I must warn you that if I don't find out what's going on in two hours, I'm going to leave.”

	"I promise I won't entertain you longer than agreed," Trevor stated firmly.

	With a huge grin, Trevor buttoned his coat buttons and walked ahead of the inspector toward the door. Luckily for him, the only man who could solve the problem had answered his call. Or so he hoped, because if he didn't, if they didn't find out what was wrong, he would end up thinking that Berwin was right and that some spiteful ex-lover had cast a spell on the table.
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	Even though it was not even ten o'clock at night, the club had reached the allowed capacity. Michael did not take his eyes off all those who sat at the gaming tables and screamed in despair at not winning. With suspicion and cunning, he recognized one by one the individuals he encountered in his path. As expected, the famous Society emptied its pockets in a place where no one would blame them for large losses.

	"Upstairs we can watch without anyone noticing," Trevor said with some concern. If the members of the club turned to him and noticed the figure of the inspector, they would leave the place in terror.

	“How have you managed to get so many players to attend at this hour?” Michael asked as he climbed the stairs that led to the upper floor.

	"Offering them more pleasure," Trevor replied proudly.

	“More pleasure?” O'Brian repeated expectantly.

	Trevor Reform halted his walk in the middle of the long corridor, rested his palms on the banister and with the attitude of a god, looked down.

	“Not only does the game cause a state of frenzy in them, but you also have to offer them other stimuli so that they don't get bored and go to another club. If they are detained, if they are given what they need, they show up early and leave at dawn,” he said presumptuously, as if years of experience had given him the gift of absolute wisdom.

	"What stimuli have you found to fill the halls before twilight and maintain that fidelity?" O'Brian asked, unable to take his eyes from those heads that were moving from side to side.

	Trevor raised his right hand to answer, as if greeting an acquaintance. Suddenly one of his employees nodded, affirming and understanding his request. He went to one of the doors which had been closed under the floor and opened it. Quickly, a dozen beautiful and sinfully dressed women came out of the room.

	"No one can resist a woman who shows her gifts unashamedly," Trevor said teasingly. "Doesn't that encouragement seem right to you, Inspector? Because as you can see, the faces of the members of the club have changed as soon as they see them arrive.”

	"I only see lust and desire in them," Michael replied, narrowing his eyes.

	"Sex and games… A perfect match for this club," Reform mused in vanity.

	"Where is the table that worries you so much?" The inspector quickly changed the subject. He was not interested in what he observed since, for him, this type of seduction did not attract his attention.

	"Right there," Trevor pointed with his hand. "Between those two thick wooden pillars. As you can tell, the dealer is shuffling normally. Luckily, there are few gentlemen playing in it. But over the course of the evening, that damn area can reach about ten participants.”

	"Do you know if the same gentlemen frequent it every night?" Michael demanded, looking at the three who had sat in front of the employee. 

	He narrowed his eyes and held his breath. It couldn't be! His eyes were deceiving him. He glanced at Trevor, trying to figure out why he hadn't realized what was going on in this place. But after watching him with his eyes fixed on the prostitutes, he knew that no matter how much she had placed herself in front of him, he would not have paid any attention.

	"Normally they don't stay in the same table for long," Trevor explained without taking his eyes off the women. "They are like insects surrounded by flowers; they go from one place to another losing and winning," added the owner of the club as he smiled lasciviously at one of his harlots. "Precious, right?" he said suddenly.

	“The tables?” Michael requested, still confused by her discovery.

	"The women…" Trevor mused. "They are goddesses of sin, figures with lush curves and enticing pleasure. When they appear in the salons, no gentleman can think of anything other than choosing the right one, taking her away from the gaze of others, and possessing her. As you can see, there is no better way to build customer loyalty.”

	"You have a very limited concept of women," said Michael, amused.

	“You don’t?” Trevor snapped, raising his eyebrows.

	"No," Michael flatly denied.

	"Well, I don't think there is any other way to define them. Both the ladies of high society and those who walk the streets of the city only provoke one thing in men: desire. And, of course, I am just an intermediary who, offering what they crave, sees how their club acquires a good position in this city,” he pointed out proudly.

	"I wouldn't be so sure about that premise," Michael continued, scathingly. Deep down, he was glad he had accepted the case of table number seven. Although it seemed paradoxical, someone was going to prove Mr. Reform wrong and what better option than a woman who he underestimated.

	“Why do you say so?” Trevor asked, narrowing his eyes.

	"While you have focused your attention on the necklines and curves of your employees, I have discovered what happens at the table that worries you so much," Michael said, turning around and leaning his waist on the wooden banister.

	"Lies!" Trevor exclaimed.

	"What do you want to bet?" Michael challenged, crossing his arms.

	"If you solve the problem, I will give you whatever you ask for," he declared solemnly.

	"That seems fair to me since you possibly spoiled a very promising evening for me," Michael agreed. "Well, stop staring at the curves of the whores and focus on the table that disturbs you so much," he said without moving. "What do you see?"

	"My employee distributing the cards on the table and three gentlemen who wait expectantly for the results that the house gets," Trevor explained dryly.

	"Look at the gentleman on the left, the one farthest away. Don't you notice anything strange about him?” Michael insisted, containing in his words the laugh he was about to let out.

	"Except for a somewhat scruffy outfit, nothing more," Trevor said, staring at the character.

	"Look at his hands, Mr. Reform. Don't you think they are too small for a man? Doesn't it seem strange to you that he hasn't taken off his coat despite the temperature in the premises?”

	"There are many men who are horrified by the bodies that their parents have offered them. Maybe that gentleman...”

	"And what happened to his face? Is it also the fault of his parents that he doesn't have a shadow of hair on his chin?” He insisted, amused.

	"How can you appreciate those details from up here?" Trevor asked in surprise. "I can barely make out the cards the dealer has shown."

	"Anyone with eyes to examine her may find that..."

	"Examine her?" Trevor cried in astonishment, turning to the inspector. "Are you telling me there's a woman in disguise at that table?"

	"Yes, and if my guesses are not false, she will be to blame for the losses that torment you so much. The two hands she has played since you pointed to the table, she has won. What did you say about women? That they only served to distract your clients and offer them the carnal desire they require? Well, as you can see, while you run under the skirts of your whores, she focuses on winning every game that begins.”

	"A woman!” Trevor exclaimed without believing his words. "A woman!” he repeated to take in the discovery. His bloodshot eyes fixed on her as if he could annihilate her from where he stood.

	"Yes, and now if you'll excuse me, I have to get on with the second part of my job which is to go down and arrest her, so she won't continue her scam," Michael said, uncrossing himself and taking a step toward the stairs.

	“Do not do so!” Trevor ordered, grabbing his arm and preventing him from moving forward.

	"I am sorry?” Michael asked, looking at that big hand on his forearm.

	"Don't stop her… yet," he murmured, releasing that hold as if it burned him. "Let me find out how that bastard has looted my winnings night after night. Besides, I would like to make her suffer everything she has made me suffer before she finds herself between the bars of one of your prisons.” Trevor clenched his jaw so hard that a slight headache appeared suddenly. "Nobody plays with Trevor Reform without learning a good lesson," he said.

	"I have no problem catching her another day. But you understand, if I do not abide by the legal mandates to which I declared allegiance…” Michael continued amused as he directed his gaze to the same place as Trevor; the woman.

	“Don't beat around the bush, Inspector. I owe you a favor. Thank you for solving the case and you can go back to where you came from,” Trevor said, unable to look away from the small figure hiding under a too-large garment.

	Michael did not reply to the harsh words of the club owner. What was more he forgave him because, for his pleasure, life had given the vain businessman a strong kick in the stomach. 

	"Unfortunately, Mr. Reform, nothing is what it seems, and no one has the absolute truth,” he mused as he raced downstairs. He had to head to the Dustings' residence as soon as possible; he still hoped to find the Campbells at the party and, if God were merciful, he would grant his wish to dance, for the first time, with April.

	 


II
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	Thursday, April 15, 1868. Home of Valeria Giesler.

	 

	"Please don't go out today," Kristel begged as Valeria picked up the blonde wig from the dresser. "If your suspicions are true, he could surprise you at any moment, and do you know what could happen to you if they find out who you really are?" she added dramatically.

	Valeria, with the hairpiece in her hands, went to the chair next to her bed, sat down to tuck in her shoes that, although large for her feet, were exactly right for the outfit, and snorted. She shouldn't have told her anguished friend that since last Saturday Mr. Reform, the owner of the gaming club that she attended to get the winnings they needed, had been pacing the halls as if searching for a diamond on the floor. But that hunch that something was wrong made her talk more than necessary. However, until tonight, the man's unexpected behavior did not hint that he had any suspicions about her.

	Reform maintained a distant, elusive and above all unattainable demeanor. He did not even deign to speak to the members when they passed him and greeted him with a slight nod. 

	"Despot, proud, arrogant and a deity." 

	Those were the words that always accompanied his last name. Valeria tried not to look at him every time he appeared at table number seven, but it was impossible not to. Who could take their eyes off such a mysterious being? Even the women who worked there looked at Mr. Reform as if they wanted to eat him. She had heard, on more than one occasion, how they talked about him and praised his lovemaking arts. Had he lain with all of them? Was that why they spoke in such an uninhibited way? Would he be a warm and loving lover despite being so cold and rude? She rose from the chair, hiding the blush on her cheeks. It was inappropriate for her friend to notice what this man was doing to her. If Kristel found out how upset she was when he walked around her, she would lock the door and swallow the key on the spot.

	She returned to the small dresser to confirm that the wig fitted, perfectly, on her head. Looking at her blue eyes reflected in the mirror, she remembered his. They did not show any kind of feeling or emotion, they were as dark and cold as a freezing winter night. 

	Was the devil himself imprisoned in that body? What difference does it make? she thought to herself. The only thing you need to focus on is winning every game. Whatever that ambitious businessman does or feels, you don't have to worry. 

	However, despite that firm thought, the image of Mr. Reform assailed her again. His short hair pulled back to control any untamed curls. The firm, severe, masculine jaw, hidden under a small, elegantly shaved beard… and his great figure. Valeria was certain that Mr. Reform could surround himself with a hundred people and that he would stand out from all of them. He was a very tall man with a broad back. His slender, muscular legs elevated him and made him stand out from the others. Was that the reason why she refused to attend any other club? Was she attracted to that unreachable figure? Because, for her safety, visiting any other club was the most appropriate. The owner would not pose any problem to her since, being so old, he did not leave the bedroom where he lived, and the employees were more focused on manipulating the games than on ensuring the house won. But Valeria did not like easy work and she refused that alternative, or perhaps she had insisted on fleecing him, that ruffian who flaunted his superiority and despised the lives of others.

	"Maybe it was all a figment of my imagination," Valeria said, not to worry her friend further. “If you think about it carefully, it is logical that the owner of the club runs the rooms to confirm that nothing alters the peace of his clients.”

	"But…you shouldn't feel comfortable with all those scandalous women hanging around you, shamelessly showing off their breasts or buttocks," Kristel added, hoping to make her reconsider.

	"I'm not looking at them," Valeria said, focusing on the task of fastening her belt. She had to leave the garment loosely enough to hide the silhouette of her hips. "I only count the cards the dealer puts on the table."

	"You don't even look at them?" her friend repeated incredulously.

	“At them? No, what for?” Valeria snapped, turning to the mirror. Yes, there was no doubt, with those clothes that she had kept from her father, she looked like a scrawny and scrawny boy more than a woman who had exceeded twenty-five years.

	"I don't know…I look at them from time to time, just to see what they are like and why the gentlemen can't take their hands off them," Kristel said, looking at Valeria as if she needed to excuse herself for having that thought.

	"Well, they are women like you or me. We earn our living with the gift I have for numbers and they offer the only thing they treasure, their body” Valeria added, touching the fabric of the coat that Kristel had handed to her.

	Another should be bought as soon as possible. This one, despite being very fond of it, would soon attract attention by presenting such a disheveled image. Unfortunately, the gentlemen who visited the club were immaculately dressed and the only way she could improve the coat was a faint smell of her cinnamon scent. Which, logically, after the evening in that smoke-filled den, would quickly dissipate.

	"I'm not like them…" Kristel grumbled. "Besides, who would want to lie with a woman who limps when she walks?" She snorted.

	"A man who doesn't mind that little physical flaw. A man who, when he discovers who the person is under that appearance, will be able to adore you as I do,” she said, hugging her to calm that regret she felt since they became friends.

	"You shouldn't go…" Kristel insisted, without letting her go.

	"I have to," Valeria persisted as she gently withdrew the arms that encircled her so tightly that they prevented her from breathing.

	"What if Mr. Reform finds you out and calls the authorities?" Kristel insisted on the subject that kept her so alarmed.

	"They have nothing against me. Also, if they discover that a woman has been in a men's club beating the house and the players who accompanied her, the newspapers will echo the news and poor Mr. Reform would see how his beloved club would be ruined by such a scandal,” Valeria answered with such assurance that, for a moment, Kristel seemed convinced of her exposition.

	No, she couldn't think that someone would ever reveal her secret. Valeria had been sitting in that chair for several weeks to achieve what she had proposed, and the presence of that dark man would not make her back down in her decision. She had promised it to her mother in her last breath of life, and even if she ended up in an austere jail, she would keep that promise.

	"They couldn't bear the loss of their sister," Kristel argued as Valeria approached the children to give them the customary kiss before leaving. "Don't you think they've suffered enough?"

	"They need the future I have promised them. You already know that Martin dreams of taking care of the flock that we will buy, and Phillip wants to take charge of the harvests that we will have in that beautiful field. It would be a disgrace not to make them fulfill their dreams,” she said after kissing their flushed cheeks.

	The little ones hardly felt that caress on their faces, luckily, as they slept peacefully. It had not been like that in the past. They once woke up in the middle of the night, crying or screaming due to the famine they endured. But since the decision to carry out her plan, both she and Kristel could buy everything they needed at the market and keep their little stomachs full of food. This provoked such intense and restorative dreams that, once their eyes were closed, nothing woke them up. 

	How could I just give it all up for a hunch? How could I ever hear those sad wailing of hunger again? Not in any way. Even if she had to spend the rest of her life away from the people she loved, she had to be strong and carry on, and if she had to come face to face with Mr. Reform himself, she would!

	"It would be a misfortune if one day their older sister didn't appear through that door to embrace and pamper them," Kristel declared angrily.

	"But fortunately," Valeria said, approaching her friend again, "they would have by their side a wonderful woman who would take care of them as if she were me and I'm sure they wouldn't notice my absence," she added, kissing her on the cheek. "You know where the money is and what to do if I don't show up."

	"Yes, I know," she answered through a huge sigh.

	“Rest for a while. I promise I'll be back as soon as possible,” Valeria said before closing the door carefully.

	As she stepped out, Valeria pulled up the lapels of her coat to ward off the cold. After praying, as every night, to the souls of her parents to help her return, she headed towards the club. Very soon she would reach the sum necessary to no longer visit that place riddled with smoke and shameless gentlemen. They would stop living in Brick Lane and the four of them could go to a little town where that little farm awaited them where they would live happily. Once this was accomplished, she would leave her past in this miserable city, erasing from their minds the calamities they had endured since they were orphaned.

	Wrapped up and hidden in the darkness of the night, she continued walking until she reached the street where the club was located. During all the nights that she had come so far, Valeria never made up her mind to look towards the upper floor, where it was said that the owner had his office and the rooms his clients required. However, the change in attitude of Mr. Reform had her so upset and alarmed that she decided to look up and consider that part of the premises that she did not usually observe. 

	Suddenly the strength in her legs began to fade and she felt her heartbeat slow. It was there. That silhouette that could be found without any effort remained in the window, as if it were waiting for her. The orange light that illuminated it gave him a more terrifying sight than he already possessed. What the hell was he looking at? Why did she feel a tingling run through her body? Could her hunch be true? Did he know who was hiding under these masculine clothes?

	"Cunning, skillful, and insightful" were other adjectives gentlemen used to describe him. Don't think nonsense, Valeria, she encouraged herself. That cretin just looks out to count how many gentlemen are coming to his place today, nothing more. It took her a long time to look away from that dangerous image, but when she did, she stared at the ground. She could not worry about anything other than winning all possible games, returning to her, for now, home, and forcing away that hunch that screamed that everything was about to change...

	As usual, when she set foot on the first staircase of the premises, a servant opened the door and welcomed her.

	"May I have your coat, sir?" He asked as he did every time she appeared.

	"No, thank you very much," Valeria said, her voice hardening. "I don't want to get sick from spending a few paltry hours in there. The owner of this club should pay more attention to the temperature inside.”

	"I'll send him your complaint, sir. I hope you have a good night,” said the employee.

	Valeria always answered the same, but so far, neither had she been forced to take off her coat, nor had Mr. Reform himself apologized for not stoking the fires in the chimneys. How was he going to focus on such triviality? He could not waste his precious time on trifles because, if he did, he would not be able to enjoy the pleasure that would bring him entering a tub full of champagne with his whores... 

	Another unexpected blush appeared on her cheeks. Why did her blood boil at the thought of such nonsense? Out of rage. Yes, Valeria was angered when observing the miserable behavior of a person who did not remember his past, where calamities were the daily shadow. All that he had forgotten to make way for a presumptuous and greedy businessman.

	"Excuse my clumsiness," said a voice after giving her a shove that almost made her fall backward.

	Valeria raised her face to rebuke the gentleman for the inappropriate clumsiness when she became speechless. She quickly recognized that herculean body and those eyes as black as coal. What was the Inspector O’Brian doing here? Why was there a strange glint in his eyes? 

	Trembling with fear, she lowered her head and answered, "Don't apologize, I wasn’t looking where I was going either."

	"That being the case," he said in a tone that Valeria found mocking, "good evening sir, and I wish you a lucky night."

	"Thank you" she said in a shaky voice.

	With a fast step, leaving behind that man who gave off seriousness and danger, she went towards the room where she had to remain the following hours. Perhaps today she would accept a welcome drink which the waiters offered to the members as soon as they arrived, to calm the uneasiness that the presence of the inspector gave her. She looked around, searching for the other male figure that terrified her so much. Luckily for her, he wasn't prowling the area yet. 

	What could have happened to make Mr. Reform call the officer? Did her hunch, the one that made it impossible to breathe, tell her that they had found out her secret? No, that could not be the reason. If it were, she would not have entered the premises; the inspector would have arrested her without a single second's hesitation. Valeria sighed deeply, trying to find the control she had lost after finding the person who could change the course of her life, but...who can relax in such a situation?

	"Sir…" said an employee. "Would you like...?"

	Valeria did not hear the waiter's question finish, she took the first glass she found within her reach, drank it in one gulp and then did the same with another.

	"Delicious," she commented, smacking her lips. "You must tell Mr. Reform that you meet the expectations of your thirsty clients."

	"I'll let him know," the employee replied before leaving with a slight nod.

	With the liquor running down her throat, warming her stomach which remained empty, Valeria advanced towards the room where she hoped, at last, to be able to play. Slowly, and not wanting to attract too much attention, she settled on the seat farthest from the door where Mr. Reform could not see her unless he sat next to her. Why did she think of him so often? Why did she worry so much about whether he decided to come down from the office and walk around his premises? The answer hit her head like a thick cane: because if Kristel's warning came true, she would never see her brothers again.

	"Good evening, sir. Cards?” the dealer asked as she took a seat.

	"Yes," she answered as she reached into her right pocket to remove the nine chips she had saved from the night before.

	As she always did, she counted them and put the fewest on the table. That was the system she used; start with the smallest and, as the cards appeared and after calculating the possibility of finding the best result, increase or stop. Valeria was certain that if any of those present were more concerned with finding out what card might come up, instead of being distracted by the whores that Mr. Reform had hired, they would not go home with empty pockets.

	"You have a gift" said Mr. Fleming, the teacher who secretly taught her after Valeria did the chores she was hired for, "and you should take advantage of it."

	"I don't think I'll be allowed to use it for anything in the future," she said, looking back at the books on the table.

	"If I were in your place, I would," the professor insisted.

	"You do realize I'm a woman?" she asked, slapping the books off the table.

	“So?” the old man persisted, replacing those volumes that had fallen to the ground.

	"Counting, adding, multiplying, or solving algorithms will not be of use to me. As you know, my parents only think about finding a good husband and becoming a respectable wife.”

	"Well..." he murmured as he put his hands behind his back and headed for the blackboard that had hung on the wall, "an efficient wife can carry the ups and downs of her home."

	"Don't discourage me anymore," Valeria said, placing her face on the covers of those algebra books. "Do you really think a husband would let his wife perform such tasks? If anyone trying to woo me finds out that I can solve arithmetic problems that they won't solve for years, they'll burn me at the stake for witchcraft.”

	"You are highly intelligent and, if I were you, I would use that ingenuity to achieve what I set out to do. Maybe one day you will find that man who not only falls in love with your beauty but also with what you keep in your mind.”

	"I don't want a husband, Mr. Fleming! I want to go back to Germany! Do you think that by calculating fractions or solving theories about binary relations, I can return to the country from which I should never have left?” she blurted out darkly.

	"If you can think the time, the cost and how you will get out of your room, without your parents finding out until you are inside a ship that sailed the week before, maybe…" he replied with a huge smile.

	“Blackjack?” The dealer asked, waking her up from the memory.

	"Yes, to begin with," Valeria stated, staring unblinkingly at the two cards the employee laid out beside her.

	"Do you wish to raise your bet, sir?" the waiter asked, intrigued.

	"Yes, I will raise..." she replied, staring at the last card.
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	"Valeria Giesler…" Trevor whispered to himself as he pulled on his suit jacket. 

	Never had he imagined that she had German origin, although of course, he had not ever thought, either, that a woman would disguise herself as a man and enter his club to leave with her pockets full. He had thought she was a Hondherton employee, a rival club, so how could he question another reason? But having clarified the doubt on the espionage issue, he focused on her true motive; she was an orphan who had two brothers under her protection and supported them with the profits she earned in the game. But that did not justify the fraud she carried out. She had many ways to acquire the fortune she required to survive without jeopardizing the reputation of his club. 

	Always wins and honestly, Trevor mused, coming out of his office. Since the inspector had explained his find, he had spent more time watching the club than he usually did. He discreetly watched her moves and at no time did she steal or cheat. Her gambling was calculated, rational, and, of course, elusive and suspicious. On many occasions when she fixed her eyes on the cards he could appreciate how that little head premeditated, with incredible precision, which card would appear next. How did she do it? Was she a heavy gambler or had she memorized some loophole in the deck? No, that couldn't be it either. All the dealers started the night with new cards that he thoroughly reviewed himself. So... how did she manage to win all the games?

	Intrigued to find out the truth, Trevor decided to find the answer that very night. Before descending the solid dark oak stairs, he rested his hands on the banister and watched her walk into the hall. She kept her body hidden with that coat that swept the ground as she passed. Reform frowned as the inspector was addressing her directly. His palms reached up the banister and he gripped it tightly. He had asked the inspector not to come near, not to investigate her, to forget about Valeria, because she was his problem and he had to solve it without the help of anyone. With brown eyes fixed on that scene, he watched the woman's face turn pale as she discovered who the person she had encountered was. 

	"Damn you!" Trevor growled. He didn't want Valeria to leave the club scared by Michael's presence. If she did, if she left that night, he feared he would never see her again, and although it seemed strange to him, he enjoyed leaving his office to spy on her.

	From the corner of his eye, he watched how one of the employees approached the door through which the women who would entertain his famous clients appeared. This time he didn't want them to hang around their typical scandalous temptations. He wanted to stay focused on Valeria's behavior, but he had promised them a good job, a good salary, and he must keep his word. Reluctantly, Trevor raised his hand for the servant to comply with the order and, as usual, he opened the door for those dozen daring women to come out looking for their pay. 

	With a frown, Trevor descended the stairs. He should continue with that discretion that he had maintained since Saturday. No one seemed surprised by his change in attitude, perhaps because everyone assumed that, as the owner of such a place, it was his duty to prowl the halls to confirm that everything was in order and that no issues would occur between the players. Before Valeria appeared, he had assigned that task to Wolfgang, a name that suited him perfectly. But ever since he had left the office, ever since he had an incentive to rise from the comfortable seat, Trevor took care of that security himself. It was not the first time that he used the large dimensions of his body to calm the delusions of some player... Without going any further, the previous month he had to dodge a knife that was going directly to his chest. "Regular chores", he defined the fights that were started without being able to calm them before the chairs were thrown around or the customers were terrified.

	With the firm idea of continuing with that routine reconnaissance, Trevor walked down the great hall, looking sideways at the area. There was no one with her except the dealer. Was Berwin right? Were his clientele beginning to think the table was cursed? It was not normal that, after ten at night, nobody had decided to play on that table. Angered by this idea, he walked straight towards them. How would she act when she found out? Would she leave with any excuse? Or, on the contrary, would Valeria continue to play as if he did not exist? Trevor noticed a strange pain in his stomach. Was he nervous? Did facing her upset him? Or was it just masculine pride screaming at him how ridiculous he would be if he lost to a woman? No, that wasn't reason enough to feel such a stinging pang. Something, a hunch, was hitting his chest to indicate that the decision he had just made was not the right one. Why? Wouldn't he be able to carry out his plan? Of course, he would! And once Valeria had no escape, once she was aware that he knew who was hiding under the ragged garment, he would enjoy humiliating her.

	Slowly, so as not to upset her just yet, he unbuttoned the buttons on his jacket and sat down next to her. Suddenly, a ravishing cinnamon scent hit her nose. Did it come from her? Did Valeria use the scent of a spice on her body? That question led him directly to an image that should not be allowed because all he wanted was to embarrass her, not imagine how she would look naked with just that perfume covering her as she smiled wickedly on her bed.

	"Mr. Reform," the shocked dealer greeted him as he appeared.

	"Good night, Gilligan. I'll wait for the gentleman to finish his game,” Trevor said, picking up one of his cigars to light while his turn came.

	He glanced at Valeria; she had flinched at his presence. 

	You fear me, he thought. I advise you to do so, because you're going to pay for everything you've done since you set foot in my club.
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	In silence and with the usual professionalism of the dealer, Gilligan shuffled the cards, placed them on the table, and split them in two. Attentive and unblinking, he let the first two cards rest before his hands while the gentleman took up his. After praying that luck would be with her, Valeria counted them and looked at them without blinking. It couldn't be! Enduring that anger that she had a disastrous set of cards offered to her, she smiled as if she had the best play of her life.

	“One more?” The boy said.

	Valeria was about to say yes when someone sat next to her. At first, she did not bother to look around because she lacked ten points to reach twenty-one and that could not be neglected. But when she saw how the dealer’s breathing hitched, she glanced sideways to find out who could upset the young man that way.

	“Mr. Reform,” he said in a tone of voice that denoted astonishment.

	"Good evening, Gilligan, I'll wait for the gentleman to finish his game," he said as he searched one of his pockets for something.

	Valeria was about to get up and leave the hand unfinished. It seemed that luck had changed after the appearance of the owner of the club. A voice in her head said, he is cursed, get out of here as soon as possible. That dark man will only bring you bad luck.

	“Good evening, I hope my presence doesn't interrupt your game?” Trevor said, noticing she was shifting her feet uneasily as if she were deciding to leave.

	"No, of course not," Valeria answered in that voice she tried to maintain to pretend a boy in full puberty.

	"I'll keep quiet until you finish, I promise you," he said as he lit his cigar.

	“Sir?” The dealer asked Valeria when he saw that she had not paid attention to the card that had been placed on the table.

	"Yes, of course," she replied. Looking at her cards, counting her chances to reach the six missing points, and deducing how many the dealer would need to win, Valeria lost track of time as the concentration she required vanished when she breathed in the smell of tobacco. How could she yell at the owner of the club to remove that pestilence?

	"Will you offer a new bet?" Mr. Reform suggested after breathing out the smoke he had puffed out softly and deliberately from his mouth.

	“I beg your pardon?” Valeria snapped as her feet tapped on the ground.

	"My employee asked you if you continue or stop,” he clarified.

	Valeria looked in amazement at the owner of the club and then at the employee who confirmed the words with a soft nod.

	"I will ask for a new card," she said at last. "Please, if you'd be so kind as to put out that cigar, I would appreciate it. That gray smoke that comes out of your mouth is distracting me,” she said angrily.

	"You don't smoke?" Mr. Reform asked, directing the cigar towards her. "Drink, maybe?" he insisted without taking his eyes off that countenance that, to his delight, had turned red. 

	Blue. As blue as the sky itself, Trevor reflected on Valeria's eyes.

	“No, I thank you. And now if you don't mind, don't move, don't talk, and if possible don't breathe until the game is over. Once finished, I'll give you enough space to continue to amuse yourself with these disgusting vices,” Valeria said angrily.

	"Disgusting…" Trevor muttered before stubbing out the cigar in the glass ashtray in front of him. "Well, this disgusting vice," he added ruefully, "costs two pounds for each piece."

	"Well, it's a shame that a person wastes their winnings like that with so many people starving to death in the streets," Valeria pointed out, turning her face back to the dealer and focusing her attention on the cards. "Two more, please." She gestured to Gilligan, who was watching the scene with a mixture of fear and interest.

	Dark hair, Trevor told himself. In the abrupt movement, Valeria had not noticed that the wig she was wearing had twisted slightly and, by the right ear, strands of black hair came out. Stunned, more than a man should show in front of another, he stared at those brown strands, then slowly lowered his gaze to her cheek, still flushed, continued with her neck, and stayed right at that part of the body. When he heard his employee clear his throat he looked away, but it was impossible not to direct his gaze to Valeria's hands. The ones the inspector had talked about. And he was right. They were not male but female. The small fingers created a perfect harmony with the palms. Soft, they must have been incredibly soft because Trevor didn't find a trace of hardness in them. The nails, trimmed as a gentleman would, were spotless. How could she maintain such manicured hands living in a neighborhood like Brick Lane? From what he remembered, vaguely fortunately, the walls were always dirty, as were the floors. Tramps could be found at every step, sitting or lying on the cobblestones. Drunkards, whores, filthy children crying... where did she take shelter to take care of herself that way?

	“Excellent!” Valeria exclaimed suddenly.

	"The house loses…again," Gilligan said, looking at the owner fearfully.

	"Well then, having reached my goal for tonight, I let you try your luck too," Valeria said, rising from her seat.

	"Are you leaving? Have I bothered you with my disgusting smoke?” he said scathingly.

	"As I told you, I have accomplished my goal," she reiterated as she collected the chips to put them in her pocket.

	"What objective was it? If you can share it, of course.” Mr. Reform persisted in talking so that she wouldn't leave.

	"To win," she stated flatly.

	“How much?”

	"Enough," Valeria said darkly.

	"You don't want to keep trying your luck?" Trevor asked, raising his dark eyebrows. "I've been waiting here without smoking, without drinking, and hardly breathing properly to become your next opponent."

	"You want to play against me?" Valeria let out in amazement. Seeing him nodding slightly, she continued, "I am sorry, another time," she apologized, pocketing her winnings as quickly as her shaking hands would allow. "I'm in too much of a hurry today to entertain myself with one more hand."

	"Would a rich incentive make you change your mind?" Trevor asked, taking four chips of two hundred pounds each off the bench.

	"It is very tempting…" Valeria said, looking at those chips.

	If she won, if she dared to play with that arrogant man who watched her as if he knew who she was, she would not need to return to the club again and she would achieve what she had dreamed of so much. What if you lose? A voice assailed her in her head. You've made a hundred pounds today, less than you have done before, but…that's better than nothing!

	"Doesn't that seem like a considerable gamble, Mr...?" Mr. Reform insisted.

	"Hernandez," she said without thinking, giving her mother's maiden name.

	“Spanish?” Trevor asked, moving the four chips between the fingers of his right hand as he stared at her.

	"Yes," Valeria answered flatly.

	"No one would say so with that hair so... blonde," he said referring to the color of that ugly wig that hid her hair’s true color.

	"My ancestors were English, so it is logical to assume that a future relative could be born with certain similarities to those ancestors," she explained without wondering if he would understand the issue that was already beginning to be conceived as genetic inheritance. Do you get the impression that the man in front of you is looking for something more interesting than finding out the opinions about his club? 

	At such a thought, Valeria drew a slight smile on her face. No, he was not that type of man. He did not present the image of a man eager for knowledge. He had enough to fill his lungs with black smoke and fill, every hour of the day, his stomach with good liquor, without forgetting, of course, the women who would lie every night in his bed.

	And, suddenly, the smile disappeared.

	"I can give you one of my tokens, if I can convince you that way," Trevor insisted, noticing a sudden change in her face. At first it seemed amused but then she thought of something that turned that amusement into anger.

	"Thank you, but as I told you, my evening is over at this moment," Valeria announced, taking a step toward the exit.

	"Two?” Trevor insisted, inappropriately grasping her arm with his left hand.

	"Since when did the owner of the club want to play with the members?” Valeria asked angrily, fixing her eyes on that grip.

	"Since I have decided to leave my office and enjoy their pleasant company,” he clarified without letting go.

	 


V
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	Valeria watched him silently. To her regret, the man before her was as enigmatic as he was terrible. The black suit, perfectly tailored for his large figure, gave him a somber, gloomy image. Only the pearl color of the shirt gave him a hint of luminosity. Slowly, she looked at that hard face that everyone was talking about and that she had seen all too often since Saturday. Solemn, that was the word that best described him. The eyes weren't black, as she always imagined, but rather brown, amber. The beard, which only covered a small portion of the chin and was extended above the upper lip, was as black as charcoal. Hard, yes, thick and tough. She took a deep breath, trying not to get carried away by that manly face that was directed towards her, by that enigmatic look that seemed to undress her. No, he could not guess that under these clothes he would not find the body of a man but that of a woman who, although she should not, would accept his offer with the firm intention of winning and never seeing him again.

	"If you're so keen to lose, Mr. Reform, put those four chips on my side of the table and pick up some more for yourself," Valeria said decisively.

	"Perfect!” He exclaimed euphorically as he finally released her. Gilligan shuffled the deck again. “Mr. Hernandez and I are going to play.”

	"What will I get if I win?" Valeria asked, sitting down again.

	"The amount of your tokens along with mine," he answered firmly.

	"Sixteen hundred pounds?" she breathed, stunned.

	"If you win, of course, that amount will be yours, but if you lose, you'll owe me eight hundred," Mr. Reform agreed. "Fair enough, don't you think?" he persisted when he saw her frown.

	"I don't have that much money, Mr. Reform," Valeria said, trying to get up from her seat. 

	He grabbed her again, preventing her from leaving. "You can pay me that amount whenever you want, Mr. Hernandez, and if you have to show up at the club every night, I'll receive you in my office and deduct every penny you owe," he clarified.

	How had that idea occurred to him? Trevor's brain kept thinking about the option he just presented. See her every night? But hadn't he decided to unmask her as soon as he had the slightest chance? Startled by his inappropriate behavior, he opened his hand and released her.

	"But if you have any doubts about your abilities in the game...I won't stop you from leaving," he said.

	Valeria didn't know what decision to make. It was too tempting an offer. If she won, she would never have to return and they could leave the next morning for that small town she wanted so much, but if she lost, she would find herself at a crossroads from which she would never be free. She looked at that hand which had grabbed her arm twice in less than a minute. Did he have an ace up his sleeve? Or was it just a whim of Mr. Reform? Did he care so little for his money that he gave it away barely blinking? What was sixteen hundred pounds to a man like him? the voice in her head asked. A pittance, just that. And for you? What would it mean to you? You would finally achieve your wish. Isn't that what you've been after since you walked through that door? Be strong, Valeria, and remove that face of superiority that he shows to anyone who looks at him.

	"Fine!"  She exclaimed, collapsing onto the seat. "I accept your proposal. But you must promise me that if I win the game, you will give it to me without further objection.”

	"I promise you on my honor," Trevor said, placing the chips on the table to extend his hand to hers to seal, with that gesture, the pact.

	"Good," she said, accepting the handshake, "if that’s so, let's get started."

	Mr. Reform tried to hide the sensation he felt when he touched her. Indeed, that hand was soft, so soft, and small, so small that it was lost in his. With his eyes fixed on the woman, he examined the player he had watched since Saturday return. Concentration, he told himself. The key is in concentration.

	"Five-card poker?" the dealer asked, offering the deck to Mr. Reform so that he could cut the cards himself.

	"Mr. Hernandez?" He asked, offering her that honor.

	"Yes, five-card poker," she stated, dividing the deck into two almost equal parts.

	Never in his life had she found herself in such a difficult position. If luck were on Valeria’s side, she would acquire everything she had dreamed of in one play. But if she lost, she would find herself tied to a contract that would take months to end. As the dealer dealt the first two cards to them, Valeria's heart was racing wildly. She could feel it throbbing in her throat. Could it be the nerves? Would they start to betray her? She tried to breathe slowly, to remove, once and for all, the tension that shook her body. However, it was impossible for her to do so. The hand Mr. Reform had clasped still burned and that searing fire spread up her arm, as if it wanted to run through every part of her. 

	Slowly, holding her breath, she looked at the cards which had been dealt to her. They weren't good, she could barely hit a paltry high card, but her disappointment wouldn't show on her face. The dealer spread out the first three in front of them. Six of spades, two of hearts, and four of clubs, Valeria thought. Suddenly a feeling of pleasure washed over her. She might have a chance, although she had no idea what cards her opponent would hold. She glanced at him, trying to figure out what he wanted so badly. She only touched the two chips she had saved with her right hand to continue betting. The click they made when they collided on the table resounded in Valeria's head with force, causing an inopportune loss of focus. Why was it so difficult for her to pay attention? She looked back at her cards, hoping that the next card was adequate and would allow her to overcome as soon as possible that state of uncontrolled that was disturbing her. Was it the cards or his presence? She took a deep breath, perceiving that cologne mixed with the smell of the tobacco she had smoked. She didn't find it unpleasant, despite that stench of smoke. If he gave up that detestable habit, she thought, he would even be seductive.
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