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        London, 1818

      

      

      One night at the disreputable Soho Club, and Matilda Cleghorn’s reputation would tarnish faster than cheap silver plate left in a bucket of salt.

      One visit ought to do it. Then she’d creep back to her family townhouse in the wee small hours. A maid or houseboy would no doubt see her creeping home (especially if she required them to let her in) and her fate would be sealed.

      She’d be free from having to marry a stranger at the behest of her parents. A noble, of course, to raise the family line. A noble in need of blunt, who would be so blinded by her dowry he would readily agree.

      Well, Matilda had something to say about that, and with any luck, the Soho Club would do the talking for her.

      Fluttering the fan under her chin, she attempted to dry her perspiring skin.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                 Nerves, of course. It was a warm night. She’d taken the outrageous step of dampening her chemise. It helped keep her body cool on such an evening, but it had the added effect of revealing her silhouette.

      All she need do, at this point, was alight from her carriage. The monent she stepped out, somebody was bound to see her. The seeds of gossip would soon be landing in the fertile imaginations of the ton cats.

      Her mother would suffer, alas. The thought made her wince, but needs must. Anyway, she was doing this not just for her own future safety and sanity, but for her younger brothers and sisters.

      If she made ‘a great match,’ they would most likely be forced down the same path. However, if Matilda truly ruined not just herself but the entire family, her siblings would be spared the true horrors of marriage.

      She was doing them all a favour.

      The urge to flee took hold as the carriage came to a stop. It was a comfortable six-seater, which the Cleghorns took to church each Sunday. Her father had painted Cleghorn heraldry on the doors. The right payments to the right kind of people ensured there was something they could claim from the family tree, no matter how feeble the branch.

      Taking a steadying breath, then another, Matilda stepped out of the carriage into the evening.

      The family shield on the door caught her eye as the driver closed it behind her. “Insperata Floruit”. Flourishing unexpectedly.

      So very apt.

      Smile firmly in place, Matty thanked the driver. “Send my apologies to father, I  shall not be joining the family for supper."

      There, that ought to do it.

      The driver nodded and held his hand out for coin. Ah, yes. He might lose his position for driving her out tonight. She should compensate him. A larger coin than usual, and a few more, should see him withstand her father’s stormy response.

      He touched the rim of his hat and climbed back into the seat. “I shall be around the corner, should you need.”

      Matilda nodded to him, hoping her nerve would hold and it would not come to that.

      Turning to face the entrance of the Soho Club, she cast a quick glance up and down the street.

      It was utterly empty.

      Oh for goodness sake! What must a young woman do to ruin her reputation if there is nobody around to see it?

      No matter, she was here now, and she would carry on. The doorman let her in and she showed her visitor’s card to the young woman seated at the concierge.

      This visitor’s card was one her friend Fergal Sheridan had given to her. Strangely enough, being friends with the Irish thespian had not dented her “diamond” status. This merely proved to Matty that visiting the theatre and making friends in those circles was not enough to damage her standing.

      Which was why she needed to do something truly outrageous to undo this Gordion Knot wrapping around her.

      Slowing her steps to make sure everyone in the club would see and recognise her, Matilda glided toward ballroom.

      Beautiful music drifted through the air. Nearby, a string quartet played.

      Naked!

      On her way to the dance floor, she heard a cheer cry out from a gaming room.

      “I say, Davies, you’re having all the fun tonight,” a man said.

      There, in a side room with the doors wide open so anybody could see them, men were playing cards. And women sitting with them, gambling just as the men were!

      It was the most outrageous thing she had ever seen in her life.

      She simply had to join them.
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      Metilda’s feet steered her toward  the mixed table, and a staff member appeared from nowhere and produced a chair for her to join them.

      Right next to the man who seemed to be winning everything.

      Dark, curled hair graced his temples. Firm brow, strong jaw and beautifully cut lips. She could not have picked a better path to ruination.
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        * * *

      

      Ioan Davies could not believe his run of good luck. Damn it all to hell, he was supposed to be having one last hurrah before his life turned to ash.

      He was here to spend the very last of his money drinking and gambling to oblivion, and then deal with the hell of it all later. If there was a later. He should be so far into his cups he might never wake on the morrow ... and yet his mind remained clear! True, he’d only been drinking beer so far. Gin would come later.

      Fate had to be laughing at him. He’d been winning so much tonight, when he should have been down to his last pennies.

      Scooping up his tokens after yet another win, he turned to see a new person join their table. A veritable Aphrodite herself. Momentarily lost for words, he could only gape as her form slipped into the chair. Her outer skirts were so sheer, he could see her soft curves beneath. A rush of blood raced  straight to his nethers.

      Her pale hair, done up in a riot of pretty twists upon her head, shone like spun gold. She wore no jewellery. It would only detract from her flawless beauty. He did not see the colour of her eyes at first, but it mattered not, they simply had to be beautiful and enchanting, because the rest of her was.

      Soft skin with a rosy blush on her neck and cheeks. Small, curved shoulders he needed to lick immediately. He could already taste her salty deliciousness.

      “Are we playing Faro?” she asked.

      She fanned herself, blowing sweet beats of air toward him.

      Everyone else in the room became invisible as he breathed in the aroma of lemons and womanly musk.

      “Indeed,” Ioan confirmed. “Would you like to join us now or wait for a new game?”

      “I’m in,” she said.

      He could completely lose his mind to this woman. If he lost his money as well, that would be even better. Just once, he wanted to know the attraction of throwing it all away for a whim, as his father had, time and time again.

      Whether he won or lost tonight, a lifetime of repair and hard work stretched out before him.

      Which was why, just for tonight, he wanted to thoroughly enjoy himself.
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        * * *

      

      Matty looked at the upturned cards and sighed. Her small bets were no match for these seasoned players, and she’d made a mistake with a dead bet that the banker had noticed, resulting in the loss of her tokens.

      It didn’t matter that she was losing, however. What mattered was being seen gambling with men and women. In a club! How delightfully ruinous!

      Glee filled her system, ruining one’s reputation should not be this much fun. If she’d known, she would have done this weeks ago, when her family had first agreed to the match between her and the son of some far-off, impoverished Marquess.

      The handsome man by her side won again. ‘Davies’ they called him. He kept looking her way, which filled her with hope. Later, he would escort her to her carriage and  they would be seen holding hands or … something. Perhaps he would touch her un-gloved skin at some point.

      Somebody would see them and gossip.

      They simply had to!

      The music struck up again from the ballroom nearly. What a perfect night this would be.

      She lost another deal. He won.

      She turned to him. “Do you dance, Mister Davies?”
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        * * *

      

      What should he tell her? He did not want to correct her over something as frivolous as a son’s courtesy title. He’d done nothing to earn it, aside from having the right parents.

      No child had any control over that.

      If only she didn’t keep fanning herself, sending those taunting wafts of air into his senses. He may be a lord, with whatever that entailed, but he wasn’t a saint. Then again, he was in the Soho Club, saints were scarce in an establishment such as this.

      Why was she here?

      He won the last
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