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            Chapter One

         
         
            Refuse an offer of marriage with grace and great delicacy.

            The Rules (according to Dara)

            Because even boorish men are fragile creatures.

            Tweedie’s interpretation

         

         
            1817

         

         “Hurry, hurry, hurry,” Dara Lanscarr chided as she scrambled her way up the wooded hill, trampling bluebells in her mad dash to reach Wiltham
            House.
         

         
         “I’m caught!” her sister Elise shouted. Elise was a year younger than Dara’s one-and-twenty. It had been years since either
            of them had run this hard.
         

         
         Dara turned to see Elise trying to unsnag her hem from the dead wood of a fallen limb. “Tear it,” she ordered. “We will repair
            it later. We have to stop Squire Davies.”
         

         
         “I’m trying,” Elise snapped back.

         
         Huffing her impatience, Dara stumbled back down toward her sister, her own skirts in danger of tangling. She deftly unsnagged Elise’s hem before grabbing her hand. “Run.”

         
         Together, the women charged toward the crest of the hill, before stopping to catch their breaths. Below them, the white walls
            of Wiltham, their family home, shone bright against the dark green of the forest—and their fears had not been unfounded. Squire
            Davies’s bony chestnut was being walked by a stable hand.
         

         
         “We’re too late,” Elise said.

         
         “We can’t think that way,” Dara snapped. “We are going to save Gwendolyn.” On that vow, she grabbed her skirts up with one
            hand and practically dragged her sister down the slope toward the house with the other.
         

         
         Now she understood why her cousin Richard’s wife, Caroline, had insisted she and Elise walk a huge hamper to the crofters
            on the other side of the property. Richard and Caroline had not shown any interest in the crofters since they moved into Wiltham
            almost a year ago, when they’d claimed the property for themselves.
         

         
         Of course, all of this was their father’s fault. Captain Sir John Lanscarr had left his three daughters in the care of their grandmother while he traveled with the military and later as a gambler. His vices were well-known to his daughters. They had enjoyed growing up with Gram at Wiltham and had lived for those moments when their father would “pop in,” as he liked to call it. He would shower them with attention, make them feel special, and then leave again . . . only he had stopped returning. Or sending letters. Or money. 

         
         Upon Gram’s death, and learning that it had been close to two years since anyone had heard from Captain Sir John, Richard
            Lanscarr had gleefully moved his family into Wiltham. He claimed their father must be deceased, and the authorities had agreed.
            Why else had no one heard from him? And though Dara and her sisters protested, they found themselves living in their childhood
            home as the guests of their cousin.
         

         
         Yes, there had been the admonishment that Richard should see to the well-being of Sir John’s three daughters, but pigs would
            fly before their cousin thought of anyone other than himself.
         

         
         Nor was this hamper gambit his first subterfuge.

         
         The ever-astute Dara had been wary of him from the beginning. She might be the middle sister, but she was her sisters’ defender, their strategist. She had promised Gram on her deathbed that she would do all she could for her sisters, and she’d meant those words. She was not afraid to butt heads with Richard. It was her responsibility to do so. Nor would she support his plans to marry Gwendolyn off to some belligerent, barrel-shaped squire with six children. Gwendolyn was made for better things than the likes of Davies, and so Dara had told Richard. 

         
         In fact, Dara had a better plan for herself and her sisters, and she didn’t want Gwendolyn to accept Squire Davies’s proposal
            before hearing her idea. Oh, no, she did not.
         

         
         Reaching the house’s front step, she dropped her skirt, shooting a scowl at the ogling stable hand holding the squire’s horse,
            and charged into the house, Elise at her heels. They were both out of breath, but Dara’s anger and determination were enough
            to carry them forward.
         

         
         Their butler, Herald, practically jumped at the door being thrown open. “Where are they?” Dara asked in a furious whisper.

         
         Herald had been with the family for close to three decades. He was tall and lean with a head of white hair and a face like
            a fox. He pointed down the hall to one of Wiltham’s many sitting rooms. This one was called the Green Room because of its
            wall color and was the most formal. Richard and Caroline eavesdropped by the door. They were so intent in their task, they
            hadn’t realized the sisters had returned.
         

         
         Dara relished the moment. She shot a glance to Elise, who nodded. The Lanscarr sisters always stood together. They might have just run almost a mile and have twigs and leaves in their hair, but they had come to save
            Gwendolyn, and so they would.
         

         
         They marched down the hall, not bothering to tread lightly. They let Richard know they were here and they were angry at his attempt at deception.
         

         
         Caroline heard them first and gave her husband a wide-eyed nudge. Richard looked up. “No,” he said, moving forward, followed
            by his mousy wife. “You will not destroy this. Davies is a good match.”
         

         
         “For a fishwife,” Dara flashed back.

         
         “He’s respected—” Richard started.

         
         “By whom?” Dara interrupted. She never hesitated to be forthright, and she knew how to throw her cousins into a tizzy, which
            was what she was doing now . . . so that Elise could sneak around them, open the Green Room door, and walk right in.
         

         
         “Gwendolyn,” Elise called sunnily in greeting. “Oh, Squire Davies, I didn’t know you were here. Am I interrupting anything?”
         

         
         Richard was the one who answered. He stormed to the door, his arms flung wide in fury. “You certainly are interrupting. Out
            of here—”
         

         
         Dara slipped under his outstretched arm and into the room, even as she felt the wind stir as he reached to stop her.

         
         She quickly summed up the situation. Squire Davies was proposing, as they had suspected. Gwendolyn leaned back as far as she could on a threadbare settee while the squire held her hand in that limp manner of his. “I requested privacy,” he complained to Richard. “I haven’t asked her for the honor of—” 

         
         “No one told us you were calling today, sir,” Dara cut in with loud cheerfulness, pretending to be delighted to see him. “We would all have been waiting for you if we’d known.”
         

         
         “R-Richard knew—” he stuttered and then shot a frown at their cousin.

         
         “Did he? He didn’t mention it.” Dara marched to the settee and squeezed herself between the squire and Gwendolyn, forcing
            him to let go of her hand. Gwendolyn’s expression was a mixture of relief and . . . what? Resignation? Fear?
         

         
         Dara knew Gwendolyn believed she must do something to help their lot. Richard and Caroline were overbearing and thoughtless.
            They had been doing everything in their power to make the sisters and their great-aunt Tweedie feel unwelcome in their own
            home. However, becoming Squire Davies’s wife was not a solution.
         

         
         Before the world had believed their father dead and back when Gram was alive, the Lanscarr sisters had been lauded as the
            Beauties of County Wicklow. That they lived in the stately Wiltham was enough to attract suitors, especially those with the
            mistaken belief they had huge dowries.
         

         
         Furthermore, they also had good looks. Gwendolyn’s hair was the rich color of a blackbird’s wing. Intelligence sparkled in her golden-brown eyes. She had an exquisite figure with enough height to meet most men’s gazes. In fact, she had to look down quite a bit at Squire Davies. 

         
         Most notable was her delicate, aloof manner, which spoke of excellent breeding. Their father had met Gwendolyn’s mother when
            he served in the Indies. Sir John had never tired of lauding the beauty of his late first wife—and Gwendolyn obviously favored
            her mother. The marriage had come with a plantation that Sir John had gambled away shortly after his wife’s death.
         

         
         He’d then brought Gwendolyn to Ireland, where he’d met and courted Lydia Walsh, the heiress of Wiltham. Their marriage had
            given him the manor house and two more daughters, Dara and Elise, but then tragedy struck. Lydia had died of childbed fever.
            That baby, a boy, had died with her. Sir John had not married again. He claimed he was unlucky in love. Instead, he had supposedly
            dedicated himself to his military career, and later his enjoyment of gambling, while leaving all three daughters in the care
            of their beloved Gram, Katherine Walsh.
         

         
         Gram had doted on all of them, but especially Elise, whom she had claimed took after their mother. Elise was a golden beauty whose shy smile stopped men in their tracks. Even women couldn’t help but stare when she passed. Her cheeks were rose-tinted, her skin clear and unblemished. When she turned the full force of her almond-shaped eyes on a person, she usually received whatever she wanted. 

         
         Elise was almost as tall as Gwendolyn. “A proud woman like my Lydia,” Gram had been fond of saying. Gram had also claimed
            Elise had Lydia’s spirit. “I could never tell that child what to do, and Elise is exactly like her.”
         

         
         Fortunately, Elise was rather oblivious to all the attention she attracted, especially from men. “They are so shallow,” she
            complained on many occasions. She’d rather read than accept callers. She claimed, quite rightly, that reading was vastly more
            entertaining.
         

         
         In contrast to her beautiful sisters was . . . Dara.

         
         She was the petite one in the family. The one who always had to stand on a stool to reach things. Her hair was brown, like
            their father’s, with some strands of her mother’s gold but not enough to matter. Her figure lacked Gwendolyn’s grace or Elise’s
            buxom perfection.
         

         
         She had blue eyes, but hers lacked any memorable quality. It wasn’t that her features weren’t pleasant enough. If she were
            a member of any other family, she would have been considered quite lovely. However, her sisters were spectacular.
         

         
         What did set Dara apart was her ability to think through a situation. She had guided her sisters ever since Gram died. She was the one who had big dreams for her little family—and she wasn’t going to let Gwendolyn sacrifice herself by accepting an offer from the squire. 

         
         Not when she had a better idea in mind.

         
         “Elise, Gwendolyn,” she said, “please, go find Tweedie.” Tweedie was Gram’s sister, Dame Eleanor Roberson, who had lived with
            them at Wiltham for the past decade. “She will enjoy knowing Squire Davies is here.”
         

         
         “I did not wish to call on Dame Eleanor—” the squire started.

         
         “No, you did not,” Dara agreed. Her sisters had already escaped the room, using one of the Green Room’s many doorways. “So
            sorry. I should have known. But then, I can’t call them back now. They’ve already gone for her.”
         

         
         “Dara,” Richard bit her name out. “You were not invited here. Squire Davies requested a moment alone—”
         

         
         “Not invited? Here? In my own house?” Dara pulled a face as if Richard was being silly.

         
         “You know what he means,” Caroline replied.

         
         “I believe I should leave,” a highly insulted squire said.

         
         “No, don’t take off,” Richard said, even as Dara spoke over him.

         
         “Farewell. Lovely to see you.” On those words, without waiting for an answer, Dara turned on her heel and left the room, following the path she knew her sisters had taken. She found them on the second floor, standing in front of Tweedie’s room. 

         
         “Richard locked her in,” Gwendolyn said. “That is why she wasn’t down there to help me ward off the squire. We don’t have
            a key to let her out.”
         

         
         “Let me see.” Dara pulled a wire pin from her thick hair. She bent over the lock, and in less than a blink, there was a click.

         
         “You need to teach me how you do that,” Elise said.

         
         Dara opened the door. “Tweedie?”

         
         Their great-aunt was sitting by the window. She had her blackthorn walking cane beside her. Her expression was one of foreboding.
            “Is it done? Did Richard force you to marry that lout? We had such an argument, and then he locked me in.” For being in her
            seventies, Tweedie was still spry and had all her mental faculties. She was how Dara imagined a leprechaun to be—feisty and
            sly. She never held back her opinion, and Dara adored her.
         

         
         Gwendolyn knelt beside their aunt. “Richard said you were in the Green Room, asking for me. When I went in there, Caroline
            was waiting with the squire—” Her voice broke off. “I knew why he’d come. And I thought maybe I should marry him. Then you,
            Dara, and Elise would have a place to live without worrying about Richard’s threats to send us to the poorhouse.”
         

         
         “I’d like to see him try,” Dara replied.

         
         “The county would be up in arms,” Elise predicted.

         
         “But we need a place to live,” Gwendolyn said. “One where I know you both will have opportunities to find good husbands. We
            can’t trust Richard. I need to protect you.”
         

         
         “So, you would marry the squire?” Elise asked, doubtful.

         
         “For you two I would,” the ever-sweet Gwendolyn answered.

         
         “You do realize that if you marry the squire, you will have to see him naked?” Elise questioned. “I wouldn’t want that sight
            in my mind.”
         

         
         “Exactly,” Dara said, adding her own shudder. “It is too much of a sacrifice to ask of you, Gwennie.”

         
         “But we must do something,” Gwendolyn said. “Caroline and Richard want us gone.”

         
         “Wiltham is our home,” Elise said. “It belonged to our mother’s family.”
         

         
         “True, but it became Father’s possession once they married. It always will go to the next male in line no matter who lives
            under its roof,” Gwendolyn reminded her. “We have no claim.”
         

         
         “It is not fair,” Elise answered. “Women should have the right to own property in spite of a husband.”

         
         “And if wishes were horses, beggars would ride,” Tweedie answered.

         
         Elise practically growled her frustration, and Dara knew the time had come for her to speak. “I have a suggestion,” she announced. “Why don’t we go to London for the Season and find ourselves dukes to marry?” 

         
         “What?” Gwendolyn said, as if not hearing Dara correctly.

         
         “The Season?” Elise repeated.

         
         “How?” Tweedie wondered.

         
         “We just go.” Dara sat on the edge of Tweedie’s bed. “I’ve researched the idea.”

         
         “Researched?” Elise asked.

         
         “All of those papers from London I’ve been collecting?” Dara reminded her. For the last six months, Dara had pleaded with
            neighbors and acquaintances for any London papers they might have received. “I believe we can let a house, and with Tweedie
            as our chaperone, we can participate in the Marriage Market.”
         

         
         Her sisters looked at her as if she had lost all good sense. They knew what the Marriage Market was. During the London Social
            Season, families from all over Britain would bring their eligible daughters to show off at balls and events with the hope
            of finding an even more eligible husband for them.
         

         
         “But don’t you have to know someone of consequence to be invited?” Gwendolyn asked.

         
         “Or be part of the ton?” Elise wondered, using the word for those who were members of the highest ranks of society. 

         
         “Oh, please,” Dara said, annoyed. “We are young women of consequence. Father was knighted for serving his king brilliantly.”
            She wasn’t certain that was true. Their father was a bit of a ne’er-do-well, and many had wondered how he’d managed a knighthood.
            “Also, our mother was related to the Duke of Marlborough.”
         

         
         “Distantly related,” Elise reminded her.

         
         “Related is related,” Dara assured her airily. “She was the second cousin to the Marchioness of Blandford, who is the duke’s
            daughter by marriage. There. Related.”
         

         
         “But they don’t know us,” Gwendolyn said. “What are we going to do? Show up on their doorstep and beg an invitation to their
            next party?”
         

         
         “Of course not. That is not how it is done,” Dara answered knowledgably. After all, she’d been studying this for some time.
            She had even been compiling a list of the rules of Society. “We will send them a letter of introduction. Then they will invite
            us to pay a call. Finally, after we have met them, they will invite us to a ball. It is all so clear and simple.”
         

         
         Elise lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “It is?”

         
         “It is,” Dara assured her. “The duke will introduce us to other dukes, and then we marry. Oh, don’t make those faces. It has happened before. Have you not heard of the Gunning sisters?” She knew they hadn’t, and it gave her great pleasure to share. “They were poor but genteel young Irish ladies—like ourselves. They had nothing but their looks and their wits—like ourselves. They went to London and ended up marrying important noblemen and becoming great ladies—just as we can.”
         

         
         “Could we meet these sisters?” Gwendolyn asked. “Perhaps they could help us?”

         
         “There were two sisters, and they are no longer alive. However, if they could fly high, even several decades ago, why can’t
            the Lanscarr sisters?”
         

         
         Elise looked to Tweedie. “Did you know these Gunning sisters when you lived in London?”

         
         “I can’t say I did,” Tweedie admitted. “But I have heard of them. One of them had just died when Sir Phillip and I moved to
            London. They married very well.”
         

         
         “See?” Dara said, using Tweedie’s verification to support her idea. “Bold women reap rewards. We can capture the hearts of
            the ton. All three of us could marry dukes.”
         

         
         Gwendolyn frowned. “Dara, how would we travel to London, let alone rent a house? That takes money.”

         
         “And what of clothes?” Elise wished to know.

         
         Dara took Elise’s question first. It was the simplest to answer. “We know how to handle a needle. We have been making our own dresses and refashioning them for different Assemblies for years. We will do it there.” 

         
         That made sense to Elise.

         
         Gwendolyn’s question was more of a challenge.

         
         Money.

         
         Dara folded her hands in her lap. She needed Gwendolyn’s support to make her plan work. “I’ve made an accounting of how much
            we would need for one Season, which should be ample time for us to find suitable dukes to marry.” She drew a deep breath and
            dropped the concerning news. “We can do it for four hundred pounds. We could even,” she hurried to add as she watched Gwendolyn’s
            eyes widen and Elise almost fall off the stool she’d sat on, “manage to be highly respectable for three hundred. That is for
            the whole Season, including lodging, servants, and whatnots.”
         

         
         “Three hundred pounds?” Elise repeated in disbelief.
         

         
         Gwendolyn shook her head. “Sometimes, Dara, your imagination makes you nonsensical. We only have thirty-four pounds between
            us. Remember?”
         

         
         She did. They had taken an accounting last week when Richard had announced he was going to let some of Wiltham’s servants go. He might have claimed the estate as their father’s heir, but that did not mean he could afford it. He’d imagined there had been coffers of money that would come into his possession. The Lanscarr sisters had laughed and laughed over that one. No gambler of their father’s stature let money lie around untended. 

         
         Of course, Richard’s announcement had sobered them quickly.

         
         The sisters had been determined to do what they could to help their faithful servants. They had fifty pounds because their
            grandmother had been a great one for hiding money. When Richard and Caroline had first arrived to take over the house, the
            sisters had gone in search of every shilling they could find. Gwendolyn guarded the money in a carved wooden box with a secret
            compartment.
         

         
         The sisters had divvied up some of that for the leaving servants. The balance was thirty-four pounds.

         
         Thirty-four pounds was not a small amount. It could support them in a tidy cottage for a year, maybe two if they were very
            frugal.
         

         
         But Dara didn’t want to live in a cottage, two years wasn’t a lifetime, and she knew their days were numbered under Richard’s
            roof. If Squire Davies couldn’t succeed, their cousin would find other men to marry them off to.
         

         
         So Dara spoke with a confidence she wasn’t certain she felt. “I believe we can turn our thirty-four pounds into three hundred pounds.” For a second there was a startled silence. Dara nodded, knowing she had their full attention, and then she announced her plan. “Gwendolyn gambles for it.” 

         
         They all stared at Dara as if they were waiting for more explanation. And then Gwendolyn declared, “You are jesting.”

         
         Elise burst out laughing before saying, “This is your plan? Sending Gwen to the gaming tables? And you being such a stickler
            for manners?”
         

         
         Dara had also expected them to balk at her solution. They lacked her imagination. Therefore, it was up to her to help them
            embrace the idea.
         

         
         “I have thought this out very carefully, I assure you. Father said highborn ladies gamble all the time. Remember?” She looked
            to her sisters for confirmation. Elise’s brows came together in puzzled concern, Gwendolyn was withholding judgment, and Tweedie
            appeared fascinated.
         

         
         Dara stood and began pacing as she continued briskly, “He also said that few could match Gwendolyn’s luck at games of chance,
            especially faro. Remember how many twigs she won whenever we played with Father?”
         

         
         “But twigs are not money,” Gwendolyn pointed out.

         
         “Dear sister, have faith in your abilities. Father was a renowned gambler. Remember his coming home with his arms loaded with
            presents? That happened more than once—”
         

         
         “Perhaps twice?” Elise observed.

         
         Dara ignored her. “And he always praised your talent, Gwennie. He said you had his own luck. That you ‘sensed’ the cards. Besides, what else are we going to do?” She paused, meeting her sisters’ gazes with a solemn one of her own. “Stay here? Marry Squire Davies? Or Mr. Bellamy, the innkeeper? Or, considering how desperately Richard wishes to be rid of us, Patrick Lynch, the pig farmer? Don’t worry. He’ll save Lynch for me.” 

         
         Then she made her plea. “But what if my plan works? What if Gwendolyn could use her talent to win three hundred pounds, even six hundred pounds, and we take ourselves off to London? What if we introduce
            ourselves to Lady Blandford, who supposedly was very fond of Mother and even sent a note of condolence when she died? Gram
            saved it. That was how important that note—and the connection—was. What if Lady Blandford sponsors us into the highest ranks
            of society? And we meet dukes who are young and handsome and wealthy?”
         

         
         She paused to let her questions sink in before adding, “Even if none of that happens, we are still better off than being under Richard’s thumb. His resentment will make our lives miserable.”
         

         
         Dara looked hopefully at her sisters. “Come with me on this adventure. I don’t wish to marry Patrick Lynch. The body sounds
            he makes even in public, such as at the last Assembly dance, are embarrassing.”
         

         
         Her sisters had gone very quiet.

         
         Dara prayed they were considering her words and realizing they must try or be doomed to—what? Losing their birthrights? Unfortunately,
            that had already happened the moment Richard had claimed the house. They would have to rebuild someway, somehow.
         

         
         And then help came from another source.

         
         “I think we should do it,” Tweedie announced.

         
         All three sisters gave a start of surprise. Tweedie stood, leaning on her walking stick. “Dara is right. There is nothing
            for you here. Or for me.”
         

         
         “You will be with us,” Dara assured her. “You are our chaperone. Besides, you have been to London, and we haven’t.”

         
         “Oh, aye, but it was decades ago. But what a wicked city. I had a wonderful time. Then I returned home,” Tweedie concluded
            with a sigh.
         

         
         “There are so many risks,” Gwendolyn said. “Too many.”

         
         “There are risks to everything,” Tweedie said. “I wonder some days if I will climb out of bed without breaking my neck, but
            that doesn’t mean I stay under my covers.”
         

         
         “We’d be doing this alone,” Gwendolyn said.
         

         
         “Yes,” Dara agreed. “Just the three of us and Tweedie, which is how it has been since Father and Gram died.”

         
         “Do you really believe he is dead?” Elise asked. “I don’t. He can’t be. Wouldn’t we have been informed? Expected to fetch his body or something?” 

         
         Dara and Gwendolyn exchanged glances. They’d had this discussion before. Elise really wished to believe he was alive.

         
         Gwendolyn answered, not unkindly, “I think he has been gone for longer than he usually stayed away.”

         
         There was a long moment of silence.

         
         Gwendolyn broke it. “There is a club in Dublin that Father frequented, the Devil’s Hand. He said the play was good there,
            and I believe it was one of his favorite haunts. I say we go there.”
         

         
         “You’ll do it?” Dara was both stunned and triumphant. Dublin was the next county over. It couldn’t be that hard to reach.
            She’d never visited, but why not now?
         

         
         “Of course,” her older sister answered. “I have to save you from Patrick Lynch and his body noises . . . and myself from Squire
            Davies and all of those children.” But there was no triumph in her voice. Instead, her shoulders slumped, and she whispered,
            “If we fail, I would never forgive myself if anything happened to you, Elise, or Tweedie.”
         

         
         “My dear,” Tweedie said, “what if you succeed? Why, the three of you haven’t even been to Dublin, let alone London. You have barely traveled across County Wicklow. Isn’t
            it high time you took a risk?”
         

         
         “Exactly,” Dara agreed. “And don’t we owe it to ourselves to at least try for a better life? Are we not our father’s daughters?”
         

         
         “Richard will want to stop us,” Elise warned. Then she added with a sly smile, “We’d best sneak out tonight.”

         
         She was right. They needed to act before reason cooled their desire for action. And just like that, Dara’s plan was set into
            motion.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         
            A lady should always have a care for her reputation.

            The Rules (according to Dara)

            Until she marries, and then she can be herself.

            Tweedie’s promise

         

         
            Dublin

         

         Beckett Steele stooped to enter under the door of the Devil’s Hand. He never worried about what he might have to deal with
            in disreputable establishments such as this. He was big enough and strong enough to solve any situation. Especially unsavory
            ones.
         

         
         Unfortunately, he was tired. It had been a long, trying day of travel and walking the streets. He was searching for Bartholomew
            Tarrant, a wealthy Chester merchant’s son who had stolen from his father and then run for Ireland. Tarrant was a gambler,
            an unlucky one, and his father wanted him returned before all the money was gone.
         

         
         Young Tarrant obviously believed Dublin was far away from his father’s strict hand. He was wrong. Especially since his father had hired Beck. 

         
         Beck always caught his quarry. He took pride in his prowess. No one escaped when he was on the hunt.

         
         The Devil’s Hand was like all the others of its kind. It smelled of men and stale ale. Tallow candles sent black smoke toward
            the ceiling and gave off a hazy yellow light. There was nothing fancy about the place. Men didn’t need pictures on the walls,
            decent furnishings or even a clean floor to have their pockets emptied out.
         

         
         Beck had been told the play was fast and hard at the Hand. A fortune could be made or lost in an hour. If that wasn’t something
            to attract a foolish merchant’s son, Beck didn’t know what was.
         

         
         Well, that wasn’t true. There were the brothels. If Beck failed to find the fool here, or the few other gaming hells left,
            then he’d have to start combing through them. Beck grumbled under his breath. He was becoming too weary for this nonsense,
            no matter how well it paid.
         

         
         His plan was to poke his head into the Devil’s Hand, look for Tarrant’s red hair, and move on to the next—until he came upon
            a sight that upended his plans.
         

         
         Hazard was Tarrant’s game. But no one gathered around the hazard table. To his surprise, it was empty.

         
         Instead, everyone, including the serving wenches, were crowded at least three deep around another large table on the other side of the room. No one was paying attention to the door or to two drink-bitten men helping themselves to the ale keg. They poured it down their gullets as fast as they could. 

         
         Beck frowned, trying to make sense of it all. The crowd around the table shifted, and then thoughts of red-headed Tarrant
            vanished at the sight of a dark specter of a woman sitting amongst the faro players.
         

         
         She was dressed all in black from the top of her head to the floor. Even her gloves were black. A mourning veil fell over
            a velvet hat and to her lap, hiding her face from view . . . and yet there was no doubt that she was young—and possibly beautiful.
         

         
         Isn’t that the way men’s imaginations worked? They always assumed beauty. Beck’s mind was no different. He moved toward the
            table, his earlier fatigue forgotten. Instead, he had a new quarry. Her.

         
         Best of all, she was no common doxy. Her back was straight, her head held high, her movements graceful.

         
         He watched, mesmerized. Everything about her from the trimness of her figure to the way she tilted her head before placing
            her coin on the cards spoke of Quality.
         

         
         Quality.

         
         What the devil was she doing here?

         
         The faro dealer had the look of a weasel. He had a sharp nose, flaring nostrils, and narrow eyes trained on her. Did she realize
            the danger she was in? How any one of these gents would have her skirts over her head in a blink given the opportunity? And
            the Weasel would happily lead the way.
         

         
         Beck watched the next play. Faro was a simple, but fast, game. There were thirteen cards on the table, faceup, ace through
            king. Players placed their bets on which card they believed the dealer would draw from his deck next. The suits did not matter.
            The game was about the numbers.
         

         
         The Weasel drew two cards. The first was the losing card or the “banker’s” card. Any wagers placed on that number were immediately
            claimed by the dealer.
         

         
         The second card was the winning card. Whoever placed a coin on it had his wager matched by the bank. In this house, there
            was also a win for the player with a wager on the highest card above the banker’s card. The odds to make money were good.
         

         
         Except the woman was not winning.

         
         Beck didn’t know how much she had brought to the table, but the stack of coins in front of her was quickly dwindling—especially since the Weasel was cheating. The dealer deck had probably been stacked. The Weasel would let her win one, and then lose the next rounds. Did the other men know what was afoot? Beck pictured them as buzzards, waiting to see what they might pick off in this duel between the Weasel and his unwitting victim. They played but they were waiting for something to happen, and who knew what they might win then? It was obvious they all lusted for the woman in black, their prurient imaginations picturing a host of crude desires. 

         
         Beck was not one to ignore an innocent. He knew too well the pain of being deceived. She didn’t belong here. She wasn’t one
            of their ilk, and he could only wonder at what desperate or reckless measures had drawn her to this table.
         

         
         His quest for the merchant’s son was pushed aside. She was far more interesting.

         
         Besides, he’d been searching for a woman like her, one who could help him exact vengeance.

         
         Unfortunately, first he must help her.

         
         Beck stood back, waiting for his opportunity.

         
         *  *  *

         The faro played at this table was faster than what Gwendolyn had ever enjoyed at home with her father.

         
         The banker was quicker. There was no pausing to count out coins, or, as in her childhood games, twigs. He claimed money and handed it out with hardly a blink, and then the game was on again. 

         
         At first, Gwendolyn had believed she was keeping up. She won several hands. But that had apparently been luck, because after
            rapidly gaining, she was even more rapidly losing. At one point, she’d taken her thirty-four pounds up to at least a hundred.
            Now she was down to fifteen pounds and in danger of losing it all.
         

         
         Perhaps her nerves had gotten the better of her. Her mind, which had always been quick to remember the cards, was failing
            her.
         

         
         Worse, she was failing her sisters. They waited in an inn some distance away for her return. They had wanted to come with
            her, but she wouldn’t let them. She preferred knowing they were safe with Herald, the family butler, who had decided to join
            them on their adventure. He had promised Gwendolyn to watch over them and Tweedie.
         

         
         Besides, she’d reasoned, in even the worst areas of Ireland, a woman dressed in widow’s weeds was safe.

         
         Well, except for the Devil’s Hand.

         
         Gwendolyn rubbed the coin between her gloved fingers. She was sweating beneath her heavy mourning garb. The disguise had been
            another of Dara’s ideas. Gwendolyn was deeply thankful no one could recognize her. Yes, Father had claimed that genteel ladies
            gambled, but did they in Dublin?
         

         
         The men were practically eating her with their eyes. Did her disguise make her more alluring? Or were they like birds of prey, always waiting, always hungry— 

         
         “Are you in this round, Mrs. Bunsaway?” the dealer prodded. He spoke politely, and yet she had the sense there was a private
            jest going on among the men, one in which she was the source of amusement.
         

         
         She also wished she’d picked a different name than Mrs. Bunsaway.

         
         In truth, she hadn’t thought of using a fake name. The need for it hadn’t struck her until she’d first walked into the Devil’s
            Hand. The faro dealer, a man they called Darby, had rushed up to her, pulling her in and demanding her name.
         

         
         Gwendolyn had known better than to say Lanscarr, but she wished she and her sisters hadn’t overlooked this detail. She had
            pulled the name Bunsaway out of the air, and a silly one it was. It had been her first mistake, among others.
         

         
         “Mrs. Bunsaway?” Darby prodded. “We are waiting.”

         
         Gwendolyn lowered her hands to her lap, almost afraid to touch the few coins in front of her. She was treacherously close
            to losing it all. Her sisters trusted her to be wise. They still needed to pay for their room at the inn.
         

         
         She cleared her throat. It was hard to speak around the heaviness of failure growing in her chest. “I will sit this round out.” 

         
         Actually, she would leave. That is what she wanted to do. She’d run, and perhaps once she was outside where she could take
            a decent breath, she could get her courage back . . . or not. She’d ruined them, and their only hope was for her to return
            to Wiltham House and marry Mr. Davies.
         

         
         Dear God, Elise was right—Gwendolyn did not want to see him naked.

         
         Other players had sat rounds out and Darby had gone on with his business. He didn’t this time. He gave her a feral smile.
            “Come, Mrs. Bunsaway, your luck will change. Trust us to see you through.”
         

         
         As if on command, the men around her seemed to press forward, leaning toward her.

         
         Abruptly, she stood. “I can’t . . . play.” Dear Lord, she felt as if she might swoon. Lanscarr women never had feminine vapors.
            They were a robust lot.
         

         
         But then, no one had ever failed her family the way Gwendolyn had.

         
         She turned, ready to shove her way through the men fawning around her when Darby caught her gloved wrist, his fingers long,
            white, and meaty. “Don’t run. Terms can be worked out. And you will like me. I can make a woman like you happy. Very happy.”
         

         
         Gwendolyn wasn’t quite certain what he meant, until the guffaws rose around her, then she understood exactly what he was saying.

         
         She attempted to pull her hand away. Darby tried to tighten his hold. She slid her hand out of the glove. Too late, he realized
            what she was doing and found himself holding the empty glove. Gwendolyn gave a sharp elbow to the man closest to her and grabbed
            what was left of her money off the table. The man jumped back with a yelp. Holding her veil close to her face, she pushed
            her way free, not caring if her sturdy walking shoes stomped on toes. In fact, she hoped they did.
         

         
         And then she was away from the close cluster around the table. She wanted to run from this place, but then stopped.

         
         The terrible image of her sisters back at the inn waiting, all their hopes on her, glued her feet to the floor.

         
         What was she going to say to them? What could she say? That she’d failed? That she’d had a change of heart and couldn’t wait to be Mr. Davies’s wife? That they’d been
            foolish to let themselves believe Dara’s scheme had a chance? It wasn’t fair to blame Dara—
         

         
         “You aren’t a bad player,” a deep male voice, an English voice, said from behind her. “You shouldn’t leave.”
         

         
         Gwendolyn glanced over her shoulder, and then almost stumbled back in shock.

         
         The man was the size of a barn. Tall, broad-shouldered . . . and very good-looking under his wide brimmed hat. He wore buff riding breeches, his boots were good but dirty, and any dandy would envy the number of capes to his coat. 

         
         How could she not have noticed him earlier? His jaw was lean, although in need of shaving. His nose was straight except for
            a small bump where it might have been broken. His eyes were like shards of blue glass, and he looked at her as if he noticed
            every detail.
         

         
         “If I was a decent player, I would have more money in my hand.”

         
         “Yes, but the Weasel was cheating.”

         
         The blunt statement broke through her stressed senses. “Cheating?”

         
         She whirled to frown at the dealer. Darby glanced up, caught her looking at him and, with a lecherous grin, curled his finger,
            begging her to return to the table. He disgusted her. When she turned away, he cackled.
         

         
         “I’d believed this was a good house,” she said, more to herself than the stranger.

         
         He gave a short laugh. “It is a gambling den. Of course they cheat.”

         
         “But that is not fair.”

         
         “That is why it is called cheating,” he replied reasonably.

         
         “I trusted them . . .” She broke off, amazed at her own culpability. Her games with her father had been innocent and fun, but hadn’t she caught him cheating a time or two? 

         
         A new truth was borne home.

         
         Perhaps her father had let her win? And she had no talent at all?

         
         “Oh, God.” Her words were a prayer. What had she and her sisters done?

         
         She needed to leave. Now, while she had enough money to return her little family to Wicklow—

         
         “You could use a benefactor.” The stranger’s words cut into her fears. “And not,” he added quickly, “for a bedding.”

         
         Gwendolyn blinked at the word. Yes, of course, that was what Darby wanted. She was just put off by the stranger’s bluntness.
            “I—I don’t know what to say.”
         

         
         His sharp gaze assessed her. And then he held out his hand. He wore black gloves. Riding gloves. Worn ones. “I solve problems.”

         
         She didn’t touch his hand. This was not a drawing room. Dara’s rules held no sway here. “What does that mean?”

         
         “It means nothing. I’m stating a fact. It is what I do.”

         
         “Like some oracle?”

         
         A dimple appeared at the corner of his mouth as if she’d caught him off guard. “I don’t deal in riddles.”

         
         “What problem are you solving this evening?”

         
         “I’m hunting for someone.”

         
         “Hunting?”

         
         He shrugged. “Searching,” he corrected.

         
         “For a price, I assume.”

         
         “A man must live.”

         
         She narrowed her gaze. “Why are you telling me this?”

         
         “Because you have a problem.” He nodded to the coins in Gwendolyn’s hand. “This is not the sort of place for a woman like
            you. You are here for a reason, probably a desperate one.”
         

         
         “Go on,” she said, not wishing to confirm or deny his assumptions.

         
         “You are a good player. You know what you are doing. I suppose you track the cards.” He didn’t wait for an answer. “That’s
            a gift and one that any gaming hell would wish to stop, but it is fair.”
         

         
         That is what she’d thought.

         
         “I propose we return to the table. I will have a word with the Weasel—”

         
         “The who?”

         
         “The dealer.”

         
         “Oh, Darby.” She had to smile. “‘Weasel’ is a good name for him.”

         
         “I suggest we continue to call him that.”

         
         His calm matter-of-factness with its hint of humor eased some of the tightness in her chest. Then she realized she had another
            problem. “I’ve lost almost all my money. I need what is left to see myself home.”
         

         
         “I will loan you money.”

         
         Her guard went up again. “At what price?”

         
         “Not the one you are thinking.”

         
         Gwendolyn didn’t believe him. Or trust him. He was too—well, too everything. Too handsome. Too certain of himself. Too glib.
         

         
         “I’m leaving,” she said, and would have walked out except he hooked his hand in her elbow, turning her to him. She startled
            at the jolt of energy in his touch.
         

         
         He noticed—or perhaps felt it, too? He let go, then raised a palm as if showing that he wasn’t playing any tricks. “Don’t
            give up on yourself.”
         

         
         She lifted her chin. “I’m not. I’m also not selling myself.”

         
         He shook his head. “I feared you would place the worst notion to my offer. Then again, those other lads were very clear about
            what they wanted. I’m not like them.”
         

         
         “You aren’t?” Gwendolyn didn’t hide her doubts.

         
         “Of course not. I want to see you have a fair chance.” He paused and then added, “I would also like to teach the Weasel a
            lesson. I hate seeing the green ones fleeced. You have the talent to teach him manners.”
         

         
         Gwendolyn would like to do that very much. She was tired of being pushed around by callous men like Richard, and even her
            father, the man who disappeared. So she was tempted . . .
         

         
         “If I play with your money, what will you expect in return? Especially if I lose?”

         
         “My terms?”

         
         “Every lender has them.”

         
         Triumph lit his eyes as if he knew she would swallow the lure. “I’ll loan you the money and if you lose it, I’ll not demand
            to be repaid, if that is your fear.”
         

         
         “If I win?”

         
         “It is all yours. However, someday I will ask a favor. A small favor and one where your skirts will stay right where they are.”
         

         
         Gwendolyn frowned, and then thought of having another chance. “What is this favor?”

         
         He put his hands in his coat pockets and shook his head. “I don’t know—yet. It is only an idea. Perhaps I will not need your
            help at all. But when and if I ask, I expect you to say yes.”
         

         
         This was not something she should agree to, and yet she and her sisters had wagered everything on her success this night.
            “How much money are you offering?”
         

         
         He pulled a leather bag from the deep pockets of his coat. “Fifty pounds more or less?” He shrugged as if such a large sum
            was nothing to him.
         

         
         Then again, he was a gambler. They were having this discussion in a gaming house. One thing her father had taught her was
            that men who gambled had very little respect for money. What was lost today could be earned back tomorrow.
         

         
         And if her father was in her shoes?

         
         He’d take the money and keep playing. Because the other option would be to return to Wicklow.

         
         She glanced over to the table. The Weasel was going about his business, but he had his eye on her. He winked and nodded to
            her still-empty chair. Several men who were not playing watched her hungrily. They thought she was fair game.
         

         
         “You can stop him from cheating?” she asked.

         
         “Of course.”

         
         Gwendolyn faced him. She’d become accustomed to his extraordinary looks. He no longer dazzled her eyes. Instead, she noticed
            the rough edges. Life was more complicated for him than he wished the world to know.
         

         
         “If I don’t win,” she said, more to herself than to him, “I shouldn’t owe you a favor.”

         
         “You’ll win. Your pride won’t let you fail a second time.” Then he lowered his
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