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            To everyone who’s ever felt plain, ordinary, and not special in any way. You are special, and uniquely wonderful.
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            Prologue

         
         
            1817

         

         If Hugh Deveraux’s father had taught him anything, it was how to keep up a good face even when everything was going wrong.

         
         Unfortunately Hugh did not realize this until his father was dead, and he discovered how very, very wrong things had gone.

         
         It certainly shouldn’t have been that way. Joshua Deveraux, sixth Earl of Hastings, seemed blessed from birth in every way.
            No adversity could shake his good humor or dull his ready wit, and as a result he was adored, even marveled at, by his somber,
            serious family. He grew into a legendary bon vivant, a striking contrast to his reserved father and grandfather. He had a
            way with people that won him praise and admiration from his peers and subordinates alike. Where his ancestors had viewed it
            as a sacred duty to marry an heiress and build the family fortunes, Joshua insisted on wedding a girl he loved, who had great
            beauty and charm but a small dowry. He even inherited his title and considerable estate while still young and very handsome,
            and was henceforth regarded as possibly the most fortunate man in Britain.
         

         
         Hugh certainly grew up thinking so. Unlike other sons, he was raised at his father’s knee, and there was no one he admired
            more. His mother was kind and loving, too, but his father was even more—clever, boisterous, energetic, and never angry. When
            Hugh got into scrapes and mishaps as a lad, his mother would reproach him with tears, but his father would thump him on the
            back and take him for a thrilling ride across the countryside. No sense moping about what’s done, he’d say; chin up and face forward.

         
         It was only when his father died that Hugh realized his father’s good nature had concealed a few intractable flaws. Joshua
            had loved his wife and children deeply, but he’d never imposed the slightest economy or restraint on them. He raised his son
            to be master of a great estate, as he himself had been raised, but he never made Hugh privy to the books and accounts of that
            estate. And while everyone knew—in an indulgent, admiring sort of way—that the earl was far from miserly, no one suspected
            the truth until his death at the age of fifty-eight.
         

         
         Bilious indigestion, declared the doctor over the deathbed.

         
         Guilt, thought Hugh grimly, two days later.

         
         Joshua, it turned out, had been unlike his careful, dutiful father and grandfather in nearly every way. Instead of building
            the family wealth, he had spent it—all of it. Nothing had been put aside for his daughters’ dowries, and his wife’s jointure was pathetically small. Not only had
            he omitted the most elementary steps to preserving his wealth, Joshua had been generous to every wastrel friend in need, spent
            prodigiously on art and horses and houses, wagered and lost extravagantly, and generally frittered away one of the largest
            fortunes in Britain. And no one had had any idea.
         

         
         “The good news, my lord, is that the mortgages are quite reasonable,” added the attorney, in what could only be called poor
            consolation.
         

         
         Hugh’s fingers had long since gone numb. They had curled into fists as Mr. Sawyer laid out his threadbare circumstances over
            the last hour. “So I own a grand estate, but haven’t a farthing to maintain it.”
         

         
         Mr. Sawyer hesitated. “A very hard way of viewing it . . . but yes, rather true.”

         
         He eased his hands flat and spread them on the desk. A very fine desk, made by Chippendale for his grandfather, the fifth
            earl. Grandfather had believed in buying quality. Hugh had to breathe deeply to keep from cursing at some length. “How much
            of the estate is entailed?”
         

         
         “Oh, all of it,” replied the attorney. “Your father took care to renew the tails, as he should have done.”

         
         “Which means I cannot sell anything,” Hugh said softly.

         
         “Er . . . no,” said Mr. Sawyer. He was quiet for a moment, then said with more optimism, “But your lordship is young and hale
            and, if I might say so, quite a handsome man. There are bound to be any number of heiresses—”
         

         
         Hugh shoved away from the desk so hard his chair almost toppled over behind him. At the last second he caught it. Also by
            Chippendale. He couldn’t afford to damage the chair; he might have to sell it to feed his mother and sisters. “In other words,”
            he bit out, “I must do what my father didn’t—retrench, practice every economy, and marry a girl with a fortune.”
         

         
         Mr. Sawyer coughed delicately. “It would be prudent, sir.”

         
         Hugh slashed one hand through the air. “Go.”

         
         The man blinked, then collected his papers. “Of course, my lord. I shall be available when you—”

         
         “You’re sacked. Don’t come back.”

         
         The attorney blanched, but didn’t argue. Hugh seethed as the man bowed out of the room. Sawyer must have known, for several
            years, that the late earl was spending far more than he could afford. Obviously he hadn’t stopped it, but neither had he ever
            whispered a word of warning in Hugh’s ear.
         

         
         A thought struck him. Did his mother know? The countess was in deep mourning, her eyes still red from weeping every day. Hugh
            thought of his parents together, of his father laughing and teasing his mother, and realized this was the last thing he would
            have told her. However feckless he had been, the late earl had adored his wife and wouldn’t have wanted to alarm her.
         

         
         Which meant Hugh would have that happy task.

         
         His shoulders slumped at the prospect. First she had lost the love of her life, and now he was about to take away her security
            and possibly her home. Because there was no way he could maintain all the Hastings properties on the funds he had left. The
            income from them couldn’t come close; not only had his father been spending capital for years, he had done very little to
            make his lands productive. His estates were covered with acres of graceful lawns and perfectly maintained thickets, with ponds
            and temples and follies. Not farms or mines or anything that produced income.
         

         
         When Hugh had asked about that, wondering why other estates were more constricted, Joshua had laughed. “Who wants to ride
            around fields of wheat? All those farms are so damned ugly. So many fields one may not ride across.” Like an idiot, Hugh had
            accepted this answer and even felt appreciation for it the next time he took a rousing ride through those wide-open fields
            and woods.
         

         
         Obviously all that would have to change, but it would take time and capital, two things he was suddenly quite short of.

         
         A tap at the door started him out of his thoughts. His sister Edith slipped inside. “Are you done?” she asked. “I saw Mr.
            Sawyer leave.”
         

         
         He exhaled. “Yes, he’s gone.” And may the devil take him.

         
         Edith came across the room and touched his hand. “Was he very dreadful?”

         
         Hugh’s mouth twisted wryly. “Aren’t all lawyers?”

         
         She laughed, but quieted almost immediately. “I wish Papa hadn’t died.”

         
         “I know.” Hugh put his arm around his sister and kissed the top of her head. Edith was beautiful and petite, like their mother,
            and far too young to be burdened with this. His father had protected his wife and daughters from every unpleasantness, and
            in that much, Hugh wanted to emulate his father, at least for a while.
         

         
         Of course, if his father hadn’t died, what would they have done? Hugh closed his eyes as the answer became apparent. The estate
            would have been mortgaged even more heavily and bled to the bone. Another five or ten years and Hugh might have inherited
            a far more desperate circumstance than he faced now—and with every likelihood that he wouldn’t have had any more warning.
         

         
         “Mama has been weeping in front of Papa’s portrait for an hour,” Edith said softly. “Can we do something to divert her? Shall
            we go to Rosemere?”
         

         
         Rosemere was the estate in Cornwall. It was quiet and beautifully idyllic, and it would be a wonderful place for the countess
            to recover from her heartache. It had been his father’s favorite home, the one he had rebuilt—at tremendous expense—and renamed
            for Hugh’s mother, a token of his great love for her. If his mother could be happy anywhere, it would be at Rosemere.
         

         
         But it cost the earth to maintain all these houses. Sawyer had laid out the estate accounts in grim detail, and the expenses
            were crippling. Hugh realized the best thing to do was put the grandest properties into Holland covers until he could find
            tenants for them, and retreat to the most economical home.
         

         
         Ironically, and unfortunately, that was the London house. His father hadn’t liked London, so the Hastings house near St. James’s
            Square was comparatively modest. It had been leased the last few years, but was empty at the moment. It would be dreadful
            to go to London in mourning, but his sisters were almost old enough for their debuts—assuming he could afford to launch them
            properly. If Edith and Henrietta made decent marriages, at least they would be settled and secure. It would be vital to conceal
            all hints of poverty, of course, further proof that he couldn’t tell his family how badly off they were.
         

         
         There were even more reasons London was ideal. Hugh had been raised as a gentleman, with no profession or even much education
            of anything practical. But he was good at one thing, something his father had approved of as very aristocratic, something he could do without attracting any
            notice. London teemed with gaming establishments and gambling men. If he cut his expenses as much as possible and enjoyed
            modest luck at the tables, he could keep them afloat until he contracted marriage to an heiress.
         

         
         Because that really was his only option. Everything was entailed, and auctioning off every stick of furniture and every portrait
            on the walls would only be a temporary windfall. He had to find a bride, as wealthy as possible, and the best place to do
            that . . .
         

         
         He hugged Edith a little tighter. “Not Rosemere. I was thinking of London.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         
            1819

            Greenwich

         

         Elizabeth Cross had grown up as the lady of the house.

         
         Her mother died when she was three, giving birth to the baby brother Eliza had begged for. A week after Susannah Cross died,
            so did that tiny boy, whom Eliza had called Flopsy. When she was older she learned his proper name had been Frederick, after
            her grandfather, but at the time she cried for Flopsy and for Mama, and gave her second favorite toy to be buried with them.
            And from then on, it was just Eliza and Papa.
         

         
         Her papa was a very busy man, but Eliza was the center of his world. He wanted her to have the best of everything and was
            determined that she would grow up knowing important things, things her mother would have taught her. “You should be a real
            lady, like your mother,” he would insist, even though Mrs. Cross had only been a baronet’s daughter and therefore not a born
            lady.
         

         
         As a child Eliza constantly worried that she was falling short, but when she would anxiously inquire if she were becoming
            more like a lady, Papa would reply that she was doing splendidly, and he must do better to find someone who could teach her
            what she needed to know.
         

         
         Eliza tried her best to learn, first from her governess, then from her teachers at Mrs. Upton’s Academy for Young Ladies,
            then from the companion hired to help launch her into society. By the time she was nineteen, she was confident that she could
            hold her own with any duchess when it came to serving tea, arranging flowers or planning a menu, or choosing the most stylish
            gown.
         

         
         But she was equally as confident that she would always be considered a nouveau riche upstart by the London society her father
            was so determined to impress. Edward Cross had made his considerable fortune speculating in shares of hemp and iron and lead,
            all desperately needed by the British Navy during the wars. No matter how elegantly she dressed or how superbly she danced,
            nothing would ever erase the fact that her dowry was due to trade. She was an heiress—and quite a rich one at that—but not
            remotely a lady.
         

         
         To draw a horde of aristocratic suitors, the sort who could elevate her to the social status her father craved, a girl needed
            three things: beauty, connections, and money. Eliza knew she was no beauty, and she had no noble connections. And really,
            she thought that if she could only have one of those three things, money was certainly the best. Even if she never married
            or attended a single society ball, she would still have a safe home, enough to eat, and means to provide for her dog.
         

         
         The dog was more important to her than the home and food. Willy was a puppy when she found him walking home from the village.
            He’d been just a tiny ball of straggly black-and-white fur, hiding under a forsythia bush, but he crept right out when Eliza
            went down on her knees and reached out her hand. He arched into her hand as she petted his head, and her heart melted into
            a little puddle of love. She carried him home in her arms, considering all manner of grand names for him.
         

         
         Papa was not especially pleased to see the puppy. “A mutt,” he said when Eliza showed him.

         
         “He’s a baby,” she said. “And so sweet.” The little tail thumped against her side like a heartbeat. He snuggled in the crook
            of her arms as if he were home. Eliza kissed his head and smiled.
         

         
         Papa grunted. “What if someone comes looking for him?”

         
         “No one will. He was waiting for me.” Without waiting for his answer, she walked out and by the time dinner was served, the
            puppy had been washed, fed, and provided with a plush sleeping basket in Eliza’s own room. There were disadvantages to being
            an only child, responsible for the household, but there were also distinct advantages, namely that Eliza tended to get whatever
            she wanted. No one said a word about getting rid of Willy from then on.
         

         
         And Eliza found herself very content with her life. Papa was a restless sort, always out and about either on business or manly
            pursuits. He was still a relatively young man, very fit and hale, and Eliza suspected he kept a mistress, a widowed lady who
            lived in Portland Place in London. But that left her free to do as she pleased. Every fortnight she went into London to shop
            and take tea with her two dearest friends, Lady Georgiana Lucas and Sophie Campbell, whom she’d known since they met as girls
            at Mrs. Upton’s Academy. She took long walks with Willy and visited the lending library in Greenwich. She helped out at the
            church, visiting the parishioners with her friend Belinda Reeve, the vicar’s wife, and she could spend many happy hours pottering
            about her garden.
         

         
         The only sore spot was the fact that she remained unmarried, without a suitor in sight. While Eliza was coming to accept,
            deep down, that she would end up as one of those rich old ladies with a pack of dogs—she hoped to be quite an eccentric—her
            father was not nearly so sanguine about the prospect.
         

         
         “I thought lap dogs were something only married ladies had,” said Papa at breakfast.

         
         “Really?” Willy was lying obediently at Eliza’s feet. He was a very well-behaved dog, as long as there was the chance of something
            tasty to eat. Eliza liked to reward good behavior. She slipped him a bit of bacon. “He didn’t ask if I were married before
            jumping into my arms and coming home with me, so I doubt that’s true.”
         

         
         “A lady ought to be out dancing with gentlemen, not feeding her breakfast to a dog.”

         
         Eliza rolled her eyes and fed Willy another small bite of bacon. “Yet more proof that I am not a lady.”

         
         “But you could be. You should be.” Papa’s brows lowered as he chewed, looking like a man working furiously at a problem. “If
            you would only—”
         

         
         “Papa.” She put down her cup and fixed a severe look on him. “Stop.”

         
         He grunted, but let the subject drop. Willy, energized by the bacon, jumped up and began sniffing around the floor under the
            breakfast table.
         

         
         “I thought we agreed the little beast would stay in the garden,” said Papa.

         
         “It’s raining.” But Eliza pointed at the basket in the corner. Willy’s ears sank, and he gave her a tragically sad look. Eliza
            kept pointing and finally Willy heaved a sigh and trotted to his basket. He settled his head on the edge and continued to
            watch her with alert brown eyes.
         

         
         “Dogs don’t mind a trifling spot of rain. He’d go right out if I tossed a bit of kidney out the door.” Papa speared a piece
            on his fork and cocked his head. Willy’s ears went up.
         

         
         “Papa.” Eliza frowned. “Don’t tease him.”

         
         “I’m not teasing. I’d really throw it.” Papa ate the kidney and put down his fork.

         
         Eliza gave him a stern glance and changed the subject. “Sophie asked me to tea with her and Georgiana the day after tomorrow,”
            she said. She had tea regularly with her friends, but always reminded her father. “And Mrs. Reeve sent her regrets that she
            and Mr. Reeve cannot dine with us tomorrow after all.”
         

         
         “Good news on both counts,” said Papa with pleasure.

         
         “Mrs. Reeve is a very kind lady.” Eliza noticed her father’s cup was almost empty, and she poured more coffee for him, adding
            a drop of cream, as he liked it. “If you would simply make a donation to the church, Mr. Reeve would cease asking.” Mr. Reeve
            was the vicar, and not as gentle-mannered as his wife.
         

         
         “When Mr. Reeve holds his sermons to less than an hour, I’ll give him money.”

         
         “I don’t think he’d take that well.”

         
         “I don’t think a church needs gold chandeliers and marble altars. We’ll see who’s more determined to get his way.” Edward
            Cross drained his second cup of coffee. “I’m meeting Southbridge and Grenville today. I’ll be out late.”
         

         
         “Don’t lose too much,” she returned. She knew Sir David Southbridge and Robert Grenville were not only business partners of
            Papa’s but gambling mates, as well. They never wagered against each other, but all three were ruthless competitors, in business
            and at cards. When Papa arrived home after late nights with them, usually much the worse for drink, he’d tell her stories
            about Grenville wagering thousands of pounds at the tables, or Southbridge’s steely nerve in risking shares of his trading
            company on a horse.
         

         
         “Lose!” Her father looked affronted. “I’ll not be ordered about by a girl who waits hand and foot on a ragged mongrel.”

         
         “Now, Papa,” she remonstrated, “you’re looking much less ragged since you let Jackson trim your hair.”

         
         “Impudence!” he grumbled. “Why the Good Lord gave me a clever girl, I’m sure I don’t know.”

         
         She beamed at him. “Who else would put up with you like I do?”

         
         He gave her a narrow glance. “Ought to be putting up with a husband.”

         
         “I don’t think that would go well,” she replied. “I couldn’t put up with any of the fortune hunters and idiots who called
            on me.”
         

         
         He made a face as he pushed back from the table and got to his feet. “There’s no need for you to marry a clever man! You’ve
            got enough brains for both of you.”
         

         
         “And more than enough fortune. I know.” Eliza folded her hands and assumed a dreamy expression. “Surely there’s some viscount
            or baronet out there, titled and handsome but dull-witted and utterly penniless, who might be willing to have me.”
         

         
         A smile tugged at his lips. “That’s not what I meant.” She wrinkled her nose and finally he laughed. “I love you, Lilibeth,”
            he said, calling her by her childhood nickname as he dropped a kiss on the top of her head.
         

         
         “I love you, too, Papa, even though you long to be rid of me.” But she said it with a fond smile.

         
         Papa snorted. “Rid of you! As if I’m wrong to want my girl settled in a home of her own. Serves me right, eh?” he said to
            Willy, who barked in reply. “She runs circles around me with my own words.”
         

         
         “I just want you to know I’m happy,” she protested. “Even as a spinster. If I never meet a handsome, charming, dull-witted,
            impoverished baronet, I shall still be happy, with you and Willy and my friends.”
         

         
         “Supposing he weren’t an idiot,” Papa said. “Would you have him then?”

         
         She rolled her eyes again. He was in rare form this morning.

         
         “You say you’re happy, but won’t you be jealous when your friends marry and have families? I hear Lady Georgiana is finally
            getting Sterling to the altar next spring. What if she no longer has time for your teas and shopping trips when she’s got
            a babe or two on her knee?”
         

         
         Eliza buttered her muffin. She had thought about that. Georgiana had been engaged to marry Viscount Sterling for two years
            now. The wedding hadn’t happened because her brother, the Earl of Wakefield, was surly and reclusive, and had argued with
            Sterling over the marriage settlements for two years. Frankly it had begun to seem that Georgiana would be engaged forever,
            but of course that wasn’t true. Eventually she would be Lady Sterling, with Sterling’s heir in her arms. “I shall be very
            happy for her,” she said in answer to her father’s wheedling question. “She’s been in love with Lord Sterling forever.”
         

         
         “And you should be in love, too! Your mother would say so if she were here.”

         
         “Mama would not want me to marry someone simply to be married,” she returned. “I hope you don’t, either.”

         
         He exhaled loudly. “Of course not. But I do want you to leave your mind open. There’s bound to be at least one decent chap
            with a title who would see you for the diamond you are.”
         

         
         Eliza took a bite of her muffin. She thought that mythical man would have to look very closely at her to determine that, and
            none of the titled gentlemen she met looked twice at her. Nor did any of the common gentlemen. If she let herself dwell on
            it, it would be quite lowering, really; even with a large dowry, an elegant wardrobe, and every accomplishment a lady could
            have, Eliza rarely warranted more than a passing glance from a man of any standing. She knew she was plain and quiet, but
            she’d seen Lady Sarah Willingham, daughter of the Duke of Jarros, attract a few suitors despite being shy and having a squint.
         

         
         “Perhaps someone will, someday,” she said, choosing to placate her father.

         
         He nodded in satisfaction. “Someone will. The only question is whether he’ll take the dog, too.”

         
         “If he won’t take Willy, I won’t take him,” she said at once. “I would never speak to anyone who didn’t like Willy.”

         
         “Damned mongrel,” grunted Papa.

         
         But Eliza saw the shilling-sized piece of bacon he stole from the platter and flicked at her dog. Willy caught it in midair
            and swallowed it in one bite. His tail wagging, he barked in thanks. Papa was already out the door, shrugging into his coat
            as he strode down the corridor without a backward glance.
         

         
         Eliza glanced at her pet in reproach as she finished her muffin. “You’re horribly spoiled.”

         
         Willy yipped in happy agreement.

         
         “For that, you can go into the garden by yourself.” She rose from the table. “James, would you let him out?”

         
         “Yes, miss.” The footman stepped forward and snapped his fingers at Willy, whose ears drooped as he realized Eliza wasn’t
            coming. She made a shooing motion, and the dog followed James.
         

         
         She wondered when Papa would accept that she wasn’t the sort of girl gentlemen flocked to. In his eyes she was lovely, but
            Eliza knew he was the only one who saw her that way. Plain girls had made splashes in society, but usually by virtue of being
            vivacious and witty. Eliza tended to grow mute and hesitant in the presence of elegant strangers, and any wit she had vanished
            from her brain if one of them actually spoke to her. Undoubtedly Papa hoped her enormous dowry would outweigh her shyness,
            but Eliza would rather be that eccentric old lady with a house full of dogs than marry a husband who only wanted her money.
         

         
         So Papa could dream, but Eliza was far less certain. Perhaps some day she would meet an affable country squire who didn’t
            need a beautiful, charming wife, but preferred a quiet girl content to play with her dog and tend her garden. And if not,
            she would just remain as she was.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Hugh Deveraux was having a very good night.

         
         It was about time. His luck had been lackluster for the last fortnight. Perhaps the last month. He hadn’t lost a vast sum
            of money, but neither had he won one. And despite playing ruthlessly and keeping his head clear, he hadn’t been able to make
            a sustained run of wins. Up one night, then down almost as much the next.
         

         
         For the last year and a half, his London plan had worked reasonably well. Thanks to his luck at the card tables he’d been
            able to make the most pressing debt payments, open the town house, even provide some new gowns for his mother and sisters.
            Unfortunately, now he needed more than that. Edith was old enough to make her debut, and she needed a dowry.
         

         
         At first he’d hoped he could give her land. He’d had his solicitors comb through every word of every deed, and they all said
            he couldn’t transfer property to either of the girls on her marriage. He could take out additional mortgages on the properties
            for the money, but that would leave him in even more desperate straits. He’d sold some artwork his father had bought, but
            everything he tried to get rid of set off a night of tears for his mother, who remembered when and how every item had been
            acquired, and deeply mourned the loss of each memento of her husband. She was sentimental and emotionally fragile; she could
            assure him she understood his intentions entirely at breakfast, and be prostrate in bed by dinner after the painting or statue
            was carted away to the auction house.
         

         
         Hugh had long since realized that his family would be no help to him. The move to town had been hard on the countess, leaving
            his father’s grave and coming to the drab London house Joshua had despised so much. She accepted Hugh’s explanation, that
            it was to give Edith her Season and find a husband, but grief clung to her. His sisters were no better. Edith fretted about
            their inability to entertain properly, and Henrietta begged for her own new wardrobe, chafing at the sight of Edith’s stylish
            gowns. Hugh was beginning to think it would be easier to let himself be sent to the Fleet.
         

         
         That would be surrender, though, and he refused to surrender. His father had left him a mess, but he was determined to claw
            his way out. All he needed, after all, was a reliable bit of luck.
         

         
         His favorite gaming establishment had become the Vega Club, right in the heart of London. It was well kept and one needn’t
            fear being knifed on the way home. The owner was a hard but fair man, and he insisted on only two vows from his members: that
            they not tell gossip about the club, and that they pay their losses promptly.
         

         
         Hugh might have gnashed his teeth a time or two about the last one, but he wholeheartedly appreciated the first. Before he’d
            joined the Vega Club, tales of his wagering—often wildly exaggerated—had reached his mother’s ears and set her all aflutter
            with worries that he was becoming wild and irresponsible.
         

         
         His father had been dead for a year and a half, and Hugh still hadn’t told her how badly off they were.

         
         If his luck held like this for a few nights in a row, though, he might not have to.

         
         He was up by almost nine thousand pounds. Tonight he’d got into a table with some gentlemen and a few Cits, men of large fortune
            and no name. Hugh liked playing with that sort of fellow. They were pleased to sit down with an earl, and when they lost to
            him, they didn’t dare try to wriggle out of it. In addition, they were all in fine spirits tonight. One man kept calling for
            wine, and Hugh was fairly certain all three of them were three sheets to the wind.
         

         
         Some might think it unsporting to play with a bunch of drunks, but Hugh knew better. They hadn’t been drunk when they invited
            him to join their table, and he hadn’t been the one to order the claret. None of them were green striplings, and since Hugh
            had heard their fortunes ranged from two hundred thousand pounds to well over half a million, he presumed they could afford
            to drink themselves stupid and lose a few thousand pounds. In fact, he was counting on it.
         

         
         They had begun by playing simple five card loo. As long as one took a single trick, one didn’t lose. Hugh was good at remembering
            that point and bowing out at once if his hand was unpromising. He took some ribbing for this, but good-naturedly laughed it
            off. More than once he’d seen a young man—or, at Vega’s, a woman—heckled into playing too rashly, only to panic when he lost.
            Hugh was not at Vega’s to lose.
         

         
         But after a while, five card loo, even for rich stakes, grew too tame for some of them. “We’re going in circles,” complained
            Robert Grenville, shuffling his cards. “No limit, chaps.”
         

         
         “Unlimited!” William Harker, youngest son of Viscount Ellery, turned pale. He glanced nervously from side to side before pushing
            back his chair. “That’s too high for me.”
         

         
         Grenville and another fellow, George Alderton, laughed. “Go on, then! Come back when you’ve grown a bit.” Harker was thirty
            if he were a day. His mouth thinned, but he got up, collected his markers, and left. Hugh admired that. A man had to know
            his limits.
         

         
         As for himself, though . . . The stack of markers in front of him was comfortingly large. Over eight thousand eight hundred
            pounds, in carved ivory counters. He could double or triple it in unlimited loo. This was Edith’s dowry, sitting right in
            front of him.
         

         
         Hugh stayed in the game.

         
         Alderton, deep in his cups, missed taking a trick and had to pay the amount of the pot, which opened at a thousand pounds
            and quickly rose over three. Hugh accepted his share—almost eight hundred pounds—with a carefree wink and a ribald comment
            about Alderton, making them all shout with laughter. Another round and then another, when no one missed a trick. The pot reached
            eight thousand pounds, and Hugh reminded himself to be careful. He folded his next hand, a lackluster set of cards without
            trumps.
         

         
         And then . . . it happened. He didn’t quite know how. The hand dealt him was solid; respectably high cards, two in the trump
            suit. He should have been guaranteed at least one trick. But one by one, each trick went to other players. Even his queen
            of trumps fell to the king. The hand ended, Grenville had taken it, and Hugh had nothing.
         

         
         His heart made a strange echoing thud against his ribs. He’d lost. For a moment the room went dark and eerily quiet. He’d
            made a mistake, and cost himself everything he’d won tonight.
         

         
         Alderton slapped the table. “A miss at last! Damn, I thought we’d never get him to stumble, chaps!”

         
         Grenville sloshed more wine into his glass and raised it. “A toast to Hastings,” he said slyly. “And to his coin, which we’ll
            be glad to take.”
         

         
         Somehow a smile came to Hugh’s face. Chin up and face forward. He shook his head as he pushed nearly his entire stack of counters toward the center of the table. Edith’s dowry, gone. “I
            should have had more of Alderton’s claret,” he said lightly. “Damned sobriety tripped me up.”
         

         
         Grenville hiccupped with laughter, and Alderton tossed the bottle at him. Hugh caught it and made himself take a drink. The
            wine tasted like bile on his tongue. Tonight was ruined, but Hugh needed to be able to play with these men again, tomorrow
            or the night after. No one else could afford to lose the kind of money he needed to win. So he bowed and said farewell before
            walking away with the bottle still in his hand.
         

         
         Damn. Damn it all. He wanted to throw the bloody bottle through a window. What had he done wrong? He wandered through the club as his mind
            replayed the last ruinous hand, trying to see where he’d erred, but there was nothing else he could have done. Someone else
            had held a card that beat every single one of his. God bloody damn it.
         

         
         He let out his breath, careful not to display any sign of the furious turmoil inside him. All he’d needed was one more win.
            If it had been Grenville who lost, Grenville who held the queen instead of the king, there would be over thirteen thousand
            pounds in Hugh’s pocket at this moment, more than enough for Edith’s dowry. Instead he had markers worth barely twelve hundred,
            only two hundred more than he’d begun the night with and exponentially fewer than he needed.
         

         
         “A hard loss,” said a voice behind him.

         
         Hugh realized he’d been standing in the doorway of the main salon. He turned so he wasn’t blocking the way. “Your pardon,
            sir.”
         

         
         “Quite all right.” The other man didn’t stride through. He stayed where he was, watching Hugh with an expression of interested
            sympathy. “Grenville’s a cunning bastard.”
         

         
         “Is he?” Hugh managed a slight smile. “Very impressive, how he can be cunning and thoroughly foxed at the same time.”

         
         “There’s the cunning—he doesn’t drink as much as it looks like.” The fellow nodded at the bottle Hugh still clutched. “Fancy
            a decent glass?”
         

         
         “It’s the only thing I’ve won tonight.” He held it up and peered into it. “I might keep it.”

         
         “As a fond memento of happy times?” His new companion took it from him and deposited it on the tray of a passing waiter. “George
            Alderton drinks horse piss. Join me for a proper drink, won’t you?” He waved one hand at the armchairs across the room, but
            there was an air of command to it.
         

         
         Hugh straightened his shoulders, his guard up. “Forgive me, sir. I haven’t the pleasure of your acquaintance.”

         
         “Cross,” said the fellow. “Edward Cross at your service, Lord Hastings.”

         
         Hugh gave a bow in reply. Cross had something to say to him, had sought him out. That rarely boded well in his current circumstances.

         
         Cross held out one arm again, a slight smile on his face. “Let’s have a drink.”

         
         Chin up. Hugh nodded once and led the way. This salon was removed from the gaming tables, where patrons could order a meal or simply
            sink into an armchair to recover from a particularly taxing round of hazard. Like the rest of Vega’s, it looked more like
            a gentleman’s club than a gaming hell. Tonight it was mostly empty, perhaps because it was well past three in the morning.
         

         
         Cross took the seat beside Hugh’s and told a loitering waiter to bring a bottle of French port and two glasses. Hugh stretched
            out his legs and folded his hands over his stomach, waiting to hear what Cross wanted from him.
         

         
         Did he owe the man money? He was reasonably certain not. The name was not familiar.

         
         Had Cross heard of his difficulties and spied an opportunity? Hugh didn’t know what it could be. He’d received two offers
            for the entailed Rosemere estate from men like Cross, and both times he’d had to decline. Rather unfortunately, to Hugh’s
            mind. The offers had been very generous.
         

         
         “I saw your last game,” said Cross when the port was poured and the waiter had gone again.

         
         Hugh rotated his glass. It was a very fine port. His father would have purchased several casks of it on the spot. “That’s
            poor entertainment, when Vega offers so much more.”
         

         
         “Oh?” Cross gave his barely-there smile again. “I’d never sit down opposite Grenville or Alderton, but I do like to gloat
            a little when they lose.”
         

         
         God. The last thing he wanted to hear was gloating. Hugh drank, the wine flowing warmly down his throat. “I regret not providing
            an opportunity for you to do so.”
         

         
         Cross made a sound that might have been a chuckle. “You play well.”

         
         Not well enough, not tonight. Hugh conjured his sardonic grin again. “I thought you said you were watching.”
         

         
         “I was,” replied Cross, not put off. “Losing to Grenville . . . Many men have done that. You, though.” He cocked his head,
            watching him contemplatively. “You kept your head and played well.”
         

         
         “Only to lose in the end.” Hugh regarded his port. “When I play well, I don’t lose.”

         
         “Is that right?” murmured Cross. He refilled both glasses, even though Hugh’s was hardly touched. “You took it with grace.”

         
         “Losing?” Hugh’s smile felt painful. He had the odd feeling Cross was impressed. That didn’t fit, somehow; the man looked
            competitive, the sort who would hate losing. There was a fair amount of gray shot through his dark hair, but otherwise he
            looked to be in the prime of life, lean and fit, his face tanned. He was clearly another Cit, but wore his wealth easily,
            just like his well-tailored jacket.
         

         
         “Yes, losing,” said Cross. “Not every man knows how to face it.”

         
         “A gentleman loses the way he wins: graciously, ever mindful of his dignity and his honor.” His father had said those words,
            more than once. Hugh tasted the acid sting of betrayal again as he said them now.
         

         
         “Most fellows can’t, gentleman or not. I suppose that says something about their dignity, or perhaps their honor.”

         
         Or perhaps it was due to the fact that losing was awful, a sharp stab to the gut that could turn into a festering wound if
            it weren’t salved by winning. Perhaps it meant nothing to Cross to see twelve thousand pounds slip through his fingers, but
            Hugh felt it like a condemned man watching his execution date draw near as hope of clemency dwindled.
         

         
         There was only so long he could get by this way. Perhaps he ought to give up the tables for a while and dedicate himself to
            finding a wealthy bride. He’d hoped to see at least Edith settled before he did that. Henrietta could wait another year, but
            Edith had a suitor, the oldest son of Viscount Livingston. He sent her flowers and came to call twice a week; Edith blushed
            and smiled every time he was in view. Hugh lived in daily fear that the young man would come to him and ask for Edith, because
            then he would have to reveal the extent of his father’s mismanagement. Joshua had used to tell his girls he would see them
            both duchesses, implying they would each have a large dowry. Hugh didn’t want to tell them the money had never been put aside,
            and had instead been spent on building and furnishing the new wing at Rosemere, tying it up where he could not get it.
         

         
         “It must be said that winning is vastly more enjoyable than losing,” he finally replied to Cross’s comment. “It is easier
            to remember one’s dignity and honor when in good spirits.”
         

         
         “True, true. But there’s an element of risk in damn near everything. Every enterprise has a risk of failure—and loss.”

         
         Hugh inclined his head. Did Cross have a point?

         
         “You’re a rare fellow,” said the man then, causing Hugh a start of surprise. He turned his head and saw that Cross was studying
            him intently.
         

         
         “In what way?” he asked, suddenly alert and cautious.

         
         Cross just smiled. “I like a man who can keep his balance.”

         
         For a split second, Hugh thought the man must know—there was something very canny about his words. It made his pulse stutter
            and skip, because Hugh had done his damnedest to hide his circumstances from everyone. Only his solicitors knew the full extent,
            and Hugh had maintained a pose of aristocratic indifference to debt in front of them. He knew he wasn’t the only nobleman
            in London who owed more than his life was worth, but showing any sign of worry or alarm would only alert the wolves to come
            feed upon him.
         

         
         So Cross couldn’t possibly know. His heart settled back into a normal rhythm, though the damage was done. He’d had far too
            much experience of losing tonight, and was sick of talking about it. Whatever Cross wanted, he was taking too long to come
            to the point. Hugh drained his glass and set it on the table between them. “Thank you for the port, sir, but I must be getting
            home.”
         

         
         “It was a pleasure, my lord.” Cross rose and bowed as he got up to leave. “Perhaps we’ll meet again.”

         
         Hugh smiled briefly. “Perhaps.” He made a mental note never to sit down at a table with Cross. “Good night.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         If someone had warned Eliza that something momentous was about to happen in her life, she would have made sure to put on a
            nicer dress.
         

         
         Instead she wore a faded muslin, three years old, with a kerchief over her hair. Willy had got into something smelly and dirty,
            and he needed a bath. Willy hated the bath. When he caught sight of Eliza pulling out the large copper tub in the scullery,
            he wedged himself under a cabinet in the butler’s pantry and had to be dragged out by his back paws. Eliza carried him, his
            tail curled all the way under his belly, to the tub full of warm water.
         

         
         “If you would stay out of the kitchen scrap pile, you wouldn’t have to get a bath,” Eliza scolded him as she scrubbed the
            matted fur under his chin. Whatever Willy had rolled in was sticky as well as smelly, and her nose wrinkled as the maid poured
            buckets of clean water over him. Willy’s ears were down flat on his head, and he wriggled in her grip as she held him under
            the rinse water.
         

         
         “Open the door, Louisa,” said Eliza, trying to get a grip on her wet, wriggly dog. “I’m going to put him straight into the
            garden to dry.”
         

         
         The scullery maid swept open the door leading into the walled kitchen garden. Eliza gauged the difference, and heaved Willy
            out of the tub, clutching him against her chest. He wasn’t very heavy, but he was all muscle, and when he was wet he might
            as well have been an otter.
         

         
         Sure enough, he started twisting with renewed vigor, and managed to rake one paw across the underside of her chin. “Ouch!
            Willy—stop!” She tried to hold him tighter, but he was thrashing wildly now, slipping through her hands. “Willy—Willy, no,
            bad dog!”
         

         
         The dog hit the floor running. He raced under the sink and sent buckets clattering out into the narrow scullery. Louisa, the
            silly girl, shrieked and cowered out of his way, accidentally knocking the garden door closed. Willy skidded on wet paws and
            slammed into the closed door so hard he rebounded and rolled over backward. Eliza gasped in concern, but Willy was back on
            his feet and running again. The poor dog. He was scared and perhaps hurt. She ran to open the door so he could get into the
            garden, where he loved to be.
         

         
         “What’s this noise?” Cook threw open the door from the kitchen. “Louisa, what be you doing?”

         
         “No,” cried Eliza as Willy shot past Cook’s feet, making her shriek. Willy could get into so much trouble in the kitchen,
            especially when he was being chased. Willy adored being chased.
         

         
         Cook fell back as Eliza ran by her. “Bar the door,” she shouted to a startled footman. But his arms were full of dishes, and
            she threw up her hands as Willy jumped against the swinging door and escaped the kitchen.
         

         
         Eliza yanked the kerchief from her head. “Bring the towel, Louisa,” she called as she picked up her skirt and ran after the
            dog. Papa would be so annoyed. She hoped he was still out, or safely closed up in his study.
         

         
         But as she rushed into the spacious entry hall, barely a step behind Willy, a dreadful sight met her eyes. Not Papa, but much
            worse: a visitor, and one she’d never met before. He was just handing his hat to the butler, and he looked up in astonishment
            as Willy hurtled toward him, yapping happily. Willy loved people, especially new people. He would jump on them and lick their
            hands, and he had been known to nip a dangling pocket watch or loose handkerchief off an unsuspecting victim. Unfortunately
            his teeth were rather sharp, and he also tended to leave little holes in whatever clothing he caught.
         

         
         “Willy!” She lunged toward her dog. Papa would be furious if Willy stole the guest’s handkerchief or ripped his coat. “Sit!”

         
         The wicked animal bounded out of her reach, his tail wagging. He paused long enough to give a hard shake. Eliza flushed in
            mortification as the gentleman leapt backward to avoid the spray of water. “Willy, sit,” she said firmly, advancing on the
            dog. From the corner of her eye she saw Louisa, the scullery maid, hovering in the doorway with a towel. Perhaps, if she were
            very lucky, the gentleman would think she was also a maid.
         

         
         Willy cocked his head, watching her. Eliza advanced on him without looking away. Stay there, she silently commanded the dog. She didn’t dare look at the visitor.
         

         
         “If I may, Miss Cross,” began the butler just as she got within an arm’s length of her pet. At his voice, Willy jumped sideways,
            gave another bark, and took off toward the visitor at a run.
         

         
         Eliza let out a horrified noise and threw herself forward. She managed to intercept Willy, but the dog pulled her off balance
            and onto her knees, dragging her under the large round table that stood in the center of the rotunda hall before she got a
            good grip on him. The dog wriggled, but she clamped her arms around him until he gave up the fight and began furiously licking
            her face.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” asked a voice.

         
         Eliza dodged Willy’s tongue and looked up to see the gentleman visitor bending down to regard her with a mixture of caution
            and alarm. Abruptly the indignity of her position flooded in on her, and she felt her face turn red. “Yes, perfectly,” she
            said, crawling from under the table, still clutching the wet dog.
         

         
         His brow quirked ever so slightly, doubting her assurance, but he extended one hand. “How fortunate.”

         
         She had no choice but to let him help her up. He lifted her easily back to her feet, despite Willy’s struggles. He had already
            removed his gloves, and his palm seemed to leave an impression of tingling warmth on hers. She cringed to think of the traces
            of soapy bathwater her hand must have left on his. “Thank you, sir.” Breathless, she swiped at her hair, cringing as the loose
            lock flopped wetly against her ear. “Please pardon Willy, he’s very . . . energetic. But friendly!”
         

         
         The visitor’s eyes moved from her to Willy, who arched his neck in a renewed attempt to reach him. Eliza knew Willy only intended
            a welcoming lick, but it might look rather like he meant to bite. The gentleman straightened his shoulders, subtly drawing
            away as she wrestled the dog back into place.
         

         
         “I’m relieved to hear it,” he said. His voice was really lovely, rich and smooth and unmistakably upper class, with the sort
            of diction that had been honed from birth. It fit with the rest of him, tall and well-dressed and impossibly handsome. His
            dark hair was combed back, but curled around his ears and collar, hinting at what he might look like when he was at ease,
            at home. His jaw was sculpted, and though he wasn’t smiling now, there were little lines around his mouth that hinted he did
            smile, a lot.
         

         
         But it was his eyes that made her acutely aware of how disheveled and dirty she was, clutching her dog to her soaked apron.
            His eyes were kind, and curious, and faintly amused; she just knew that still-quirked brow meant he was laughing inside at
            the chaotic welcome she’d given him.
         

         
         And so, unprepared and embarrassed, Eliza did what she usually did when confronted by a handsome man. Her tongue froze to
            the roof of her mouth and her face burned red, and she heard herself giggle nervously. She should introduce herself. She should
            apologize. She should say something witty, or at least polite, and instead she just stared at him, more awkward by the moment.
         

         
         “Eliza.” Papa’s voice was sharp. “What is going on?”

         
         Oh dear. She jerked her gaze away from the mystery gentleman. Papa stood at the top of the stairs, surveying the scene with
            displeasure. “Willy got away from me after his bath.”
         

         
         Papa’s lips thinned and he glared at the dog. Willy’s tail thumped against Eliza’s hip, and he yipped in delight at the sight
            of Papa, who fed him bacon. “Lord Hastings, my daughter Elizabeth. Eliza, this is the Earl of Hastings.”
         

         
         An earl. Mortified, Eliza made a clumsy curtsy. “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, my lord,” she murmured.
         

         
         “Miss Cross.” The visitor bowed. The light of humor in his eyes was gone now.

         
         “I’d better put Willy in the garden,” she said. “Please excuse me, sir.” She started to curtsy again, almost lost her hold
            on Willy, and settled for walking very quickly out the back of the hall. Louisa, hiding behind the door, popped out as she
            approached, the towel in her outstretched hands. Eliza glared at her, irrationally annoyed at the girl. It wasn’t Louisa’s
            fault the dog loved to be chased, nor was it Louisa’s fault Cook had opened the door at the wrong moment. It was Willy’s fault,
            and as a result she’d met a handsome, good-humored gentleman . . . while dressed like a servant and smelling of wet dog.
         

         
         Just my luck, she thought, letting Louisa bundle Willy into the towel. And on top of that indignity, Papa would be angry with her for
            letting Willy loose in the house. “Bad dog,” she whispered to her pet as she went back to the kitchen. Willy’s ears drooped,
            but the moment she set him down in the garden, he gave a bark and a joyful leap, and was off chasing a bird.
         

         
         “Sorry, miss,” said Louisa hesitantly. “I didn’t know he’d run like that.”

         
         Eliza mustered a wry smile. “In the future, keep the door closed, and don’t be alarmed if he races around before going out.
            He won’t hurt you.”
         

         
         The girl smiled nervously and curtsied. “No, ma’am.”

         
         Suddenly Eliza understood. Louisa was young, only fourteen or so, and Eliza had been just the same at that age. “Are you frightened
            of dogs, Louisa?”
         

         
         Her eyes grew wide. “No, miss,” she said in a very small voice. “Not—not much, anyway.”

         
         Eliza gave her an encouraging smile. “Don’t worry. Can we try to help you over it, with Willy?”

         
         Blushing, the girl nodded. Cook’s voice rang out then from the kitchen, calling Louisa sharply to come wash some pots, and
            Louisa ran off with a hasty curtsy. Eliza took off her sodden apron and hung it on a peg behind the door. She put away the
            tin of soap and the copper tub; someone else had already emptied and rinsed it.
         

         
         When Willy came back to the door and barked to come in, she gave him a rough toweling until his short fur stood up all over,
            giving him a wild and fluffy look. She couldn’t help laughing. “You’re still a bad dog,” she told him, and he licked her face
            as if to apologize for it.
         

         
         She took him to her room via the servants’ stair, both to spare the carpet on the main staircase and to avoid any chance of
            meeting Papa or his guest. If she ever met the Earl of Hastings again, Eliza would much rather be clean, dry, and prepared
            for the encounter. She should have a clever comment ready about their first meeting.
         

         
         I apologize for not falling at your feet this time, my lord, she imagined herself telling him with an artless laugh.
         

         
         No, that would remind him too vividly of her graceless sprawl on the floor.

         
         Willy sends his regards, my lord, and begs me to assure you he has much better manners than he displayed the other day, she could say ruefully, casting all the blame onto the dog.
         

         
         Or: Shall we begin again, my lord, and forget the time my dog charged at you? She batted her eyelashes at her reflection, pretending the handsome Lord Hastings was the one smiling back at her, or even
            not smiling but watching her with that little quirk to his eyebrow hinting at deep, private amusement over their first, disastrous
            meeting. He might find it charming, and remark that she was far prettier without an ugly apron on; she would bow her head
            and smile in acknowledgment of the gallantry. Then he might ask her for a dance, or at least fetch her a lemonade, and from
            then on they would be . . . friendly. Yes, Hastings came to dine last night, she imagined telling her friends casually, as if such a thing happened all the time.
         

         
         Such a thing had never happened. Such a thing probably never would happen. And she was both silly and naive to think Lord Hastings might find her charming.
         

         
         “Ugh!” Eliza made a face at herself in the mirror. “I should hope I never see the man again,” she said to Willy. “He surely
            thinks I’m half mad, thanks to you.” The dog yawned, then trotted to his basket in the corner and curled up in it, tired from
            his race through the hall and then his romp in the garden. Eliza shook her head even as her heart melted a little. She rang
            for her maid to help her change out of her wet dress, and tried to dismiss handsome earls from her mind.
         

         
          

         “I must apologize for the dog,” said Cross as he closed the door of his study. “My daughter has a tender heart.”

         
         Hugh nodded once in acknowledgement. “An admirable trait in a woman.”

         
         Cross paused, giving him a sharp look. “Yes.” He went around his desk. “Won’t you sit down, Lord Hastings?”

         
         Hugh took a very comfortable armchair. Nothing elegant by Chippendale in here; it was large, easy furniture, upholstered in
            the softest leather. Everything in the house that he’d seen had been that way—no slavish deference to fashion, but a refined
            comfort in materials of the highest quality. If he’d had any doubts about Cross’s wealth, they were gone now.
         

         
         It had been a fortnight or more since their odd conversation at the Vega Club. Hugh hadn’t thought much about it after that
            night, and he hadn’t seen Cross again except from across the room. Hugh had not expected to speak to the man again in his
            life, but it seemed Cross had other ideas. What he didn’t know was why.
         

         
         His host offered him a drink, which Hugh declined, and finally took his own seat. “To what do I owe the pleasure, my lord?”

         
         “I received a letter from Sir Richard Nesbit,” said Hugh. “As a courtesy, informing me that he’d sold some debt markers he
            held from my father.”
         

         
         “Very accommodating of Nesbit.”

         
         Hugh inclined his head, even though he thought Sir Richard
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