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            Chapter One

         
         “It’s very simple,” Octavia explained, taking a deep breath. The carriage chose that moment to hit a rut, and so she fell
            against the side, grasping the edge of the velvet-covered seat. “I’ll take care of everything.” She spoke with her usual confidence,
            though she did not feel her usual confidence. But perhaps that was just due to the shaking carriage. “I’ll arrange the selling of the house, and
            its contents. We should be able to get a substantial amount of money.”
         

         
         No response from her companion. To be expected, she supposed.

         
         “The money will go toward paying what I owe Mr. Higgins.” She scowled as she thought about him; she’d done research when she
            was considering borrowing money, and he did offer relatively reasonable interest rates (for a moneylender), but he also offered
            extremely prompt retribution if his funds were not paid in full on time.
         

         
         She’d already received two visits from the gentleman himself, assuring her he would break all her limbs and ruin her life if she didn’t make up for the payment she’d already missed. 

         
         Or perhaps it was the other way around—ruin her life and then break all her limbs.
         

         
         “And which of my limbs will he break first?” she asked. Again, no response. “If he means to break one of my arms, then that
            would be difficult, but not impossible. The leg, now, that would be trickier. I can learn to write with the opposite hand,
            if need be,” she explained. “But moving about on only one leg could prove problematic.” She gave an annoyed huff. “What was
            I to do?” she asked, holding her hands out in supplication. “I believed I saw an opportunity, and if I see an opportunity,
            I should take it. Despite the risk.”
         

         
         Since Octavia was part owner of and ran a gambling house, it stood to reason she would take a risk—a gamble, if she was being
            coy—when she was so certain the reward would be worth it. Hence the debt.
         

         
         “It should be simple,” she repeated, lifting her chin defiantly. Which made her bonnet hit the back of the carriage, sending
            it tilting over her eye. She straightened it with a fierce gesture. “Father left a will, and with a little searching, I should
            be able to find it.”
         

         
         It was at this point that Ivy, Octavia’s sister, would usually point out some flaw in Octavia’s plan.

         
         For instance, she would point out that they hadn’t seen or communicated with their father for over five years, so they had no idea what the house and its contents might look like; that Octavia shouldn’t bother about their father’s holdings since the sisters were doing all right on their own; that they knew their father had died only because Ivy had chanced to see a paper from their village in Somerset sharing the news. 

         
         If Octavia was currently speaking to her sister, that is.

         
         But she wasn’t. And it wasn’t that there was a disagreement between them; Ivy and Octavia got along exceedingly well, remarkable
            considering that both women had strong opinions.
         

         
         No, it was because Ivy was not there. Instead of being in London, where the sisters had lived for the past six or seven years,
            Octavia was sitting in a well-appointed carriage bouncing on the road to Greensett, a place she hadn’t been to since she was
            fourteen years old.
         

         
         “You are a much better listener,” she said in a soothing voice to her companion. If Ivy had been there, Octavia would not
            have been able to speak at length for such a long time. Ivy was presumably safe at home with her husband, unaware of Octavia’s
            departure. Ivy and Octavia were close, but Ivy was generally too busy to check on Octavia’s whereabouts more than once a month,
            so she might never know.
         

         
         Her companion was Cerberus, her Italian mastiff, who slept on the opposite seat, a distinct circle of drool marking the velvet upholstery. Theoretically, she was speaking to him, but since he was asleep as well as being canine, she couldn’t expect a response. Though she would have welcomed one. 

         
         She had spoken to Ivy earlier that day, but she had not said anything she was saying now. Her sister had arrived early that morning
            to share the news about their father’s death—discovered by accident in a newspaper Ivy had intended to use for her and her
            own family’s dogs—and Octavia had listened, which was rare.
         

         
         Usually, Octavia spoke and Ivy tried to interrupt.

         
         The sisters had cried together, remembering a time when their father hadn’t put his own passion for gambling ahead of his
            family. Long before the estrangement. When Father promised them he’d always have a home for them, even when his fortunes were
            low.
         

         
         They’d cried because of what they had lost, and would never have now: a father who loved them. Who cared for them.

         
         And then they’d wiped their tears, and a plan had begun to unfurl in Octavia’s mind. He’d promised them he’d always have a home for them. That had to still be true.
         

         
         Mr. Holton had died just a month before. Although he and his daughters were estranged, Octavia’s fellow gambling club owners and workers kept her apprised of her father’s activities. Just a few months earlier, she’d heard he’d bet on a race between a cow and a frog—she hadn’t heard who’d won, but the very nature of the wager made her appreciate her older sister Ivy’s taking Octavia away from their father’s household. But perhaps his luck had changed; there was no telling what might be in the house. Never mind that the house itself was also valuable. 

         
         What if, by his death, he was finally able to do something good for his daughters?

         
         What if she were to go to Greensett herself and see what he’d left to her and Ivy? It would remove her from London, out of
            Mr. Higgins’s reach, and it would definitely yield some money, hopefully enough that Ivy might never know of Octavia’s risky
            venture. She’d pay Mr. Higgins back without anyone being the wiser.
         

         
         Octavia had originally wanted the money to make improvements to the gambling club she and Ivy co-owned. The club was making
            money, true, but Octavia believed it could make so much more, given proper investment. And at first the new tables, expanded
            playing rooms, and additional personnel had increased revenue.
         

         
         But then the business faltered thanks to a combination of horrible weather and a distracting political crisis, and Octavia
            was staring at the possibility of being broken-limbed and ruined.
         

         
         Or the other way around. She wasn’t certain.

         
         “It will be fine,” she assured her still-sleeping dog. “Father left a will. And we will inherit everything. I’ll be able to
            scrape up enough to pay Mr. Higgins. Just the house itself should take care of it. Ivy never has to hear of this.” She spoke
            with a confidence she told herself she felt.
         

         
         Cerberus opened his eyes, looked at her, and promptly went back to sleep.

         
         “I would have thought feeding you would count for some loyalty,” she said with a smile, leaning forward to pat Cerberus’s head. He only made a low woof and shifted on the seat. 

         
         She leaned back against the seat cushion and gazed out the window, wishing she could be there right now rather than in five
            hours.
         

         
         Patience was not her strong suit. Nor was caution. Nor, for that matter, doing anything but being her obstinate self.

         
         A benefit when it came to being a woman in a field usually reserved for men, but not so much when it came to navigating life
            in a rural village.
         

         
         Thank goodness she had been able to get out of London so quickly—she had recalled that her frequent, and frequently losing,
            customer Lady Montague was sending her carriage to fetch her niece from school. It was only a matter of asking the good-natured
            lady to have her carriage make a tiny detour to drop Octavia off before picking the niece up. And since this carriage was
            Lady Montague’s second best—the best was with the lady herself—it wouldn’t inconvenience her client at all.
         

         
         Which meant she had no way of returning if she needed to get back just as fast.

         
         But she didn’t anticipate any trouble once she arrived.

         
         She never did.

         
          

         Gabriel raked his hands through his hair as he surveyed the chaos that was his new house.

         
         Mr. Holton had died close to a month ago, but Gabriel had been busy sorting out the details of his own father’s estate, who had died only a few days before Mr. Holton. 

         
         Like Mr. Holton, Gabriel’s father, Mr. Fallon, was a gambler. Unlike Mr. Holton, however, Mr. Fallon was very, very lucky.
            He’d transformed his modest holdings into a vast network of property, liquid assets, shares in a variety of companies, and
            several items that couldn’t be assessed properly because they were unique.
         

         
         Something brushed against his calf, and Gabriel looked down and smiled. “I know you’re hungry,” he said to Nyx, one of the
            unique items. She yipped in reply, then trotted off to sniff the leg of a chair whose upholstery had faded to an unpleasant
            brownish-gray color.
         

         
         A tiny, fluffy Pomeranian, Nyx had been part of a parcel his father had won four years earlier. Mr. Fallon hadn’t wanted to
            keep the dog, but Gabriel had hidden her in his satchel and brought her back to school. By the time Mr. Fallon discovered
            his son’s duplicity, it was too late—Nyx was already a favorite at Gabriel’s boarding school, and Mr. Fallon valued his access
            to Gabriel’s schoolmates’ parents, so he couldn’t just get rid of her.
         

         
         “Those lords are always easy to fleece,” he’d confided to Gabriel during one of the rare occasions he’d spoken to his son.
            “Think they will win just because of who they are.” He snorted. “When it’s what they do and how they play that makes all the
            difference.”
         

         
         As parental advice it wasn’t much to go on, but Gabriel had embraced it, determined to make himself into someone who would succeed by his actions, even though his origins were merely respectable, at best, and infamous, at worst, thanks to his father’s machinations. 

         
         And the final machination before he’d died had been to win Mr. Holton’s house. He’d tried for years to best the other man,
            at one time even winning his daughter in a bet, but losing to that very same daughter only a few hours later.
         

         
         Gabriel’s father had been so triumphant about finally winning the house that he’d grown careless over the next few days, until
            one night he’d drunk more than usual and tripped over a candle, setting his house ablaze with him in it.
         

         
         Thankfully, no one else was in residence at the time; Gabriel had gone to inquire about a rare manuscript, and Mr. Fallon’s
            servants didn’t live in the house because Mr. Fallon didn’t trust anybody. Not even his son.
         

         
         Gabriel had mourned his father, as anyone would, but he had been most sorrowful of what the elder Mr. Fallon had missed out
            on—his father had been so busy playing cards, he’d never played with his son. Hadn’t risked opening his heart to another person
            because he was risking pounds and pence in stakes.
         

         
         Gabriel had been happily surprised when he’d gone through his late father’s papers—miraculously untouched by the fire—to find
            the scrawled piece of paper declaring Mr. Fallon was now the owner of Mr. Holton’s house.
         

         
         And since Mr. Fallon’s own house had burned down, Gabriel didn’t have anywhere to live. He’d taken rooms in the village, but three weeks of the innkeeper’s meat stew was an exquisite torture he thought Prometheus would have refused in favor of the whole “bird pecking out an organ” torture. 

         
         He’d arrived that morning, dropping the satchel containing his books, linen, and other items of clothing in the main hallway.
            It sent a cloud of dust into the air, making him and Nyx sneeze.
         

         
         It was clear that if Mr. Holton had had any servants, they hadn’t spent any time cleaning.

         
         But Gabriel wasn’t afraid of hard work—he liked manual labor. It kept his hands occupied as his brain sorted through his research.

         
         “This place would make Hades flinch,” he told Nyx, who had given up on food and was lying on a crumpled piece of fabric in
            the corner of the room.
         

         
         Gabriel had walked through the entire house, assessing what needed to be done.

         
         Everything.

         
         In addition to the dust, it seemed a robust family of mice had taken residence in the library. The bottom shelves’ books were
            uniformly marked by teeth, and when he’d entered, he’d heard a frantic scrabbling indicating the mice were retreating to wherever
            they lived.
         

         
         There was a hole in the roof in at least one of the attic rooms, and the upstairs bedrooms were competing with one another
            as to which one was the worst.
         

         
         The kitchen was an equally disgusting mess, streaks of grease on the walls and a dubious-looking stove.

         
         But unless he wanted to endure more of Mrs. Packham’s beef stew, this was where he would be living.

         
         Having a house to himself, turning that house into a home, would be deeply satisfying. His father had sent him to school,
            then hadn’t cared when Gabriel wanted to continue his studies. Gabriel had lived in rented rooms near the British Museum in
            London, poring over ancient texts as he worked to create a more lively, more modern version of a slew of Greek myths.
         

         
         He saw the promise of the house, of what it had been when Mr. Holton’s wife had been alive and their two daughters had lived
            there as well.
         

         
         Their father had staked his oldest daughter in a wager against Gabriel’s father, and lost. Ivy, the oldest, had then had the
            audacity to challenge Mr. Fallon to a wager, using her younger sister as a stake.
         

         
         Gabriel’s father had wanted the sister, Octavia, to marry Gabriel, even though nobody had consulted either one of them. Why
            his father had wanted him to marry the younger Holton girl was a mystery, but then again, most of what his father had done
            was a mystery to Gabriel.
         

         
         Thank God Ivy had won.

         
         And promptly left that very night for London, taking her younger sister with her.

         
         “Enough of that, though,” Gabriel said to Nyx as he strode from the kitchen back to the main entrance. He undid the buttons of his shirt as he walked outside into the early evening air, yanking it up and over his head. 

         
         The day had been warm, and he hadn’t been able to resist moving a few pieces of furniture, making him sweat.

         
         He’d spied a small pond in the back of the house when he’d looked out a smoke-smeared window.

         
         “We’re going for a swim, girl,” he told Nyx as he circled around to the back. He dropped to the grass, slid his boots and
            socks off, then stood back up to remove his trousers and his smallclothes.
         

         
         Nobody was here, nobody would come here, and he’d be damned if he’d walk around in damp underclothes.

         
         He plunged into the water, a blessedly cool relief on his heated skin. Nyx followed, her little head bobbing up and down in
            the water as she paddled.
         

         
         It was peaceful. He was alone, which he relished. He had a purpose, which he craved. And he now had plenty of time, funds,
            and a house, all of which would further his work.
         

         
         He wanted and needed nothing else. He wanted and needed nobody else.

         
         He floated on his back, stretching his arms out to his sides, when he heard an enormous splash. He lifted his head to see
            a gigantic black dog barreling into the water, and a woman running behind, yelling at the dog to come back.
         

         
         “Cerberus!” she shouted, her attention focused on her dog. Gabriel jerked upright and grabbed Nyx, holding the tiny dog to his side as the other dog—Cerberus—continued his quest toward them. He instinctively thrust Nyx nearly behind him, protecting her. 

         
         And then the woman saw him.

         
         Her eyes widened, her mouth dropped open, and she yelped, making an eep! sound. As though he was the interloper, and not she.
         

         
         Gabriel gritted his teeth, keeping a wary eye on her enormous dog, who could have swallowed Nyx as a snack.

         
         “I don’t know who the hell you are,” he said in a fierce tone, “or what you are doing here, but you need to control your dog.”

         
         Her eyes narrowed. “Cerberus wouldn’t want to have anything to do with your dog. Would you, Cerberus?” she said to her dog,
            who was steadfastly ignoring her. He’d emerged from the water, and was now sniffing at its edge, thankfully far away from
            Nyx.
         

         
         She turned her gaze back to Gabriel. “You are the trespasser,” she said in a firm, righteous tone. “What are you doing here?” she demanded. “And who are you?”
         

         
         “I could ask the very same of you,” Gabriel replied. “Since you are on my property.”

         
         “Your property!” she echoed. “It is most certainly not.” She raised her chin. “This is my house.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         The carriage deposited Octavia and Cerberus at the front gates, then quickly departed, leaving Octavia feeling—for nearly
            the first time in her life—almost unsure.
         

         
         Likely that was because she had been in the carriage for six hours, and had forgotten to do more than snatch a stale roll
            before she left. She was probably just hungry.
         

         
         And why hadn’t she brought food?

         
         Because I acted on impulse. As usual. Trusting that things would be all right if she just continued on her own course.
         

         
         It was late afternoon, and the sun shone brightly above, making her squint as she gazed ahead. It was early summer, but it
            was already hot. At least for England. And for a lady who was dressed in the full requirement of crinoline, corset, and traveling
            outfit.
         

         
         The house was as she recalled: large, but not ostentatious. It appeared to be more dilapidated than before, with a few broken windows on the upper floors and a general air of being unoccupied. The lawn was overgrown, and the fountain that had been their mother’s pride and joy was dry. 

         
         She pushed the rusty gate, hearing its hinges protest as it creaked open. If she were a more fanciful sort, she would have
            imagined this was what one of the houses in a Gothic novel would look like. But she wasn’t fanciful, and she wasn’t a damsel
            in distress hoping for a rescue from a tall, handsome stranger. If there was rescuing to be done, she would do it herself,
            thank you very much.
         

         
         She picked her way through the grass toward the front, Cerberus trotting behind. She held her satchel in one hand, leaning
            over to the other side to help her carry it. It was heavy, not only filled with her clothing and other personal items, but
            also containing a few of those Gothic novels, including the latest by Percy Wittlesford, her favorite.
         

         
         It would be a relief to get inside and put it down. Judging by the quiet stillness of the house, there wasn’t anyone in residence
            now, which would make sense. Her father had died a month ago. Nobody would have stayed on even if he had left money to pay
            the staff, which she doubted.
         

         
         “When was the last time I was alone?” she said aloud. Immediately she answered her own question with the very act of speaking, because if she was accustomed to being alone, she probably wouldn’t have spoken at all. She glanced back at Cerberus. “Well, not entirely alone,” she amended. “I don’t want to dismiss your presence.” 

         
         Cerberus ignored her, too busy sticking his snout in the long grass.

         
         The front door was shabbier than she recalled, its bronze knocker now turning a distinct shade of green. She held her breath
            as she twisted the knob—what if it was locked? What if she would have to tromp to the village to find someone to help her?
            Why hadn’t she planned?
         

         
         Right. She never planned.

         
         The door swung open, and she stumbled inside, blinking at the sudden darkness. See? she thought triumphantly. Things do work out.

         
         She dropped her satchel on the floor as Cerberus immediately began to sniff the corners of the room. She untied her bonnet
            and dropped that on top of the satchel, noting with curiosity that there was another satchel also resting inside. Had her
            father been traveling and then returned home, dying so quickly nobody had a chance to put his things away?
         

         
         She pushed that horrible thought away, where all her other bad memories resided. There would be plenty of time to sort everything
            out. To understand what had happened since she and Ivy had left. She would be here until everything was inventoried and sold,
            at which point she would be able to return to London with all of Mr. Higgins’s money. Hopefully.
         

         
         It was warm inside the house, warmer even than outside. She unbuttoned her pelisse and let it slide off her arms, then picked up her bonnet and placed the garment underneath it. 

         
         Enormous whorls of dust sprung up wherever she walked, and she felt it tickling her nose. “It will take a lot of work to make
            this house presentable again,” she said, glancing at the worn wallpaper and the scuffed floor. But that thought didn’t daunt
            her; if anything, it made her more enthusiastic to be there. If she could—and she would—transform this house into a sparkling
            home again, she would be certain to get the most amount of money for it when she sold. It just needed a little elbow grease,
            which she had plenty of. And there was no need for her to rush back to London. Mr. Higgins was there, and her clients were
            not; most decamped to their own country houses in the summer, and her business was slow. Her staff could handle a few months
            without her anyway.
         

         
         And it would take a few months to bring the house to rights. The bones of it were fine. It was just that her father had let
            everything slide into disrepair.
         

         
         She didn’t notice until he was halfway through the library that Cerberus had decided to take his exploring to another room.
            “Wait!” she said, scampering after him. Cerberus paid no attention to her, instead bounding through the room to the glass
            door that led to the back of the house. There was a pond there, she remembered, with some trepidation.
         

         
         Cerberus loved to swim.

         
         But the door would be shut since nobody was in residence, she reasoned.

         
         Unfortunately, reason did not carry the day. Both doors were flung wide, allowing Cerberus to burst through toward the body
            of water he must have smelled.
         

         
         “Cerberus!” she shouted, running after him. She emerged outside again, her eyes wincing at the return of light. She couldn’t
            see for a few moments, just long enough for Cerberus to wade into the water.
         

         
         It wasn’t that she begrudged him a swim; it was that he was bound to be smelly after, and her nose was already irritated from
            all the dust inside.
         

         
         She heard him splashing as her eyes adjusted.

         
         And then she froze, wondering if the dust had done something to her brain.

         
         Because in addition to Cerberus, there was a person in the water. A man. A wet, dripping, shirtless man who was even now standing
            up so she could see his neck, his shoulders, his broad chest, and then—thank goodness the water was deep enough not to allow
            her to see any further. He’d wrapped his arm protectively around a tiny dog that looked even tinier next to his size.
         

         
         She heard an odd noise, and realized it was her. She’d made some sort of inarticulate squeal, not at all in line with the
            sophisticated lady she knew herself to be.
         

         
         But sophisticated ladies—even very sophisticated ones—seldom encountered naked gentlemen in ponds. 

         
         “I don’t know who the hell you are,” the naked gentleman said angrily, “or what you are doing here, but you need to control
            your dog.”
         

         
         His tone and words snapped her out of whatever reverie his shirtlessness had threatened to cast her into. “Cerberus wouldn’t
            want to have anything to do with your dog. Would you, Cerberus?”
         

         
         Cerberus, as usual, did not reply.

         
         “You are the trespasser,” she declared. “What are you doing here? And who are you?”
         

         
         “I could ask the very same of you,” the naked man said. He didn’t sound as though he was insane, but his behavior most definitely
            was—sneaking into other people’s homes to take themselves and their dog for a swim. Definitely not what a normal person would
            do. “Since you are on my property.”
         

         
         “Your property!” she echoed. “It is most certainly not. This is my house.” He was delusional. That was the only explanation.
            But how was she to remove a deluded naked man from her home with only herself and her dog who wouldn’t listen to anything
            she said?
         

         
         Before she could come up with anything, he gestured toward where she stood with the hand not cradling his dog. “Perhaps I
            should come out and we could discuss this on dry ground?”
         

         
         “Fine,” she replied, folding her arms over her chest and glaring at him.

         
         His expression was mild. “You might want to turn around, lest I offend your maidenly sensibilities.” He spoke in a dry tone, as though he was offering her refreshment rather than offering her a glimpse of— 

         
         She spun around so quickly, her skirts whirled up and she felt dizzy.

         
         The only sound she heard now was a snort of amusement, followed by the distinct sound of a person walking through water.

         
         As if that wasn’t bad enough, Cerberus returned to her, shaking himself vigorously, sending water all over her. The man must
            have let his dog go, since it was scampering after Cerberus. The two wrestled in front of her—still splashing water—with Cerberus
            clearly allowing the much, much smaller dog to play. She made a grumpy noise as she realized she was miffed at Cerberus for
            succumbing to the other dog’s cuteness so quickly. They were both dogs. It stood to reason they would want to play. Or do . . .
            other things to one another, depending on the dogs’ respective genders.
         

         
         “I’m decent,” the man called. “You can turn back around.”

         
         She took a deep breath, then twisted back, at which point she got a better look at him.

         
         Her first thought was He’s tall.

         
         The second thought was Really tall.

         
         The third was And so, so handsome.

         
         His hair was darkened by the water, but it looked as though it would be a goldish-brown color when dry. His eyes were whisky-colored,
            nearly amber in the sunlight. His nose was strong, his lips full.
         

         
         His chest was broad, his shirt clinging damply to his outlined muscles. He didn’t wear a neckcloth, and Octavia could see the length of his neck. 

         
         His legs appeared to be powerful, his trousers also damp and clinging to his muscles.

         
         She had never seen a gentleman so close to unclothed before.

         
         It caused a distinct reaction inside her belly, making her shift as though she was uncomfortable. Though she wasn’t; it was
            another reaction entirely, something unfamiliar that made her breath come a bit more rapidly.
         

         
         He tilted his head as he regarded her. As though he was searching out her secrets. “I am Gabriel Fallon. Mr. Gabriel Fallon,”
            he amended. He gestured to the house. “As I said, this is my house, and you are on my property.”
         

         
         Octavia forgot all about his attractiveness when he spoke, reminding her of what he’d said before.

         
         She felt a surge of fierce anger, her words pouring out of her before she even realized she was speaking.

         
         “This is not your house.” She planted her fists on her hips. “I beg your pardon. This is my house.” Was there an insane asylum nearby from which he had escaped?
         

         
         His eyes narrowed. “And who might you be?” he asked in a deceptively soft tone. She could see the reciprocated anger in his
            gaze.
         

         
         She straightened. “Miss Octavia Holton.”

         
         His expression shifted to one of understanding, and she wondered just what he was understanding. Maybe he was insane only intermittently, and now he knew the truth of the situation? 

         
         In which case, she wouldn’t mind his trespassing. If he’d leave quietly.

         
         After all, he was remarkably good-looking, and she wasn’t above being entertained by the sight of a handsome gentleman. She could be accommodating.
         

         
         As long as he left. And soon.

         
         “I am sorry to be the bearer of bad news, Miss Holton,” Mr. Fallon said with a twist of that full mouth, “but this house does
            not belong to you. It is mine.”
         

         
         He spoke so authoritatively that if Octavia was a different sort of woman, a more amenable, more compliant woman, she might
            have accepted his premise.
         

         
         But she was not.

         
         She raised her eyebrow. “Why?”

         
         His lips tightened.

         
         “Your late father—my condolences on his passing—lost the house to my father.” He spread his hands out as though that explained
            everything. “So you see, this is my house.”
         

         
         Mr. Fallon. She should have remembered his name. He was the one Ivy had gambled against before they’d left. He’d wanted Octavia for his
            son—this man?
         

         
         But that didn’t matter. She couldn’t allow the house to slip through her fingers, not when it would mean so much to her. Owning the house would mean her father had been able to do some good after all. It would mean her father would not have gone back on the one thing he had promised, no matter what the circumstances. 

         
         She regretted it wasn’t as simple as this remarkably attractive man having lost his senses. That would have been an easy solution,
            at least in relation to what he was saying now.
         

         
         She frowned. “Where is your father?”

         
         At that, his jaw clenched, and she thought she saw a passing look of grief in his eyes. “He is likewise dead.” He huffed out
            a breath. “It appears we have much in common: Both of us have lost our fathers. Both of our fathers were gamblers.” Now his
            expression didn’t reveal anything. “And we both insist we own this house. Unfortunately, only one of us is correct. And that
            person is me.”
         

         
         Just as she was about to retort, her stomach decided it had something to say. Namely, that she hadn’t eaten in hours, and
            she was starving.
         

         
         He looked as though he wanted to laugh. “I brought some food with me. How about we go inside and eat?” He glanced up at the
            sky. “It will be dark soon. But you can eat before you leave.”
         

         
         “Leave?” she replied, frowning. “I’m not leaving.”

         
         He looked as though he was about to argue, but she kept speaking.

         
         “I can’t leave. I don’t have anywhere to go, nor do I have a way to get there.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Goddamn it.

         
         Gabriel stared at her, neither his mind nor his mouth able to make words. He was acutely aware of how she regarded him, of
            how damp and uncomfortable he was. He wished she hadn’t shown up to interrupt his swim, and now he wished it even more fervently.
         

         
         “You can’t leave?” he said at last.

         
         She shook her head decisively. “No. I cannot.” She took a deep breath, looking as though she was trying to calm herself. As
            though she was the injured party here. “But I am quite hungry,” she continued in a more reasonable tone. “Perhaps we can discuss what
            to do next while we have some food?” She didn’t wait for him to answer, just turned on her heel, whistling for her dog.
         

         
         Which did not follow.

         
         But Gabriel did, watching the shift of her skirts as she strode back to the house.

         
         This was Octavia Holton. The younger daughter of Mr. Holton, the lady he might have been married to if her sister had not prevailed against his father. 

         
         She was of average height, but the force of her personality made it look as though she was taller. Her hair was a dark red,
            while her nose had a pert tilt to it, and her mouth looked—when she wasn’t frowning—as though she liked to laugh, and often.
         

         
         She wore a gown that Gabriel could tell was in the height of fashion, mostly because he’d never seen its like in the village.
            It was voluminous in the skirt, with layers and layers of fabric, one on top of the other. A light blue, the color likely
            meant the gown would need to be washed after each wearing. The bodice of the gown was cut snugly to her figure, with a row
            of what appeared to be entirely impractical buttons marching vertically from her waist to her neck. The sleeves were nearly
            as wide as her skirt, ending three-quarters of the way down her arm, allowing her hands freedom of movement.
         

         
         She looked like what Gabriel presumed she was: a fashionable lady who made her home in London and had no idea what country
            living was like.
         

         
         In other words, a lady he should be able to easily persuade to return to her accustomed life.

         
         Though even as he thought that, Miss Holton turned back to face him, her arms folded over her chest as though she was preparing
            for a battle. “You said there is food?” she said in a combative voice, even as her stomach growled again.
         

         
         “Follow me,” he said in a brusque voice, walking past her and back to the hallway.

         
         Gabriel found his satchel, noticing hers was also in the hallway, her bonnet and a jacket lying on top of it. He withdrew
            the hunk of cheese and loaf of bread he’d brought—sufficient for him for a day, at least, as he reviewed what would need to
            be done—and gestured toward the dining room. “We’ll be more comfortable in there.”
         

         
         She gave a brief nod, heading to the room, both of the dogs now staring at the food Gabriel was carrying. He hoped she had
            something for—Cerberus?—because he imagined that what he’d brought for Nyx would be just a snack for this enormous dog.
         

         
         The sun had truly begun to set now, and Gabriel placed the food on the dining room table directly in front of Miss Holton.
            “Keep your hands on that until I’m back.” He nodded to Nyx and Cerberus. “They don’t care how hungry you are.”
         

         
         She immediately cupped her hands around the food in a proprietary gesture, and he returned to the hallway, finding his flint
            in his satchel and, thankfully, locating two candlesticks. He lit one, then the other, and returned to the dining room, setting
            the candlesticks on the table. The room was dark and dreary, the light of the candlesticks doing little to dispel the gloom.
            The table was worn, and when he pulled out one of the chairs, it wobbled ominously. He held his breath as he sat down across
            from her.
         

         
         And then realized. “Wait—you don’t have anyone with you?” he asked.

         
         She threw him a look. “No, of course not. I was planning—I am planning—to stay here to work on the house. I came as soon as I heard about my father’s death. I didn’t have time to arrange
            a party.” She spoke in a scornful tone.
         

         
         “I thought all young ladies had to travel with an entourage to protect their—”

         
         She cut him off. “Maidenly sensibilities?” she said with a snort, repeating his words from earlier. “I assure you, Mr. Fallon,
            I am not one of those ladies.” She tore off a hunk of bread and took a bite, speaking as she chewed. “I am a lady who gets
            things done. By herself.”
         

         
         He held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “My apologies. I didn’t realize you were a veritable Amazon.” He leaned back
            in his chair. “Although Greensett is hardly Themiscyra.”
         

         
         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she muttered, reaching for the cheese. “Nor do I care to,” she continued.

         
         “Let me,” he replied, taking the cheese from her hand. He pulled the small knife he used to sharpen his pens from his trouser
            pocket, unfolded it, hacked off a slice of cheese, and handed the piece to her.
         

         
         “Thank you,” she said, raising her chin as though in challenge as she spoke.

         
         “You are welcome,” he replied, ignoring her combative expression. “Tell me, how precisely did you get here? You say you cannot leave, so how did you arrive?” 

         
         She shrugged. “A client let me borrow her carriage as she was sending it close by.” She met his gaze. “But the carriage didn’t
            have time to waste, and the coachman dropped me and then left.” That chin went up again.
         

         
         “Your client?” he asked.

         
         She gestured for him to cut another piece, and ate it quickly before replying.

         
         “I run a gambling house in London. Lady Montague is one of my best customers.” Her mouth curled into a smile. “Which is to
            say she loses a lot.”
         

         
         His spine froze. “You—you’re a gambler?”

         
         She stiffened. “I run a gambling house. I am not a gambler. There is a difference, as you well know.”

         
         “But you encourage gambling. As you well know,” he repeated. He gave her a measured look. “So you encourage the behavior that
            caused you and your sister to flee your home when you were what—twelve? Thirteen?”
         

         
         “Fourteen,” she replied. He could see her cheeks had flared red, visible even in the candlelight. “Our club is unusual in
            that we do not allow people to gamble who do not have the funds to afford it. Debts are paid the same night, and if we believe
            someone is gambling beyond their means, we deny them entry.”
         

         
         “So your gambling club is compassionate,” he said in a dry tone, emphasizing the last word. He’d known his own feelings toward gambling, and how it had affected his life, but he hadn’t been prepared for the visceral punch her words had given him. 

         
         “It is,” she replied shortly. “But it is also none of your business what I do. I don’t even know why I bothered to tell you.
            You can disapprove of me all you want. I don’t care.” She waved a hand to indicate the house. “My father left the house, its
            contents, and any monies to me and my sister. Which is why I am here. What you do, and how you feel, is none of my business,”
            she finished. “I suggest you leave. Now, before it is too dark. I presume you still live in Greensett?”
         

         
         He felt another surge of anger. How had this woman managed to rile him so much in the short time since he’d met her? He was
            usually so calm, nothing rattled him. Except, it seemed, her. He half rose from his chair, planting his palms on the table
            between them.
         

         
         “I live here,” he said, pinning her with a harsh stare.

         
          

         Octavia had never been challenged more in her life than in the past hour. This man—this interloper—had the audacity to declare
            he owned this house, the house that belonged to her family, and was so bold as to go swimming in the pond with his dog. Entirely unclothed.
         

         
         She didn’t know why it added insult to injury, but it did.

         
         And now he was refusing to leave.

         
         “It will be proved that this house is mine.” His words were like a splash of the coldest water on her face. “Your father signed
            it over to mine just a bit over a month ago.” His mouth tightened. “I know because my father celebrated, making him too inebriated
            to notice when his own house was on fire.”
         

         
         Her eyes widened in shock.

         
         “He died a few days later.”

         
         She reached her hand out to touch his across the table. “Oh, my goodness, that is terrible. I am so sorry.” Her whole body
            ached with a sympathetic response, forgetting entirely that this man was her newest enemy. “Were the two of you close?” she
            asked. And then immediately shook her head. “I’m sorry. That is none of my business.”
         

         
         “We weren’t,” he said in a clipped tone. “I didn’t understand his choices, and he never made the effort to understand mine.”

         
         “I’m sorry,” she said again. She squeezed his hand, running her thumb over his skin. He was looking down at where she held
            him, a somber expression on his face. “Which of your choices did he not understand?”
         

         
         Dear God, she hoped one of his choices hadn’t been that he had married. Because if his wife, or anyone else, heard that he had shared a meal with her, let alone spent any time in the house together with her, it might ruin whatever trust he and his wife shared. Unless she was a remarkably understanding woman, in which case it would only be that everyone else who knew them would always harbor suspicion about his true feelings. 

         
         He exhaled. “I’m a scholar. I plan on taking care of my father’s interests now that he is gone because it is the right thing
            to do, but I don’t wish to make it my vocation. I cannot.” He glanced up at her, and she was caught by the intensity of his
            gaze. “My father sent me to school because he wanted his son to rub elbows with important families. Fathers who might wish
            to gamble with him.” He snorted. “And lose.”
         

         
         “That’s terrible,” she replied. She was still holding his hand. She didn’t want to let go, but would he think her forward?

         
         Though given that she was an unmarried woman in a house alone with him, probably that opinion had already been decided.

         
         Besides which, it felt nice. As though she was able to be comforting even as they disagreed about everything else.

         
         Another snort. “No worse than having your parent use you as a stake. And I did receive an excellent education.” His mouth
            curled up ruefully. “So we’ve both been used by our respective fathers.” He slid his fingers over hers, now squeezing her
            hand. “I do hope your father took care of you. It would be a shame for you to come all this way and leave with nothing.”
         

         
         She snatched her hand back and straightened in her seat. “Mr. Fallon,” she said in a forceful tone of voice, “I will leave with everything, I promise you.” 

         
          

         Gabriel felt the loss of her hand immediately. He hadn’t registered her touch at first, but once he did, it was nearly all
            he could think about. She’d reacted so honestly and simply, reaching out to make a connection, and he had felt that through
            his entire body.
         

         
         But then she had thrown the gauntlet down even more forcefully, if such a thing were possible. Still, he couldn’t find it
            in himself to see her as his opponent, even though she was clearly on the other side of the battle; they had each found means
            to survive, despite their respective parents’ neglect.
         

         
         Goddamn it.

         
         “I am certain we can reach a compromise,” he began, stopping when he saw her face—both weary and wary, her eyes shadowed.
            “Unless you want to wait until the morning? There is an inn—”
         

         
         “I will not be leaving this house,” she snapped. “What compromise do you have in mind?” she said, her words dripping with
            disdain.
         

         
         He leaned back in his chair, meeting her gaze. “I have a piece of paper, signed and dated by your father, that proves he lost
            the house to my father.”
         

         
         “You say that, but the two of them have been wagering against one another for years. Long before your father lost a bet to my sister,” she said pointedly. “How am I to know that there isn’t another piece of paper indicating your father lost the house
            back to mine?” She folded her arms over her chest in a defiant pose before continuing. “Or that your father didn’t sign something
            else over to mine as they continued to try to prove themselves by a roll of the dice or a play of the cards?” She shook her
            head in disgust. “Really, it’s a shame they outlawed dueling. It would have saved the rest of us a lot of difficulty.”
         

         
         “How could there be another piece of paper?” Gabriel asked, trying to keep himself from shouting at this stubborn, stubborn
            woman. “My father died soon after.”
         

         
         Her gaze softened, and she was opening her mouth to speak when he shook his head in resignation. “Though it was a few days,
            and I was not here to say it didn’t happen. Perhaps they gambled again, and my father lost it all back to yours.” He took
            a deep breath, knowing he’d have to be open-minded, even though it would cause more complications. “The only fair thing to
            do is for both of us to present whatever proof we have to one another.” He held up his hand as she looked ready to object.
            “I know that you don’t have any proof yet, but you are here, and this is where your father would have kept whatever papers
            he had. Let’s say—let’s say at the end of a week—”
         

         
         “Two months,” she shot back.

         
         “Two weeks,” he rejoined.

         
         “A month,” she declared.

         
         “Fine,” he said, exasperated. “One month, at which time we will present our proof to one another. And whoever has the most
            recently dated piece of paper will own the house. Does that seem fair?”
         

         
         Her mouth twisted as she thought. “I suppose it does,” she agreed.

         
         He stuck his hand out. “So, it is a deal?” he asked.

         
         She put her hand in his, meeting his gaze. “It’s a deal,” she agreed, shaking his hand.

         
         And then she removed her hand, putting it up to her mouth as she stifled an enormous yawn.

         
         “Now that that’s settled,” he said, running his hand through his hair, still damp from his swim, “we’ll need to find bedding
            and rooms that aren’t too mouse-infested.”
         

         
         She squeaked, appropriately, at the mention of mice.

         
         He raised an eyebrow. “Your dog—Cerberus?—he should be able to take care of any mouse intruders.”

         
         Now her eyebrow rose. “Mouse intruders?” she echoed, her voice amused. Apparently the lady didn’t hold any ill will toward
            him, now that they had reached an agreement. “Your talents are wasted as a scholar, Mr. Fallon. You should be writing children’s
            stories.”
         

         
         He shook his head in reply, though he chuckled. “The stories I research should not be shared with children.”

         
         She put her elbow on the table, resting her face in her palm. It was shockingly rude, and he had to imagine she was being deliberate in the action. 

         
         “Now you have me intrigued,” she said, her eyes sparkling with interest. Her moods were mercurial; just moments ago she was
            entirely adversarial, and now here she was, engaging him in conversation. “What kind of stories do you research?”
         

         
         Few people asked him about his work. Even fewer appeared actually interested—usually, the inquiries came from young ladies
            who wished to appear to take an interest, hoping he would take an interest in them. He’d engaged with some of them early on, before realizing that none of them actually listened to what he was saying.
         

         
         “It’s boring, honestly,” he replied, his usual response when anyone tried to speak to him about it.

         
         She rolled her eyes. “I asked you a question, Mr. Fallon. You can’t just tell me something isn’t appropriate for children
            and then say it’s boring. Unless it’s about complicated maths, which I will agree with you about.”
         

         
         “It’s not maths,” he said, huffing out a laugh.

         
         She straightened again, putting her hands to her waist. Nyx leaped up to sit on her lap, and she startled, but then began
            to pat the dog’s head.
         

         
         “What’s your dog’s name?” she asked.

         
         “Nyx,” he said.

         
         “Nix as in nothing?” she said, a puzzled look on her face. She looked down into Nyx’s face. “You’re not nothing, sweetheart,” she crooned. “Don’t listen to the mean man.” 

         
         Now it was Gabriel’s turn to roll his eyes. “Nyx as in the goddess of the night. N-Y-X.”

         
         “Ah!” she exclaimed. “And you’ve met Cerberus, who is the—”

         
         “The three-headed dog of the Underworld,” Gabriel cut in. “Yes, I know. That’s what I study—Greek mythology.”

         
         “Ah,” she said again. “No
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