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            Chapter One

         
         Everything Sebastian had ever known was a lie.

         
         “You’re saying I’m no longer the duke. That I am illegitimate. Do I have that right?” Sebastian Dutton, the Duke of Hasford,
            spoke in a clipped, sharp tone. A tone he normally reserved for one of his dogs caught gnawing on a shoe.
         

         
         This was much bigger than footwear.

         
         Sebastian sat across from the solicitor’s desk, his cousin Thaddeus Dutton, the Earl of Kempthorne, sitting beside him. Unlike
            Sebastian, Thaddeus looked as though he’d been up for hours—crisp, alert, and attentive. Likely he had; Thaddeus took his
            duties in service to Her Majesty very seriously. He had wanted to join the army since he and Sebastian had first played tin
            soldiers together.
         

         
         The solicitor visibly swallowed before he replied to Sebastian’s terse statement.

         
         “Yes. You do not have claim to being the Duke of Hasford.”

         
         He heard Thaddeus emit a gasp, which was the most demonstrative Thaddeus ever got—his gasp was equal to another person’s dead
            faint.
         

         
         Sebastian had gotten up at a ridiculous time to attend this appointment—normally he would have sent his secretary, but the
            note from the solicitor’s office had strongly emphasized he should attend in person. So he’d roused himself before noon, grouchily
            drank his coffee, and tried to look somewhat awake as he approached the address indicated on the note.
         

         
         The cousins were both tall, but there the resemblance ended; where Sebastian was fair-haired and lean, with an easy smile
            and an even easier charm, Thaddeus was dark, from his hair to his eyes to his sense of right and wrong.
         

         
         They were opposites, and the best of friends. Dubbed the Angel and the Devil by their friends and family, though there were
            disputes as to which was which. In appearance, Thaddeus was devilish, but it was Sebastian’s attitude toward life that earned
            him the sobriquet.
         

         
         You do not have claim to being the Duke of Hasford.

         
         Had the floor dropped out from under him, or was that just how he felt? For the first time, he knew no amount of personal
            magnetism or supreme confidence would rescue him from the situation.
         

         
         “So who am I?” Sebastian asked. His words were spoken through a clenched jaw.

         
         “Mr. de Silva,” the solicitor replied.

         
         Mr. de Silva, the illegitimate son of a duke. “My mother’s name.”
         

         
         “Yes,” the solicitor confirmed. “Your mother and your father were not legitimately married, because British law states that
            a man may not marry the sister of his late wife. And your mother was the late duchess’s sister, not her cousin, as she’d told
            your father.” The man cleared his throat. “It’s all detailed in the letters she wrote aboard ship.”
         

         
         “Of course she lied,” Sebastian said bitterly. He’d always known his mother to be a scheming, heartless creature; her treatment
            of Ana Maria, his older half sister, proved that. He hadn’t known she’d also been a liar.
         

         
         At least she was consistent in her behavior, he thought humorlessly.

         
         He leaned forward to look at the proof, the seemingly innocuous papers that lay on the solicitor’s desk. Yellow, faded, and
            ragged around the edges, they were proof positive that Sebastian’s parents’ marriage was illegal. He recognized his mother’s
            handwriting. And her duplicity.
         

         
         “Where did these come from?” Sebastian demanded. He couldn’t succumb to the dark hole that was threatening to engulf him.
            He had to keep asking questions, to find out what happened so he could understand. If it was possible to make sense of it
            at all.
         

         
         The solicitor placed his hands flat on his desk, spreading his fingers wide. “They were found in the duchess’s vault box.
            That is, your late mother.” Since she wasn’t actually the duchess. “Letters she wrote, but apparently never mailed. We discovered
            them after the accident.”
         

         
         The carriage accident that took both his parents’ lives.

         
         “But that was over six months ago,” Thaddeus pointed out. “How is it that these are just coming to light now?”

         
         “It takes time to review all the paperwork after such an event,” the solicitor said in a defensive tone. “And we needed to
            translate the letters,” he added.
         

         
         “Why would your mother lie?” Thaddeus said, turning his intense stare toward Sebastian. “There was no practical reason to
            hide the relationship.”
         

         
         Thaddeus, ever practical. Always searching for the reason in things. Whereas Sebastian never searched, things just arrived.
            Like his title, wealth, standing in society, women, and friends.
         

         
         It was astonishing how quickly one’s entire world could be upended. All in the time it took for the solicitor to explain how
            the letters of Sebastian’s mother detailed every last subterfuge.
         

         
         “My mother was ambitious,” Sebastian replied. Unable to keep the animosity from his tone. “She probably persuaded the late
            duchess that there was some reason to keep their relationship a secret—maybe it would have reflected badly on the family for
            a sister to act as a companion.” He shrugged, as though it didn’t matter. Of course it mattered. “The point is that I am not
            the duke.” He raked his hands through his hair, anger coursing through his veins.
         

         
         The position he’d been trained for since he had been born was not his. The estates, the responsibility, the money, the title,
            the position—all of it gone.
         

         
         “Who is?” Thaddeus asked.

         
         Sebastian raised one wry eyebrow as he waited for Thaddeus to figure it out. And supplied the information when it seemed his
            normally sharp cousin was not processing it. “You’re the Duke of Hasford now, Thad.”
         

         
         Sebastian didn’t think he had ever seen Thaddeus surprised before. The man was confoundingly strategic, always plotting his
            next move, anticipating events long before anybody else involved had thought of them. It was what had made him invaluable
            when they were growing up together—Sebastian usually thought up the mischief, Thaddeus planned out the event, and their friend
            Nash was there to quash any trouble.
         

         
         But now Thaddeus looked as though he’d been hit in the head with a heavy object. Or a dukedom.

         
         “That’s not—I mean,” Thad sputtered.

         
         If Sebastian were feeling more inclined, he’d have to laugh at his cousin’s expression and inability to speak in a complete
            sentence. But he was not inclined. He was furious. With his mother, with his feckless, foolish father, with his own expectations.
         

         
         “It is.” He tapped the papers in front of them. “This proves it.” He leaned back, folding his arms over his chest. “And I
            am plain Mr. de Silva.”
         

         
         His fury changed to fierce protectiveness as he thought of his half sister, at home without any clue of what was happening.
            “You’ll take care of Ana Maria, of course.” He knew Thaddeus would have no thought of doing otherwise, but he needed to say
            it, to retain some measure of agency.
         

         
         “Of course,” Thaddeus said. “But what if I don’t want to be the duke?” Thaddeus asked, directing his question to the solicitor.
            “Can’t we just pretend we’ve never seen these documents? That things are as we always thought?”
         

         
         Thaddeus was the only person of Sebastian’s acquaintance who had never been envious of Sebastian’s position, either as a duke’s
            heir or as the duke himself. Which was why he seemed to have forgotten he was Sebastian’s heir. Thaddeus had been actively
            relieved that he was able to serve in the army, serving Her Majesty rather than his own pleasure.
         

         
         Whereas Sebastian believed that serving his own pleasure meant that those who relied on him would also benefit. That belief
            applied mostly to the ladies he pleasured, but he took pains to ensure that his staff and tenants were also taken care of
            properly.
         

         
         He was privileged, he knew that, but he used his charm and influence so that everyone would like and appreciate him rather
            than resent him.
         

         
         Sebastian was shaking his head before his cousin had finished speaking. “You can’t refuse it, Thad. That’s the whole point
            of primogeniture and such. And it would be wrong. It would be a lie. You know that.”
         

         
         Thaddeus’s eyes widened. “Primogeniture? Since when do you have such an extensive vocabulary?”

         
         Sebastian shrugged. “Since I might have to do something rather than just be something.” It was a return to his normal insouciant self, but it rang hollow.
         

         
         Thaddeus’s expression drew grim.

         
         “You know, it’s not the worst thing in the world to be told you’re actually a duke,” Sebastian pointed out dryly. Thaddeus
            glared at him, then folded his arms over his chest.
         

         
         Poor sad duke.

         
         “So what happens now?” Sebastian asked, directing his question to the solicitor.

         
         The man cleared his throat again, looking unhappy. Have you also been told everything you thought you were is wrong? Sebastian thought. I don’t think so. So stop making that expression.

         
         “Well, the Duke of Hasford—that is”—and he gestured toward Thaddeus—“will assume the position immediately. That will include
            the estates, the ducal holdings, and everything inherited from the late duke.”
         

         
         Everything, in other words. Sebastian didn’t have anything of his own, anything that belonged to—what was his name now?—Sebastian
            de Silva. His mother’s last name. The only thing she had been able to leave him, despite her machinations.
         

         
         The yawning blank of his future widened in front of him. No money beyond what he had on hand. Likely that belonged to Thad,
            as well. No path forward. No privilege.
         

         
         “I can’t take care of everything right away,” Thaddeus said, obviously trying to keep his tone measured. And failing spectacularly.
            “I command a regiment, it will take time to extricate myself.” He sounded desperate. “You can continue for the time being,
            can’t you?” he asked Sebastian.
         

         
         The solicitor’s lips pursed. “That—” he began, before Sebastian interrupted.

         
         “No, Thad.” He spoke in a decisive tone. “Much as I would love to help you out by overseeing one of the wealthiest titles
            in England,” he said understatedly, “I cannot.” He pointed at the documents. “Those say I cannot. What would it look like
            if you refused to do your duty? Even for a short time?” He shook his head as he leaned forward. “It would be devastating.
            The one thing I know in this world is that the Duke of Hasford has responsibilities to the title, to the land, to the tenants
            and workers, to the country. I’ve been indoctrinated with that duty since I was born. I cannot betray it.” He spoke with the
            ferocity he normally reserved for flattering a particularly beautiful woman.
         

         
         Thaddeus clamped his mouth shut, and Sebastian saw a muscle tic in his jaw. That’s when he knew Thad wouldn’t argue. It was
            his tell, and Sebastian had taken advantage of it over many card games. But this was one situation where Thad had the winning
            hand—even though he did not want it.
         

         
         Sebastian slid the documents back toward the solicitor as he rose out of his chair. Feeling his jaw clench. “I will leave
            you and the Duke of Hasford to continue your discussion. I presume there is nothing further?” His tone made it clear it would
            be a presumption if there was.
         

         
         The solicitor shook his head. “Thank you for coming, Your—that is, Mr. de Silva.”

         
         He suppressed a wince at his name. He’d have to grow accustomed to it.

         
         He addressed Thad, noting his cousin’s severe expression. Once again, the cousins were in perfect agreement. “I’ll vacate
            the town house as soon as possible, Your Grace. I was planning to launch Ana Maria into Society, so you’ll have to take that
            over. She deserves it.”
         

         
         Whatever happened, at least he knew Ana Maria would be secure. Even if she was also devastated by the turn of events. “I will
            be available to answer any questions you have regarding the estate management and the tenants and such.”
         

         
         “Seb, you don’t have to go right away.” Thaddeus looked even grimmer. “This is a lot to absorb, and we’ll both need some time
            to adjust.”
         

         
         Sebastian bit back whatever angry words he wanted to say—it wasn’t Thad’s fault that Seb’s mother had lied. Thad didn’t want
            the title just as much as Seb did. “I’ll find somewhere else to go. You’ll have to decide if you want to keep the staff. My
            valet, Hodgkins, will take this hard. If you don’t have anyone yet for that position, I’d recommend keeping him on.”
         

         
         The change didn’t just mean change for him—it would alter his entire household. His valet, his secretary, the butler, the
            housekeeper. He had spent six months learning about these people now that he was their master, working with them, assuring
            them that he was not his careless father. And definitely not his demanding mother. Something he had been thwarted in doing
            until he had assumed the title. But now the title wasn’t his, after all.
         

         
         He wanted to punch something, someone, but that wouldn’t do anything but make his knuckles sore.

         
         “Of course. You can trust me to do what’s right.”

         
         Sebastian wished he were calm enough to sit back down and review the details of the staff with Thaddeus, try to persuade him
            to give all of them a chance, even though Thad was rightfully proud of his ability to make a quick, decisive decision. And
            even though some of the staff were still a work in progress—progress Sebastian had been making, with Ana Maria’s guidance.
         

         
         But he couldn’t spend another minute here, not without unleashing his anger, and nobody here deserved that.

         
         “I’ll see you later, cousin.”

         
         He spun on his heel and walked out of the solicitor’s office, ignoring Thaddeus calling his name, nodding at the clerks who
            were working outside. Maintaining his ducal facade even as his world was crumbling around him.
         

         
          

         Hours later, Sebastian was exhausted, hungry, and thirsty. He’d spent the time since leaving the solicitor’s office pacing
            through the streets of London, his mind obsessively churning the information over and over again, as though that would change
            the outcome. Finally, unable to walk any longer, he returned home. As though home was his home.
         

         
         He didn’t have a home anymore. He didn’t own anything anymore.

         
         He wasn’t who he’d thought he was anymore.

         
         He’d never truly appreciated the Duke of Hasford’s town house until it wasn’t his any longer, but as he approached the house
            he viewed it as others did. The most opulent house on the street, it had over two dozen windows in the front alone, enormous
            pillars serving no apparent purpose beyond declaring that the owner of the house had so much money he could spend it on useless
            pieces of marble.
         

         
         It was elegant and extravagant and shameless.

         
         Rather like him, he thought remorsefully. And like the pillars, he was just as useless. Not even propping up the aristocracy.

         
         “Welcome home, Your Grace.” His butler, Fletchfield, hesitated for the slightest fraction before saying his honorific. Meaning
            the news had already spread here, at least to his butler. No doubt it had already spread through most of Society; that a duke
            could be de-duked, as it were, would be a scandal for the ages.
         

         
         “Thank you, Fletchfield.” Sebastian gave his hat and coat to the butler. “Whiskey in my office. I’ll be down after I change.”

         
         “Yes, Your . . .” But the butler’s words were lost as Sebastian sprinted up the stairs to his bedroom, turning the knob and
            flinging the door open.
         

         
         His valet, Hodgkins, was there, treating him as he usually did. So the news likely hadn’t reached beyond Fletchfield. It would,
            of course, and Sebastian wished he could assure them, all of them, that they would be fine even if he wasn’t, but he couldn’t
            make that guarantee, even though he knew Thaddeus would do the right thing. They’d be fearful of losing their positions no
            matter what—his mother had terrorized them enough during her tenure.
         

         
         “I’ll be changing to go out,” he said.

         
         Go out where? a voice asked.
         

         
         Damned if I know.

         
         He glanced around the room as Hodgkins bustled about, getting his things. He hadn’t gotten around to redecorating the master
            bedroom after his parents died, and everything was done in his mother’s style, discreetly tasteful colors indicating just
            how very expensive it was. The only thing in the room that was truly his was his shaving kit, which his father had gifted
            to him on his sixteenth birthday. It was engraved with his initials, although they weren’t his initials any longer, were they?
         

         
         But it was his, even if nothing else was.

         
         Soon Sebastian was rigged out in his most ostentatious clothing—a gold patterned waistcoat, an elegant black necktie, slim
            trousers, and a blindingly white shirt—even though he had no place to be. He considered attending a party or five—there were
            plenty of invitations—but they were all addressed to the Duke of Hasford. Not Mr. Sebastian de Silva.
         

         
         And he knew that the party guests, those of whom liked to gossip, which meant most of them, would take no time in reminding
            him he was a mere mister now.
         

         
         “Damn it,” he said to himself as he descended the stairs. He took a quick left into his office, where he spotted the tray
            with the whiskey right away. “Thank God,” he murmured, pouring himself a healthy amount. He’d been spending a lot of time
            in this room, learning the estate affairs, taking meetings with the staff. Once he’d inherited the title from his father,
            it had felt crucial that he focus on his responsibilities rather than his pleasure.
         

         
         He could return to pleasure now. But he didn’t want to. Nor would he have the privilege of doing so—he’d have to . . . work for his living now?
         

         
         He’d never considered that possibility when he’d contemplated his future.

         
         The enormity of the change hit him all over again. Nothing was his. Not his clothing, not this house, not anything. Not even
            the name he’d grown up with. He was Mr. Sebastian de Silva now. Nothing more.
         

         
         He really needed whiskey, even though that wasn’t his either. He knew, however, that Thaddeus wouldn’t begrudge him a stiff
            drink.
         

         
         He held the glass up to his mouth, then frowned as he spotted the signet ring on his right pinkie.

         
         The signet ring that had belonged to his father, the Duke of Hasford. That was passed on to all the dukes in succession.

         
         He put the glass back down on the table, yanked the ring from his finger, and flung it into the corner of the room.

         
         “Your aim is improving.”

         
         Sebastian heard Nash’s voice before he saw him. His friend was standing in the shadows, as usual, but emerged into the light,
            holding the ring, his usual grim smile on his lips.
         

         
         Nash stood as tall as Sebastian, but where Sebastian was lean and elegant, Nash, the Duke of Malvern, was pure force. He looked
            more like a stevedore than a duke, and he behaved more like one as well, preferring the company of common men to his literal
            peers.
         

         
         He’d grown up with Sebastian and Thaddeus, and the three had maintained their close friendship through inheritance, the army,
            romantic heartbreak, and feckless parents.
         

         
         “You’ve heard.” Sebastian picked his glass up and drained it as Nash approached.

         
         He poured a glass and handed it to Nash, who took it and drank it all down, barely wincing at the burn of the whiskey.

         
         “I did.” Nash held his glass out for more. “I thought that between you and Thad, you might need me more.”

         
         Sebastian snorted as he poured more liquid into Nash’s glass. “I’m not certain about that. Thaddeus looked as though someone
            had deliberately disorganized his papers when we heard the news.” He glanced reflexively at the surface of his desk, which
            was neatly arranged. He hoped his secretary would meet Thad’s exacting standards.
         

         
         Nash chuckled. “What are you going to do?”

         
         That was the question of the day, wasn’t it? “I don’t know.” Sebastian sat down on the sofa, leaning his head back and closing
            his eyes. “I need to tell Ana Maria. I need to let the staff know, although I suspect the news has already reached them. But
            first I need to—”
         

         
         “Get drunk,” Nash supplied. “With me at a place where you won’t run into as many of those condescending pricks.”

         
         “Which condescending pricks?” He waved a hand as Nash opened his mouth. “Never mind, I know you mean all of them. Tell me
            how you really feel,” Sebastian replied dryly. He sat up, slapping his hands on his thighs. “Your idea is a good one, but
            I can’t get too drunk because I need to speak with my sister tomorrow.”
         

         
         Thank goodness Ana Maria was out this evening. He didn’t remember where she had gone, but there was no danger Ana Maria would
            get in any kind of trouble—his half sister was remarkably staid in her behavior, given how wild her younger half brother was.
            Or had been, until he’d inherited six months ago.
         

         
         “Drunk enough to take the edge off, then,” Nash said. “Miss Ivy’s, I think. It’s new.”

         
         “As long as there is an abundance of whiskey and a paucity of condescending pricks,” Seb replied.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         “My luck has changed,” Ivy murmured as she surveyed the room with pride.

         
         Two years ago, she had lost everything: her reputation, her way of life, and a respectable future. Lost on the turn of a card.

         
         But Ivy had fought against what seemed to be inevitable and won. She was now the proud owner—ironically, she had to admit—of
            a thriving gambling house in London. She would never get back what she had lost, but she could do better—she could control
            her own future.
         

         
         The club was still empty, save for the staff, even though it had been open for at least an hour. Late nights were the norm,
            so Ivy wasn’t concerned about the lack of clientele. They would come. They always did.
         

         
         The club was well-appointed, with comfortable chairs for long evenings of play set near the purposed tables—one for roulette,
            several for card games, and a few that were intended for customers who wished to drink instead of gamble. Red velvet wallpaper
            hung on the walls, and Ivy had hunted down a variety of paintings portraying people in various states of gaming, from ladies
            from the previous century playing faro, to lampoons of gentlemen losing much more than they ought, to even a few whimsical
            paintings depicting dogs playing cards.
         

         
         The paintings made her laugh, as did anything she found the slightest bit amusing—it was important, when one’s survival depended
            on serious things like running a business, to keep a humorous perspective.
         

         
         What was the point in living if you couldn’t also enjoy life?

         
         That was Ivy’s philosophy, especially now that she was barred from all the traditional things a well-bred young lady should
            expect.
         

         
         This was much more fun than being a well-bred young lady.

         
         Miss Ivy’s was unusual in that it admitted both men and women of any status. She figured that was more fun for all her customers—who
            didn’t enjoy a spot of flirtation when one was betting on the future?
         

         
         The only requirement for admittance was that each gambler, male and female, brought enough cash to settle their gambling debts
            that evening. If they couldn’t pay? They were blackballed from the club and were dunned every day until they fulfilled their
            obligations.
         

         
         Her policies were at odds with other, older establishments such as White’s and Brooks’s. The gentlemen who habituated those
            establishments didn’t have to settle up right away, so some of the winners could wait forever. In years past, losing gentlemen
            would escape to the Continent to avoid payment. Ivy’s took the doubt that a winner would receive their money out of the equation.
         

         
         “Psst! Ivy!” It was her younger sister, Octavia, a girl who could never hide who she was, making Ivy both proud and concerned.
            Octavia was brash, opinionated, and reckless—taking after her older sister, but Ivy knew how to hide it better.
         

         
         “I thought we talked about how you are not to be here when the doors are open. What if you’re seen?”

         
         Octavia rolled her eyes. “You talked about it. I listened. Nobody is here yet, sister. And besides, it is far more fun to be in your den of dubious activities
            than upstairs working on my embroidery or planning my next good deed.”
         

         
         Ivy laughed at her sister’s scornful tone. “You do not embroider, and I believe your last good deed was rescuing those kittens
            from the cellar. I highly doubt you planned that.” She paused. “And you have gotten as much goodness out of the kitten rescue
            as the animals themselves.”
         

         
         “True,” Octavia agreed. “Oh, Carter says she has homes for them, she’ll take them there tomorrow.”

         
         A relief, since kittens were a cute distraction they did not need.

         
         “I could embroider, at some point in the future,” Octavia added.

         
         “Or teach the kittens how to embroider before they leave. They might be in need of some useful skills,” Ivy replied with a
            smirk.
         

         
         “Or . . .” Octavia said, wrapping her arm around Ivy, “I could come down here and work as a dealer.”

         
         “Absolutely not!” Ivy said, shaking Octavia’s arm off her shoulder and trying to look like a disapproving older sister. “You
            are a lady, you have a chance for a respectable future. As long as we keep our relationship a secret. And, though this should
            go without saying, that you not work in a gambling house. Or, as you put it, my ‘den of dubious activities.’”
         

         
         Octavia was not to be dissuaded from her thoughts, however. “And you? You are a lady also, and you own a gambling house.”

         
         “I’m not a lady any longer,” Ivy retorted. She’d mourn that loss of status if it didn’t also give her the freedom to choose
            what to do next.
         

         
         Their father had seen to that—a gamester himself, he had ruined the family by gambling away everything he owned, and several
            things he did not. Such as his daughter Ivy, who discovered she had been won as a bride by an older man, a gentleman farmer,
            who wanted a wife to take charge of his adult children and work on his farm from dawn until dusk. Ivy was even more appalled
            at discovering the man’s oldest son was her age.
         

         
         Ivy had challenged the man to a game herself after discovering her father’s loss, and had won, but the damage had been done—her
            father’s wager, her own daring to take back her freedom, had ruined her in the eyes of Society.
         

         
         But, Ivy had reasoned, she would have been miserable if she had followed what her class dictated, marrying some squire’s son
            and trying to pretend she wasn’t as intelligent as she was. The wager and her winning of it merely meant she could chart the
            course of her own future.
         

         
         Far better to be a ruined gamester in charge of one’s fate than a woeful wife at the mercy of a husband.

         
         Some ladies might have taken that experience to mean that gambling was abhorrent, and something she would never wish to do,
            or to associate with those who did. But Ivy took it as a sign that risking everything was the only way she would ever be happy.
         

         
         “Someday, sister,” Octavia said in that “far too old for her seventeen years” voice, “you will find your own respectable future.”
            She tugged on Ivy’s sleeve. “I could wear a mask, you know. Nobody would know it was me. I know you’re short on staff. I could
            help.”
         

         
         “Absolutely not.” Ivy struggled to maintain her stern tone. It would be fun to have Octavia here, she had to admit, but she
            wanted her sister to wait a bit before shutting the door that led to a respectable future. The gentlemen who gambled here
            would never choose a gambling house employee or even an owner as a wife.
         

         
         That was a relief for Ivy, who wanted to be firmly among the regular people. But she wanted Octavia to have a choice, a wider
            choice than Ivy herself had had. One that didn’t depend—literally—on the turn of a card.
         

         
         Ensuring Octavia’s security was the biggest motivation for working so hard to make the club a success—eventually, Ivy thought,
            she’d make enough money so she could buy a cottage by the sea for her and her sister, hopefully in an area where there were
            young eligible gentlemen. Gentlemen who wouldn’t know of their past life in London. Not for herself, of course, but for her
            sister—Octavia deserved to fall in love and get married. Ivy just wanted books, tea, and an excellent view.
         

         
         Ivy heard voices and nudged her sister toward the door that led upstairs to their lodgings. “People are coming, you have to
            go.”
         

         
         Octavia rolled her eyes again, accompanying the gesture with an exaggerated exhale, but she moved quickly, and was out of
            sight before the guests arrived. There would come a time, Ivy knew, when her younger sister would no longer follow Ivy’s commands,
            but at least that day was not today. Hopefully she could stave off her sister’s rebelliousness until after they’d moved to
            that quiet cottage.
         

         
         Ivy approached the door as the two gentlemen arrived—and they were most certainly gentlemen. Men who worked for their livings,
            even ones who’d made fortunes, didn’t have the air of total entitlement these two had.
         

         
         She recognized one of the men as having been in the club before, although she recalled all he had done the previous time was
            drink and grunt in response to any of the other guests’ polite overtures.
         

         
         The other one, the stranger, looked like the manifestation of every man she’d ever dared to dream about: tall and lean, with
            a sly grin on a classically sculpted face. Although, truth be told, she’d thought the same thing when she had seen the statues
            of the Greek and Roman gods in the British Museum.
         

         
         This gentleman was not made of stone, however. That was a good thing. But he wore much more clothing. Unfortunately.

         
         She bit her tongue before she asked him if his name was Adonis. Although she couldn’t suppress her giggle.

         
         He surveyed the room with a discerning look, as though he were appraising everything. He would not find it wanting, she was
            certain of that.
         

         
         He caught her eye and his lips curled up into a rakish half smile, as though he was aware of what she had been thinking. Perhaps
            she would be called upon to explain why she was picturing him on a marble pedestal wearing a fig leaf.
         

         
         Ivy could keep her expression serene, it was part and parcel of being a good card player, but she was feeling an unduly interested
            reaction bubbling inside her as he approached. She hoped he had a squeaky voice, or a dislike of ladies with younger sisters,
            or anything to jar her out of her current fascination.
         

         
         “Good evening.” Damn it. His voice was low and rumbly, making her insides tremble even more. “My hat and coat,” he said, removing
            the items to hand them over to her.
         

         
         Oh. Well, that was lowering. But it did have the desired effect—he didn’t seem nearly as intriguing. Just another example
            of the aristocratic species, albeit easier on the eyes.
         

         
         “I’m not—” she began.

         
         “She’s the proprietor,” the other gentleman said flatly.

         
         The half smile froze on the Assumptive Aristocrat’s face. She would have laughed if he wasn’t so clearly appalled.

         
         “I of all people should know not to judge anyone by how they look,” he said, his tone contrite. “I apologize, I thought—”

         
         “I know what you thought,” Ivy replied with a dismissive wave of her hand, wishing his assumption didn’t sting. “It’s fine.
            It happens all the time.”
         

         
         Because nobody could imagine a woman who wasn’t a maid or a loose woman being at a gambling house. That she was neither, that
            she didn’t fit into expectations, was one of the things that set her, and her establishment, apart.
         

         
         Now that her insides had been given a good talking-to by his presumption, she could concentrate on what really mattered—making
            money. The two arrivals were handsome, to be sure, but what mattered more than their looks was the size of their wallets.
            And how much they were going to lose. They were marks, nothing more or less.
         

         
         Judging by the fine quality of their clothing, they had plenty of money to lose, and she hoped she could lure them into deeper
            and deeper play—but not enough to ruin them. She monitored all her guests to make sure there wasn’t irrevocable damage. Just
            enough to smart, and to line her pockets with more coin.
         

         
         “Welcome to Miss Ivy’s,” she said, gesturing to one of her staff to take the gentlemen’s outerwear. “I am Miss Ivy, and I
            am here to ensure your pleasure.”
         

         
         Adonis gave her a knowing look. Apparently, he recovered quickly from mortification. Or rakishness was so ingrained he could
            be mortified and flirtatious.
         

         
         “What game are you interested in playing, my lords?” she continued hurriedly. She would have to watch her words.

         
         The handsome stranger frowned, nearly as deeply as Ivy had just a few moments earlier. “Mr. de Silva,” he said shortly. Had
            she accidentally offended him? By presuming he was an aristocrat rather than a mister?
         

         
         She didn’t think she would point out the irony of his having just presumed information about her that was incorrect.

         
         “Mr. de Silva,” Ivy corrected. She hadn’t ever heard of him, but then again, she didn’t travel in Society circles any longer.
            She hadn’t done so since she’d won the last hand of hazard against her would-be bridegroom.
         

         
         “And I’m Nash,” the other man said.

         
         Mr. de Silva punched his friend on the arm. “The Duke of Malvern. Not everyone has a title they can toss around, you know.”
            He gave his friend a pointed look.
         

         
         The duke shrugged. Ivy had the feeling he didn’t care much one way or the other about his title.

         
         But if he didn’t, she certainly did—a duke patronizing Miss Ivy’s! Even a taciturn stone-like duke was better than no duke at all.
         

         
         “We might as well play something while we drink,” the duke said to Adonis de Silva. He glanced at Ivy. “A game of roulette
            to start.” He looked back at his friend, and his lips nearly curled into a smile. “Who knows, maybe your luck will change?”
         

         
         As he spoke, Ivy beckoned to Samuel, who stood against the wall wearing the club uniform. Samuel was one of the completely
            loyal employees who made it possible for a female to own a gambling house. None of her employees argued with her decisions,
            they didn’t think they would be better suited for the position, and they were hard workers who helped make Miss Ivy’s the
            success it had been thus far.
         

         
         “Samuel is my best roulette spinner.” Samuel grinned at her, acknowledging the compliment. She waited for the men to register
            that a Black man would be manning their table, relieved when they didn’t voice any objection, as some of her customers had.
            Regretfully, those customers were ex-customers, but her staff’s loyalty to her was equal to her loyalty to them.
         

         
         “One more thing, gentlemen.”

         
         It was always awkward to remind her customers about the house rule, but if she didn’t, there would invariably be someone who
            claimed ignorance.
         

         
         “At Miss Ivy’s, we pay to play.”

         
         Mr. de Silva looked puzzled, as did the duke, but after a moment, the duke’s face cleared.

         
         “I’ll take care of all of that tonight,” he said, shooting a look that Ivy couldn’t describe toward his friend.

         
         “Take care of—?” Mr. de Silva asked.

         
         Ivy explained. “Miss Ivy’s requires that anyone who gambles must settle their debts at the end of the evening. Pay to play,
            so to speak.”
         

         
         Mr. de Silva’s expression froze. “Because I—Goddamn it.”

         
         Ivy started at the intensity of his voice, but reminded herself it wasn’t her business. The only thing that was her business
            was . . . her business.
         

         
         “If you’ll step over to my table?” Samuel said, gesturing toward the far corner. The two men nodded, then followed Samuel,
            sitting down at the roulette table.
         

         
         Ivy watched them settle themselves, then turned around, relieved she was able to keep herself focused on what was most important.
            He was just unduly handsome, that was all. She’d had handsome marks in the club before, and she would again—she would just
            have to figure out how to contain her reaction.
         

         
         That she hadn’t realized responding appropriately to a ridiculously handsome gentleman would be a general side effect of being
            in this business was her own fault.
         

         
         And then she chuckled to herself as she thought it out. She’d have to share that with Octavia—her sister did enjoy laughing
            at her. As she enjoyed laughing at herself.
         

         
          

         Sebastian sat next to Nash, resisting the urge to glance back at the gambling house’s proprietor. Miss Ivy. Looking at her,
            however, was certainly better than being reminded he was now Mr. de Silva.

         
         He hadn’t expected such a young woman to own a gambling house. Obviously, since he’d mistaken her for a maid. He winced as
            he recalled his assumption.
         

         
         Nor had he anticipated she’d be so attractive.

         
         He wondered where she came from, and why such a lovely young woman was the proprietor.

         
         Not that he’d ever pondered what the owner of a gambling house should look like. Except that they were usually male, often loud, and frequently obnoxious. She was none of those things. Which
            was why he’d been so dreadfully wrong.
         

         
         She was approachably beautiful: short, with wide brown eyes, dark brown hair, a wide mouth, and luscious curves. He wondered
            what she looked like when she smiled. When those large eyes were suffused with passion. How those curves would feel in his
            hands.
         

         
         “Seb?” Nash nudged his arm. “If you’re going to sit there and let your mind wander, we can just as well go get drinks and
            skip the gambling. I’d much prefer that,” he added in a grumpy tone.
         

         
         “No, it’s fine, I’m just—” he replied. Nash grunted in response.

         
         Sebastian shook his thoughts free of the exquisite proprietor, glancing instead around the room. Not nearly as compelling.
            But still interesting.
         

         
         The room was large, with tables set at specific intervals. The chairs were comfortably upholstered in a dark fabric, while
            the walls were hung in red, paintings of—was that a dog playing cards?—punctuating the intense color.
         

         
         Seb squinted at the other paintings. Some of them were what he might expect, but there was a smattering of ones just as whimsical
            as the one that had first caught his eye.
         

         
         Someone here had a distinct sense of humor.

         
         Was it her? he wondered.

         
         “What number do you suggest?” Nash asked, interrupting his thoughts.

         
         One dukedom, one illegal marriage, two spouses, two affected children, plus twenty-odd household staff . . . “Twenty-six,” he replied.
         

         
         Nash tossed his chip onto the number, glancing around the room. Likely searching for the server with their drinks.

         
         Sebastian watched as the roulette ball spun around the outside of the wheel.

         
         And leaned back as the ball landed on the red thirteen.

         
         Why hadn’t he told Nash to choose that number? Perhaps because it would have been too on the nose? Number thirteen, since all I’ve had today is bad luck.

         
         That thought was perilously close to moping. He would not mope. Nobody wanted a mopey duke, much less a mopey not-duke. Especially not him.
         

         
         Thankfully, there was plenty to distract him.

         
         He rose suddenly, turning to look at the other tables in the room. Roulette was entirely a game of chance, but there were
            other games that required more thinking on the part of the player. Not that Nash would care; as long as the drinks were flowing,
            his friend was happy. Or at least as happy as Nash ever got. Which was usually slightly to the right of mildly satisfied.
         

         
         Unless he was embroiled in a fight. Then he seemed intent, focused, and nearly happy.

         
         “Let’s try the baccarat table,” he said. Nash rose also, following Seb to the table he’d indicated. They had to push through
            other customers, nearly getting a drink or two spilled on them, while a few of the ladies looked up from their play to appraise
            them as possible playmates. But Seb kept his gaze firmly locked on the table—he wasn’t in the mood this evening, and Nash
            wasn’t one to voluntarily flirt.
         

         
         They reached the table and sat, Sebastian casting a quick eye at the other players. Nobody he recognized, thank goodness.

         
         Baccarat was nearly as dependent on luck as roulette, but at least there were cards involved. Not just a little ball spinning
            around a wheel.
         

         
         If he was going to lose Nash’s money—since he didn’t have any of his own—he’d rather it be because he’d played the wrong card
            than because a ball took the wrong bounce.
         

         
         Funny how gambling wasn’t nearly as enjoyable when you had literally nothing to lose.

         
         His life had changed irrevocably that afternoon in ways he couldn’t imagine. The thought of not being able to afford anything—he
            had never had that. He didn’t know what things cost, much less how much money one needed to afford them.
         

         
         A woman stood at the table, obviously the dealer. Yet another unusual aspect of this club—Sebastian didn’t think he’d ever
            seen a female dealer. She was an older woman with sharp features and black hair scraped back into a severe bun. She wore equally
            severe clothing and no gloves. She nodded at them, then resumed efficiently shuffling a deck of cards.
         

         
         Sebastian heard voices and turned around to see people coming steadily into the room. Some of the people he recognized, so
            he snapped back around. He didn’t want to have the “oh yes, I am an illegitimate nobody” conversation with anybody right now.
            Or, worse yet, have them be unaware of his changed status and treat him as an important personage, not some poor bastard who’d
            discovered his true heritage.
         

         
         He could still hear a few bits of conversation around him and picked up on some accents that did not belong to the cream of
            Society. It appeared Miss Ivy’s was egalitarian in its clientele in both gender and class. Bring your money, come in. It was an easy equation, almost impossibly simple to parse.
         

         
         He wondered how many members of the House of Lords sniffed at Miss Ivy’s, either because of the unsuitable clientele or because
            they lacked the cash necessary to play. No wonder Nash liked it; it was as devoid of false pretense as he was.
         

         
         “How long has Miss Ivy’s been open?” he asked the dealer. She shot him a look that indicated she did not want to waste time
            answering questions. He responded by giving her one of his easy smiles.
         

         
         It did not work. She only looked more forbidding.

         
         When he’d lost his title, had he lost his charm?

         
         “I’ll take over, Caroline.” Miss Ivy nodded at her employee, who almost seemed to soften, and then stepped away.

         
         “Not just the proprietor, but also a dealer?” Seb asked.

         
         She shrugged, a touch of pink on her cheeks. Why had she stepped in, anyway?

         
         He wouldn’t be Sebastian, now not the Duke of Hasford, if he didn’t believe it had something to do with him.

         
         She tapped the deck of cards on the surface of the table. “Place your bets.”

         
         Nash nodded at Seb, who shrugged and placed one of Nash’s chips on the player side.

         
         Miss Ivy shuffled the cards, then dealt two for the player, two for the dealer.

         
         Seb added the numbers up quickly in his head, but not as fast as Miss Ivy did. Impressive.

         
         “Player wins,” she said, sliding a chip to join the bet.

         
         “I can ask you, since your dealer wasn’t inclined to answer.” Seb tried his smile again, this time with much better results.
            He saw her eyes widen, and her throat move as she swallowed. If he were not a good card player, he would have grinned at her
            reaction. “How long have you been open?”
         

         
         She tilted her head as she calculated. “Approximately six months.”

         
         Ah. No wonder he hadn’t come here before. Six months ago was when his parents had died. And he hadn’t had time for pleasure
            in the time since. “And your clientele is . . . ?”
         

         
         Her eyebrows drew together. “Why are you so interested, Mr. de Silva?” She frowned. “You’re not from Crockford’s, are you?”

         
         Sebastian held his hands up in surrender. “No, I promise. I’m just interested.” He put his hands back down on the table and
            leaned forward, his voice taking a conspiratorial tone. “Besides which, I’d be a horrible spy if I were just asking the questions
            directly, wouldn’t I?” It felt so much more normal, and like himself, to be teasing a lady. And thank goodness he hadn’t lost
            his charm, after all.
         

         
         Her expression eased, and she nodded. “Excellent point. Although perhaps you are a horrible spy.”
         

         
         Seb chuckled. “What would a horrible spy be like, anyway?”

         
         She laughed, her entire face expressing delight. He had to concentrate on keeping his expression neutral; her smile was nearly
            blinding. It wasn’t the sensual smile that ladies intent on seduction wore. It was wide, and sincere, and made him want to
            live up to its promise. To conjure the joy of the smile, to be worthy of all that brilliance.
         

         
         And where did that idea come from?

         
         The loss of a dukedom must have done something to his brain.

         
         “Please share all your secrets so I might report them back to your rival,” she said, lowering her voice to sound more masculine.

         
         “Tell me who your most profligate customers are so I can lure them away to my establishment,” he rejoined.

         
         “And while you are at it, please indicate which of your employees are the best at their jobs. Purely for interest’s sake.”

         
         They shared a smile for a brief moment.

         
         “Well,” she said, smoothing her expression, though her eyes still danced in laughter, “since we have established you are not
            a spy, perhaps we should continue the play.”
         

         
         “Yes, I would prefer to lose money rather than listen to you flirt,” Nash said in a dry tone.

         
         She opened her mouth as though to respond, then snapped it shut again. Her cheeks got pink.

         
         “Stop complaining and place your chips on the dealer,” Seb said to Nash, who complied, giving Sebastian a knowing look.

         
         Fine, Seb wanted to say. I was flirting. Can you blame me? I am me, and she is lovely.

         
         “Dealer wins,” Miss Ivy said after a few minutes, jolting Seb from his thoughts. She nodded toward one of the workers, who
            stepped forward at her gesture.
         

         
         He looked smugly at Nash, who was already rolling his eyes. “My entire life might be in shambles, and tomorrow is in doubt,
            but at least I am still able to predict a turn of the card.” Poking Nash was nearly as much fun as teasing ladies.
         

         
         Nash drew his chips toward him, flipping one at Seb. “Here, let me be the first to stake your future.” The worker had stepped
            away, and he felt her focus back on the two of them.
         

         
         Sebastian caught the chip, placing it on the table, shifting it between player and dealer. At last he decided where to place
            it, then glanced up to meet her eyes. “I’m betting on the dealer,” he said, watching as her eyes widened and she took a few
            short breaths.
         

         
         Perhaps his luck hadn’t entirely changed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         I’m betting on the dealer.

         
         Ivy didn’t think she’d ever been so flustered before. More accurately, she didn’t think she’d ever been flustered before. But he’d smiled, and she’d felt wobbly around the knees and somewhat light-headed, as well.
         

         
         Either she was reacting to him, or she was coming down with something.

         
         She did not think she was getting ill.

         
         Ivy had long wondered why other women got so silly around gentlemen. She was able to keep her composure, why couldn’t they?
            There was simply no reason, in her opinion, to see a handsome gentleman and suddenly start to blush and flutter one’s lashes
            and start speaking as though one were unsure of everything that came out of one’s mouth.
         

         
         Only here she was. Blushing and fluttering.

         
         Annoying herself.

         
         “You’re betting on the dealer,” she said, only her words had that lift up at the end that made them sound like a question.
            Damn it. “You’re betting on the dealer,” she repeated, as though it were a statement of fact. There. Much better.
         

         
         “I see no reason not to,” he replied in a low voice. A voice that made Ivy think of all sorts of things she had never thought
            about before.
         

         
         “I’m taking the player,” the duke added, sliding his chip onto that square. Ivy nearly jumped; she’d forgotten he was there
            at all.
         

         
         She was not thinking straight at the moment. She should be focused on her customers, all of them, not this particular one.
            He was a mark. They all were.
         

         
         It was just that this mark was so pleasant to look at. That was all.

         
         She took a deep breath and vowed not to look at him for at least a minute. She could go for a minute, couldn’t she? She was
            stalwart, resolute, unflappable Ivy. Ivy of the Worried Concerns. Ivy of the Steadfast Plan. Not Ivy of the Fluttering Lashes
            or Simpering Voice.
         

         
         Instead, she stared down at the cards, dealing them out and holding her breath as each card was revealed. “Dealer wins,” she
            said after a moment. After a minute of not looking at him.
         

         
         And then allowed herself another glance. His eyes gazed resolutely at her, his lips tugging upward in a half smile.

         
         “I knew it,” he said in a soft tone of voice.

         
         His eyes were the most unusual color she’d ever seen—almost amber, although she supposed others might say they were hazel.
            Of course he would even have beautiful eyes. Hers, she knew full well, were brown. Boring, ordinary, dull brown.
         

         
         She exhaled, her deplorably brown eyes darting around the room as she tried to calm herself. And then felt her chest tighten
            as she glanced over at the opposite table. A young, auburn-haired woman clad in a mask was acting as the dealer, her slim
            fingers deftly dealing the cards.
         

         
         Damn it.

         
         “If you will excuse me, gentlemen,” Ivy said, nodding toward Caroline, who was at another table. Caroline returned to the
            table where the duke and Mr. de Silva sat, and Ivy sped across the floor, anger warring with relief. Anger at Octavia for
            doing something Ivy had expressly forbidden, and relief that she was distracted for a few moments.
         

         
         She went behind the table and grabbed Octavia’s arm, whispering sharply into her ear. “What in God’s name are you doing here?”

         
         Octavia’s eyes danced behind the mask. Perhaps today was the day that her sister would no longer obey Ivy’s commands. “I’m
            helping out, Miss Ivy,” she replied in a demure tone. “I understand that you are in need of some assistance.”
         

         
         “Miss Ivy, your new dealer is extraordinary.”

         
         Ivy turned to see who the speaker was. And nearly groaned aloud when she saw it was Lady Massingley, who would have been the
            person Ivy cited as her most profligate customer, if a poor-at-his-pursuit spy had asked.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Octavia replied, accompanying her words with a curtsy.

         
         Lady Massingley flicked a coin across the table, which Octavia snagged handily.

         
         “You are bringing me luck,” Lady Massingley said. “Double or nothing,” she said, sliding her whole stack of chips into the
            middle of the table.
         

         
         “You see?” Octavia said in a smug tone.

         
         “Fine,” Ivy said in a low voice. “Just for tonight. And do not, under any circumstances, remove that mask.”

         
         “Yes, Miss Ivy.” Octavia’s tone was cheeky, and Ivy had to remind herself not to drag Octavia away. First, because it wouldn’t
            be appropriate for the proprietor of Miss Ivy’s to be seen in a scuffle with one of her supposed employees. Second, and more
            practically, Octavia was taller than Ivy, and she didn’t think she would be able to do it anyway.
         

         
         “It’s a clever move, having your dealers behind masks.”

         
         Ivy jumped as she heard Mr. de Silva’s voice behind her. She spun around, nearly falling into him. She hadn’t realized quite
            how tall he was; of course she was rather short, but her head only came up to his chest. She kept her eyes on his waistcoat.
            It was gold, with an intricate pattern on the fabric. Gold buttons were an impudent addition that should have made the waistcoat
            look gaudy. But instead the overall effect was that of a confident man wearing clothing that would look good on only one person—and
            that person was him.
         

         
         He was lucky in his clothing choices, too, apparently.

         
         “We all want to pursue our pleasure anonymously,” he continued. Thankfully oblivious to her assessment of his raiment. “And
            what better way to make everyone equal than to have them behind masks? You should supply them to the guests, as well.” His
            gaze took in the room, which by now was about three-quarters full. “You allow anyone entry, do you not? Provided they have
            money?”
         

         
         “I do,” Ivy replied, curious to hear his thoughts. So few people actually considered why she’d set the club up as she did.

         
         “That kind of—dare I say—revolutionary aesthetic lends itself well to anonymity. If everyone is masked, then we are all the
            same, are we not?” He chuckled. “I’ve never thought so much about equality before,” he said in a speculative tone.
         

         
         Ivy turned the idea over in her mind, suddenly intrigued. Perhaps Octavia’s attempt at disguise would turn out to be an asset
            for the club.
         

         
         “That is exactly what Ivy’s is to be,” she said in an enthusiastic tone. “A place where anyone is the same as anyone else.
            Its only requirement is the universal measure of egalitarianism—money.”
         

         
         “Although it is most likely that those with privilege are most likely to have it,” he remarked dryly.

         
         She thought of her father, a baron whose family went back to William the Conqueror. And yet who didn’t have enough money to
            fund his weakness. And of the other members of the aristocracy she’d heard of who were thousands of pounds in debt, and yet
            other members of the aristocracy continued to gamble with them because they had noble blood. “And most likely to moan about
            it when they lose it. When they lose their privilege.”
         

         
         “Mope,” he said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Mope about it when they lose their privilege.” It sounded as though he was issuing a reminder.
         

         
         “Moan, mope, whatever,” she said, gesturing dismissively. “The point is, yes. Miss Ivy’s is for everyone.” Ivy gestured to
            one of the passing servers, snagging two glasses from the tray. “Here.”
         

         
         “Thank you.” He took a sip, then looked at her with a surprised expression. “It’s excellent.”

         
         She nodded, pleased at the compliment. “If everyone is equal at Miss Ivy’s, then everyone should have equally excellent beverages.”

         
         “I like the way you think, Miss Ivy,” he said, tipping his glass to her. He took another swallow, nodding in satisfaction.
            “So I am presuming you are responsible for choosing the paintings? The ones with the duplicitous dogs are particularly charming.”
         

         
         She smothered a giggle. “Yes, I find it’s so much more fun to work in pleasant surroundings. And knowing that those dogs are
            up on the walls trying to hide their scandalous deeds makes me smile every time I think about them.” She leaned toward him
            to speak in a lower tone. “You’re the first customer to notice them. Bravo, Mr. de Silva.”
         

         
         He shrugged in mock humility. “It’s only a matter of paying attention. Especially to something so intriguing.”

         
         And then he looked at her, and she felt the force of his gaze. He certainly was a rakish sort. She’d seen the smile he’d aimed
            toward Caroline, who’d been immune. It seemed as though his charm was as natural to him as breathing; she wondered what it
            would be like to have that kind of innate charisma?
         

         
         It would definitely serve her well in her role
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