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      Selbourne Castle, June 20, 1825

      Weirick, Violet, and Roderick sat in a circle around a fresh pot of tea as rain pelted the high windows of the Queen’s drawing room of Selbourne Castle. All the candles were snuffed, oil lamps turned down except for the one nearest them. The glow of the fire provided all other light, which was not insubstantial. Weirick could stand inside the hearth with his arms spread and still not touch walls.

      On this stormy summer night, papers scattered the table before them, and they huddled together to make choices far more serious than Weirick originally thought. But as he looked down on a list of names, his stomach tightened with worry. He glanced to his new wife, and he wondered what it was like to give away a daughter to another man. Her father had died some years ago, and in turn, it had been her brother-in-law to give her hand away. But one day they would have their own daughters. Weirick couldn’t be sure any man would prove worthy enough of their hands.

      “Lord Densmore is an obvious choice,” said Roderick, Weirick’s younger brother and newly reformed rake and alcoholic. “But his brother, Denham, I’m not sure. He’s as bad as I was on my best nights.”

      “There is also that trouble with Judge Blackwood,” Weirick said. “Denham is a hothead, and he likes to let his mouth make decisions before his brain.”

      “Then why invite him?” Violet asked. “We want men suitable for the sisters. We can’t let them marry just anyone.”

      “He’s a second son,” Roderick answered. “He’s reckless, but I know he does have some of his own financial holdings. He is smart. And to be honest, it is far more likely that one of the Marsdens marry a second son. But remember, nothing is certain. It’s important that we focus on my courtship of Anne.”

      “But if more than one of them marries, it’s even better. Will he make a good husband?”

      “I’ll make sure he does,” Weirick said. And neither Violet nor Roderick questioned that Weirick could scare any man into improved behavior.

      “Denham has reached his breaking point. I can take care of Judge Blackwood. But it’s up to Denham to choose between life and death. This party might be the catalyst he needs. If he should choose to fall in love with a Marsden, I think he’ll change his ways. They seem to have a way of drawing out the finer qualities in a man, don’t you think Roderick?” Weirick focused on his brother. He looked better than he’d ever seen him after weeks of being ill, purging the liquor from his system, and fighting for his own life. All because of his love for Anne. A love that was not yet returned, and neither of them could be certain that it would be. But for his brother’s life, Weirick was willing to try.

      “So, we invite him?” Violet asked, her gaze flicking between Weirick and Roderick.

      “I say yay,” Roderick said.

      “I say yay,” Weirick said. “Every man should get a chance to change.”
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      August 10, 1825
      Selbourne Castle

      The damp sea air permeated his neck cloth and sent a chill down his spine. The moon shined brightly, illuminating the hills and valleys of the sand. Theo stood next to his brother, watching the rowboat come in, his gut tightening the closer the boat came.

      The shadow of a man cranked oars efficiently as the small boat rose up and down with the swells of the ocean.

      Callen remained silent, an air of stern judgment around him, as usual. Even during clandestine meetings, he looked every inch the Earl of Densmore. Theo wished he would say something to cut the tension. His own voice felt like a foreign object in his throat. But Callen never spoke unless he was imparting some lecture. Theo preferred lectures to this strange silence, though he’d never tell his brother that. He certainly didn’t want more lectures, but he hated to feel like his presence was something to be ignored, and yet he couldn’t think of a damn thing to say to his brother right now.

      His pride choked him.

      The pressure in his chest made him feel as if he couldn’t draw a full breath. He stared out at the boat edging closer and closer, the future as it were, the future he didn’t want but he had no control of. It was his own damn fault that he was here pretending to attend a house party and court nine lovely and dreadfully poor sisters when his true purpose was escaping England and the hangman.

      And though he was certain his brother loathed him, there Callen stood, ever the protector, the dutiful brother, guarding Theo’s back as he’d promised their parents on their deathbed and ensuring he never saw the noose.

      Even if Theo deserved it.

      What was family worth if not for this moment?

      Am I a criminal? Do I deserve to die?

      No, he wanted to shout.

      His brother finally broke the silence. “Captain Marlowe is taking a great risk by meeting us like this.”

      “I know,” Theo said. “He wouldn’t do it if he wasn’t fully aware. Maybe he does things like this all the time.”

      From the corner of his eye, he saw his brother glare at him.

      “Not everyone has a moral compass as skewed as yours.”

      “Perhaps not everyone, but certainly quite a few.”

      “This is no joke,” his brother said, his voice edged with scorn.

      “Who is joking?” Theo returned. “Leaving England, you think I take that lightly? I don’t want to do this.”

      “I don’t want to do this, either. I have to because of you.”

      Theo ground his teeth, his jaw aching. Bloody hell, did every conversation have to result in an argument? He exhaled loudly.

      “Petulant whelp,” his brother muttered.

      The rowboat glided onto the sand, and Captain Marlowe, a swarthy fellow of ambiguous origins—perhaps Spanish or maybe Mediterranean, Theo thought—leapt from the small dinghy. He approached them with a swagger only seen in seamen. They always walk as if the ship rolled under their feet. Would Theo carry the same gait just from crossing the sea? Probably not, the journey would not be long enough.

      Only hours, maybe a day at most.

      He’d have to spend months at sea before he achieved that kind of swaggering stride. Perhaps he ought not to make land anywhere and become a deck hand for Capt. Marlowe. The idea was appealing.

      His mind filled with daring images of a piratical life, wanton women, swords clashing, but the fantasy quickly unraveled. Nothing more than a brief dream as the truth smothered his fanciful imagination.

      “Good evening, Lord Densmore, Mr. Denham,” Captain Marlowe said. “I’m delighted to be doing business with you. How can I be of service?”

      “Good evening, Captain. We need to leave England, preferably without being on any ship’s registry as passengers,” Callen replied. “Is that possible?”

      “Anything’s possible,” Captain Marlowe answered with a confident cock to his head. “When one commands the sea, one commands their own fate.” He raised a brow and half smiled. “But if it’s a matter of treason, there is extra risk and that means extra cost.”

      His brother stiffened.

      Theo only grinned, seeing something of himself in Captain Marlowe. No doubt it was familiar wickedness and a sense of humor staring back at him.

      “Nothing so damning as treason,” Theo said. “We are good Englishmen through and through, but I managed to shoot a relative of a judge, and if he dies, then so shall I.”

      “Ah, avoiding prosecution,” the captain nodded in understanding. “You will be in good company abroad, and I think you’ll find that a man can make his home anywhere, even a noble son. Once you cut ties with your home country, the world becomes a lot bigger and far more interesting.”

      It was tempting to believe him. The idea that there was an adventure to find seemed tantalizing. Less judgment, perhaps a bit of happiness for himself, or at least contentment. But the idea of leaving his home country, everything he knew, didn’t sit right in his gut. He already missed the familiar cooking of their London chef. What would he do abroad when he didn’t know the language being spoken around him?

      “Where are we going?” he asked abruptly.

      “Wherever you’d like,” Captain Marlowe answered. “There’s the usual places, France, Belgium, but if it’s anonymity you want, something more exotic is recommended. Morocco, perhaps India, Egypt. Even those places still have a very large English presence. Your king certainly likes to put his hand in every cookie jar. If you truly want to get away from the law, you have to go to lawless lands where there is enough sun, sea, booze, and women to make you forget who you were before.”

      Theo’s stomach knotted. If he were drunk, that might sound tempting. If he were sitting at a card table deep in his cups, a dancer of the Fairy Circle lounged on his lap, that might sound like the answer to his prayers, but so much had happened since then. He’d shot a man. His brother had been shot. And it seemed as though his luck had run out.

      “Why don’t we start with Europe,” Callen said, and Theo now understood why he wanted his brother to go with him. A brother that could barely stand the sight of him. Callen had the even keel logic that Theo lacked.

      He couldn’t believe that Callen was part of this plan. It was Callen who orchestrated all of this, even with the wound in his side.

      Theo had planned to shoot over Kirby’s head, as a gentleman ought to do, but what if Kirby hadn’t intended to do the same? If Callen had not stepped in between them, it might be Theo with a bullet hole in his side or maybe even dead.

      “When do you wish to leave?” the captain asked.

      “We’re attending a party here, and it would look suspicious if we left before the end of it. Can you stay in port for a fortnight?”

      “Certainly, if you pay for my time.”

      “We will,” Callen replied. “When we hear news of Sir Kirby, we will inform you when we will need to leave. If we have to leave at all.”

      “They will only persecute me if the lad dies,” Theo said, “If he lives, well, then it was just another poorly executed duel.”

      Captain Marlowe chuckled. “Interesting, very well.”

      Callen withdrew a pouch of money from his cloak and handed it to Captain Marlowe. “The first deposit. You’ll receive the remainder when we board.”

      Capt. Marlowe took the pouch and nodded. “As you wish. We’ll anchor in the harbor, and I’ll give my men some leave time. Will that suffice?”

      “Yes,” Theo said.

      “Good, then I believe we’re done here.” The men turned and Theo heard the clatter of a rock falling. He squinted at the dark bank of boulders that bordered the beach and a fist-sized stone rolled onto the sand. He shared a look with his brother, and they bolted to the shadows of the boulders near the path they’d use to reach the beach. They didn’t expect anyone to be out here, and they certainly didn’t want anyone to have seen them.

      “Do you think it’s a person or an animal?” Callen whispered.

      “We won’t know unless we look.”

      They crept up the path, careful to keep to the shadows. Theo paused as they passed a small crevice between two boulders. He thought he heard someone breathing. He jerked his head to the crevice to warn his brother. Callen nodded toward the head of the path, and they moved up. They found a spot where they could watch the path and be concealed.

      They didn’t have to wait long before a small cloaked form crawled out from the crevice and scurried up the path.

      Theo reached out and grabbed the person, spinning and pressing them against the rock. The slight weight of the person astonished Theo as he held his forearm against their collar bone. As the hood fell back, the last thing he expected to see was a Marsden daughter staring back at him. He bit back a curse.
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      Let her go,” Callen said.

      “She’s seen too much already,” Theo said.

      “You are scaring her. Let her go.”

      Theo dropped his hand from her mouth. “Don’t scream,” he warned.

      Miss Lunette gulped in a breath.

      “What are you doing down here?” Theo asked.

      “I…” She drew in another breath, her gaze darting back and forth between them. Her eyes looked black, but he knew the color to be a warm brown. The sisters all looked alike, but Miss Lunette was not the most beautiful. The twins held that title in his opinion, though it was Nicolette who drew his stare most often. She had sultry brown eyes and cherry red lips. He’d caught himself ogling her mouth more than he’d like to admit.

      “I’m looking for an herb,” Miss Lunette said.

      He looked to Callen in disbelief.

      Callen pulled out his pocket watch and considered the time, holding it up in the weak light.

      “It’s nearly midnight,” he said. “Who looks for herbs on the beach at midnight?”

      “I’m looking for something specific that can only be found at night. By the light of day, it’s indistinguishable among common weeds, but at night the leaves glow.”

      Theo scoffed. “No plant glows.”

      “According to the medicinal text I’m reading, Star herb does.”

      “Enough of this. It doesn’t matter what she’s doing,” Callen said.

      “Correct. It only matters what she saw,” Theo added.

      “I saw nothing. The herb grows here amid the damp rocks. If I go any lower, it’s too wet. If I go any higher, it’s too dry. The only thing I’ve seen is right in between these rocks, and I was looking between them here, not at the beach, not at the water.”

      Theo met his brother’s concerned gaze. Should they believe her? How much risk could she pose?

      “I don’t really care what you’re doing here. And I’d rather no one know that either of us were out tonight. Now if you let me go, I will return to my room and you can return to…whatever it is you’re doing. Stargazing, perhaps?”

      Stargazing? He let go of her. She clearly didn’t want anyone to know she was out here. He had some leverage, and where he had leverage, he had an opportunity to use other means to increase that leverage. Like seduction. He didn’t feel anything for this woman. An image of Nicolette appeared in his mind. She’d worn a red gown to dinner, something that must belong to the duchess, and the color had matched her wine-stained lips. With a twinge of regret, he wished he’d found her on the beach. And that they were alone.

      “Why don’t I escort you back,” he said. In truth, he couldn’t have either sister. But Miss Lunette didn’t have to know that. He could make her think he was interested, distract her with a bit of flirtation, though the idea sounded about as tempting as mud. She simply didn’t have whatever it was Miss Nicolette had.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “No, thank you.”

      Apparently, she felt the same toward him.

      Callen stepped close. “We can both escort her back. We should all return to the castle after our stargazing.”

      Theo stepped back. His brother led her up the path, and Theo followed with a frown. If she couldn’t be swayed with passion, how would they convince her to remain quiet?

      “I must return through the kitchen,” she said.

      “I think we should have a little chat first,” Callen pressed. They entered the sleeping castle, and Callen led them to an empty sitting room.

      “Start a fire,” he ordered Theo.

      Theo built up a small fire, grinding his teeth as he considered what to do about this new problem. Maybe they should offer her money for her silence. The Marsdens were poor. Surely a few pounds could keep her quiet.

      His brother lit a lamp, and Theo stood, studying Miss Lunette in the golden light. She was trying to be brave, but her fear was palpable.

      “Well? If it’s all the same to you, my feet are cold, and I’d like to get to bed.”

      He met Callen’s gaze. What are we going to do with her?

      Callen picked up the chair with one hand and moved it toward the fire. “Please, sit.” He gestured to the chair.

      She lifted her chin and moved to the chair, placing her hands on her lap, and waited.

      Theo moved closer, stopping a respectable distance away and leaning one arm on the mantle.

      “This herb you are searching for, what did you call it?”

      “Star herb,” she said.

      “And how do you know about it?” he asked.

      “I read.”

      Theo straightened and folded his arms. She had more spine than he initially thought. “What use do you have for this herb?”

      “Really, now what business is it of yours?” she returned.

      “It seems a bit unusual. A woman such as yourself hunting for herbs at night. It is strange, is it not?”

      She raised a brow. “Are you certain you want to discuss strange behaviors at night, Mr. Denham? Wouldn’t it be easier for all of us to pretend nothing happened at all? That we are all three of us tucked tightly in our warm beds?”

      Theo glanced to Callen. “This one’s rather sarcastic.” He might enjoy this verbal sparring if his very life wasn’t hanging in the balance.

      Callen drifted over. “Perhaps you are not up to the challenge?”

      Theo’s temper rose. “You know I love a challenge. But she presents more of a problem. How do we solve this problem?”

      Miss Lunette cleared her throat. “Perhaps you could ask the problem, or better yet treat me like the person I am and not talk about me as if I’m not here.”

      Callen stroked his chin. Theo viewed her with renewed interest. How much money would it take? But she might turn to extortion if he offered her a sum for her silence. And then what would he do? Bloody hell, he didn’t have time for this. Seduction would be simple. Seduction would make her an accomplice, and she’d have to stay quiet or ruin her own reputation.

      The thought alone revolted him. He felt no attraction to her. Had he really sunk so low?

      Yes. He was at his lowest. He didn’t want to admit it but here they were, and he didn’t see any way up.

      “I think I can keep her quiet,” he said, though he could hear the disinterest in his own voice. His stomach sank.

      “How so?” she and Callen asked in unison.

      Their gazes caught together in surprise and Theo frowned. There was a strange tension between his brother and Miss Lunette, almost as if… No. It couldn’t be. Neither of them could afford to lose their heads over women. He stepped in between then, blocking sight of his brother. He set his hands on the arms of her chair and leaned over her, cocking his head to the side.

      “I’d like to make you a deal, Miss Lunette,” he said. Money or pleasure. Which would sway her more? He prayed it was money.

      “Back away from her.” His brother’s voice filled the room with command.

      Theo set his teeth and backed away, scowling at his brother. They stepped away so she wouldn’t hear.

      Theo wondered at Callen’s sudden protective posturing. What was this woman to him? “Bloody hell, Callen. I can seduce her into being quiet, I know I can. She’s nothing but a simple country lass.” He taunted Callen to see how he would react.

      Callen glared at him. “You’re not seducing an innocent woman—especially not her.”

      Especially not her? So, she was special to him. Which made her an even bigger problem.

      “We don’t know that she saw anything or that she has an inclination to report what she saw,” Callen continued.

      “Damn it, this is my life we are talking about. We can’t afford for her to let something slip in the wrong ear.” And he can’t fall in love. They were leaving. Together. That had been Callen’s plan. Not his. It had surprised Theo, but the more they did together the less Theo felt as if he was alone in the world. And he rather liked that feeling, even if his brother was a pompous ass most of the time. He was still his brother, and in him, he saw glimpse of both their mother and father. It was the only thing that made Theo want to hang on to Callen. They’d died long ago but, in this way, they still lived. It was what made Theo desperate to do the same.

      “If you care about your life so much, stop trying to destroy it. I’ve wasted enough of my own trying to save you from all your damned mistakes. I put my body in front of the bullet for you. I won’t let her do the same.”

      Theo didn’t need the reminder. He knew Callen was in pain. The wound was only a week old. He had nightmares about the moment Callen stepped between Theo and Sir Kirby, the pistol firing, the seconds that dragged out into minutes as they both fell to the ground. He couldn’t help that his fear and guilt lashed out. But Theo was too proud to let his own brother see the truth.

      “What is your plan, brother? All-knowing, omnipotent Callen will save the day again, won’t you? Great hero that you are.”

      “I must have done something terrible to deserve you as a brother,” Callen said.

      “I didn’t ask you to help me. I’ve never asked you to help me,” Theo snarled in return. And this was exactly why. Asking for help always had a steep price.

      “And yet here we are. You’d be dead without my help. When are you going to grow up? You can’t charm, bribe, or fuck your way out of every situation. At some point, you have to admit you did wrong and take responsibility. And for Christ’s sake, learn from your past and make better choices.”

      Theo nodded bleakly. He knew all that now. “Then what would you do, brother? If you didn’t have me to make you feel so superior?” he taunted, mostly out of habit. But the guilt stabbed at him.

      Callen cocked his head to the side. “What would I do if I didn’t have to clean up after all your messes? Well, I guess I’d be able to live my own life.”

      The muscles in Theo’s jaw jumped as he clenched his teeth. “I think you can handle this too, can’t you?” And then he left the room, because he couldn’t bear the weight of his emotions. Certainly not in front of a stranger like Miss Lunette. She’d stumbled upon a gunpowder keg of deep animosity, and she didn’t deserve to be caught in the blast. He was shaking as he left the room. He needed a drink. He only made things worse. That was never more apparent.
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      Nicolette Marsden carefully dressed this morning in an amber-colored gown, loaned to her by the new duchess, Violet, and taken in around the bust. Violet had more curves, whereas Nic lamented her boyish frame and small bust. She envied the more feminine forms of her sisters. As she followed her sisters into the breakfast parlor, she couldn’t help feeling like a fraud, an imposter who had snuck into a party to which she didn’t belong.

      Nine gentlemen had arrived yesterday to be matched with her and her eight sisters.

      Well, not all of them. They hoped for one match among them, a miracle in and of itself in Nic’s mind. But all it would take was a single marriage to save her family from destitution. They were poor and desperate. Not attractive qualities. But somehow, the Duke and Duchess of Selbourne, their closest neighbor, had summoned nine wealthy gentlemen to this house party to save them.

      As nine daughters with no brother to inherit their fathers struggling little estate and house, their Cousin Irving was next in line, and he cared not to support them.

      They must marry. All of them, at some point.

      But at only nineteen, Nic didn’t see why it had to be her.

      Surely Anne, the oldest, should wed first. And then Bernie, Georgie, Jeanie, Josie, Luna…then her and Odette, her twin. At only seventeen, Willa was the youngest of all of them and least expected to marry.

      And if Anne wed a wealthy man, which these gentlemen all were, then it would buy Nic time and perhaps a season.

      Last night was their first dinner at the castle, and though it had not been a complete disaster, it had certainly been clear to Nic that she needed polish. A lot of it.

      She could comport herself reasonably well and dance passably. Josie had seen to their education, and they regularly had tea with the duchess but…these men. They were different than the men she knew in their corner of Northumberland. These men intimidated her, from their blindingly polished boots to their handsome, sculpted faces, their words and manners so polished she felt like a dairy maid among them.

      She feared this meant one thing. Should she ever see London and enter a ball room, she’d be a wallflower. Or she could banish all thoughts of London from her mind and instead marry a simple gentleman farmer like her father, hopefully one with considerably more skill than her father had.

      From her earliest memories, she’d watched her family struggle. This house party might very well define their future but only if one of them married. They were without dowries, and while the estate had no debt attached to it, it hardly made enough to keep the house from falling apart. There was simply no reason for any of these men to want to marry a Marsden daughter.

      So why had they agreed to come to this house party?

      She puzzled over that question as she filled her breakfast plate and sat beside Josie. Half way through her breakfast, Luna took the chair beside her and set down her plate with a weary sigh.

      “You’re a bit late this morning,” Nic said.

      “I didn’t sleep well,” Luna answered.

      Nic nodded in sympathy. She’d gone to bed last night feeling like she’d broken into the castle and would be discovered at any moment. The bed was easily larger than two of hers, or it seemed so because she didn’t have to share it with her twin.

      “It’s odd, isn’t it? One would think it would be a relief to have a bed all to oneself, but instead I feel so strange, like it’s too much space and I’m exposed to attack.”

      Luna took a sip of her tea and frowned at her. “Attack?”

      Nic shrugged. “Silly, I know, but so is the fear that something is lurking under the bed, and yet as children we used to leap from the counterpane so the monster couldn’t snatch us.” She giggled. She was speaking nonsense, and her nerves jangled like sleigh bells as she scanned the room and caught sight of Mr. Denham, the most elusive of the gentlemen. Last night at dinner she’d caught him staring at her frequently. But otherwise he paid her little attention.

      Her heart tripped over itself as she studied him, holding her tea cup to her lips as if it was some kind of shield. He wore a jacket of hunter green that made his hazel eyes more emerald than gold. Morning sun cast ruby ribbons through his dark hair. Her breath left her in a rush.

      “Thank you for the reminder,” Luna said. “I shall have to jump into bed this evening before it can grab my leg.”

      Nic blinked and refocused on her sister, drawing breath again. “It’s interesting how things we know not to be true can still make us afraid, no matter how ridiculous. Like when Papa once told us we had to sleep with a glass of water beside our bed so a werewolf wouldn’t get us.”

      “But only during the full moon,” Luna said.

      Nic grinned. “Tonight is a full moon.” Her gaze returned to Mr. Denham, and her smile fell away but excitement hitched in her throat. Werewolves were men cursed to become monsters and devour the hearts of their victims. That could be an excellent analogy for a rake. A man driven by desire and lust—transformed by it—until he lay waste to an innocent’s tender emotions without mercy.

      She swallowed.

      And then she shook herself free of the spell. She was no match for a man like him. Fanciful thinking would do her no good. She didn’t know him from Adam, and the very last thing she ought to do was become infatuated with a fantasy.

      That was all he was to her.

      A dream.
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      Theo pulled Callen into an empty hall after breakfast to see what he’d told Miss Lunette.

      “So, what happened last evening? Did you tie up our loose end?”

      His brother grimaced. “I did but I may have made things a bit complicated.”

      “You bloody devil, you seduced her, didn’t you? You took my idea for yourself.” Theo chuckled and shook his head. Last night he’d been supremely annoyed with the notion, but this morning after a good English breakfast, he was willing to overlook it. Callen could use a little smudging of his polished reputation. Though seducing an innocent wasn’t a smudge; it was a black mark, but who was Theo to judge?

      “I did no such thing,” Callen snapped. “I’d have to marry her and then what? I can’t marry a woman and then abandon her because my idiot brother managed to kill a judge’s nephew.”

      Theo sobered. “We don’t know he’s dead yet.”

      “No, but every day that passes and we don’t hear from Coombs doesn’t bode well for him. The bullet struck his gut.”

      His temper shot off like a firework. “The bullet wouldn’t have hit him at all if you hadn’t intervened. My plan was to shoot in the air.”

      “His plan was to shoot you, but instead he hit me.”

      Guilt stabbed at him, but he wouldn’t relent. If Callen could have trusted him, just the tiniest bit, things would have been fine. “Again, not my fault you stepped in between two men with pistols. I had it handled. You weren’t supposed to be there. Coombs was my second, not you.”

      The muscles in his brother’s jaw flexed, no doubt he was grinding his teeth. He looked weary too, like he needed to return to bed.

      “I’m tired of arguing about this. I’m tired of arguing over every damn little thing about your life.”

      “Then don’t,” Theo returned. “I never asked you to play nursemaid, now did I? At some point, you’ll have to let me clean up my own mistakes, Callen.”

      “You don’t know how because you’ve always had someone there to do it for you. You’d be dead if it weren’t for me,” Callen said. “Father and Mother spoiled you with their love. You never had to face consequences for your actions. And now you’re full-grown, and you still need someone to come and rescue you. How am I supposed to stop?” Callen asked. “Truly, I’d love to know. I’ve already taken a bullet for you. I think I’ve reached my quota for brotherly devotion.”

      Theo rolled his eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic, brother. You talk as though I’d walk off a cliff if I didn’t have you to steer me in the proper direction. No one asked you to look after me. I know you do it because it makes you feel so superior. You can prove to yourself over and over how you’re the better son. You wanted their love for yourself, didn’t you? They loved us both, Callen. It wasn’t a competition. I was never going to replace you in their eyes.”

      Callen scowled at him. “Mother and Father asked me to look after you. I never believed you were trying to replace me. You are my brother, and for that alone, I will always try to protect you, even from yourself. I never thought we were in competition, but I always worried if I wasn’t there to keep you from walking off a cliff, you would willingly jump on a dare. I can’t control your every action, but dammit, I will always try to save you. Now, as for what I told Miss Lunette…”

      Theo glanced away, his throat tight. His brother had never said any of this to him before. Talking of their parents brought back so many emotions, anger most of all, and a deep, insidious sadness he couldn’t seem to shake. He hadn’t been able to say goodbye to his parents before they succumbed to a shared illness, but Callen had. He’d been summoned home and hadn’t bothered to take Theo with him.

      Theo couldn’t forgive that. Whether it was done intentionally or not.

      He drew in a breath and tried to marshal his temper.

      “I told her we were agents of the Crown on official business,” Callen continued.

      His mind blanked. “You… You what?”

      “Though she had already come to the conclusion we must be smugglers, or rather, not us, but Weirick and Roderick. She didn’t appear too distraught by that idea either. I think along these smaller coastal towns, smuggling is less a sin to the locals than it is to the authorities.”

      “I don’t believe what I’m actually hearing. You told her we were spies?” Theo asked with a loopy grin.

      “I would have gone with the smuggling bit if I’d known that was what she was thinking, but I didn’t. I thought the more serious and legal the situation might appear, the more she would remain silent.”

      Theo wanted to clap his brother on the back, but he looked weak enough to topple over. The absurdity of the situation took the edge off his anger. “To think you didn’t use this bit of scintillating secrecy to get under her skirts, my, what a wasted opportunity.”

      “I wasn’t thinking about getting under her skirts. I was thinking about covering our tracks. We are not here to dally with innocent women, Theo. We’re here to make sure you don’t hang.”

      Theo scoffed. “I’m not going to hang.” It was his automatic response. He’d said it so often to himself he could almost believe it. Almost.

      Callen raised both brows. “Judge Blackwood nearly hung a baron. He’s fighting to abolish privilege of the peerage.”

      “It will never happen,” Theo muttered. He prayed it would never happen. His privilege was all he had left. And his brother. He cleared his throat, but the tightness didn’t leave.

      “What do you think he’ll do to a second son?” Callen asked. “I can’t protect you from the law, not with Judge Blackwood presiding over it with an iron fist. We’re talking about his nephew.”

      “I haven’t forgotten,” Theo bit off, “not with you reminding me every day.” He had nightmares of the moment he had looked over to Sir Kirby on the ground, an ungodly amount of blood spilling from his belly.

      “And yet this was your fourth duel. You’d think you would have learned how dangerous this was from your first one.”

      “Well, the first three didn’t count,” Theo said absently. Could one have a nightmare while awake? He could still see Kirby, but his eyes were open. “They were respectable fellows who knew the rules, and we both shot over each other’s head. All honor was restored and two of them are good friends of mine,” he finished defensively as if the Kirby in his mind would stop bleeding everywhere and get off the ground with a stern talking to. He shook himself free of the terrible daydream and refocused on his brother.

      “Sir Kirby is generous with his uncle and cousin, that’s the only reason they want him to live. He’s a damn fool and they know it. That’s why the cousin, Jameson, went as his second and threatened to inform Judge Blackwood about the other duels.”

      Callen rolled his eyes. “You haven’t learned a damn thing, have you? That’s how they’ll get you. You can’t claim privilege of peerage if it’s not your first offense. Judge Blackwood will use your reckless past against you and hang you with it.”

      Theo pressed his lips together. Perhaps the tightness in his throat was not his guilt and anger but rather an invisible noose. “Let’s get back to you lying to Miss Lunette about us being agents of the Crown, shall we?”

      Callen sighed. “Nothing more was said. I didn’t make up some ridiculous lie about national security. I kept it simple. We’re agents doing business in the name of England. And nothing more need be said about it because an agent wouldn’t say any more than he needed to, would he?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never met one, have you?”

      Callen sighed again. He was wilting like a sad little flower in Theo’s opinion. Was it his wound? Or had he simply reached the end of his tether, as Theo had.

      “If you’re so concerned about her asking questions, just refer her to me and I will handle it.”

      “Oh, so now you’re also the superior agent?” Theo teased, hoping to drive the grayish complexion from his brother’s skin.

      “Of course, I’m the older brother. I’ll always be one step ahead of you.”

      Theo folded his arms. “And you’ll never let me forget it.”

      “Damn it all,” his brother muttered.

      “You don’t look well,” Theo said.

      “I don’t feel well. I feel like I have a hot poker jabbed in my side.”

      “Your wound is healing?”

      “I thought it was, but I know almost nothing about tending to a bullet wound. They don’t teach that at University.”

      Theo swallowed.

      “I’m sure it’s fine. I don’t think bullet wounds are supposed to feel good. I’m going down to the kitchen to take some headache powder, then I’ll meet you in the drawing room.”

      Theo nodded but was not convinced, and Callen limped away. He couldn’t take his half dead brother across the ocean just to have him die. That was one death he couldn’t live with.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      That afternoon Nicolette stood with Odette at the bottom of the bluff and watched the kites arc and dance in the sky. But then her gaze moved to Mr. Denham, some feet away with his hands in his pockets, his face a brooding mask. The wind ruffled his dark locks, his forgotten hat caught in a bramble some yards away. He didn’t look present, his stare vacant. Which was perhaps why she could study him so thoroughly. She’d tried to oust him from her thoughts, but the more she resisted, the more she couldn’t ignore him.

      He didn’t see her. She doubted he saw anything in front of him.

      Mr. Denham was a mystery. A sophisticated London gentleman who didn’t seem to want to be here. She tried to turn her focus away, but he stayed in her thoughts.

      The Duchess of Selbourne had thrown this house party for the purpose of matchmaking. So why was he here if he wasn’t interested in marriage? Or did none of them appeal to him?

      But his glances last night…

      They’d made her warmer than the wine she’d sipped. His hazel green eyes had reflected the candle flames, and the wicked glint she saw in them stole her breath. They’d chased stares throughout dinner, a cat and mouse game that left her bewildered, but he never approached her. She’d thought… No, it didn’t matter what she thought. Surely if he wanted to speak to her, he would. He did not seem shy just…distracted.

      “Aren’t you enjoying yourself?” Odette asked.

      “Of course. ‘Tis a beautiful day.”

      “That is not what I meant,” Odette whispered.

      A few feet away, Mr. Seyburn lingered, a handsome explorer and fourth son to the Marquess of Clarence. He had dark blond hair with sun-burnished streaks and peculiar gray eyes. He would never inherit, but the duchess, Violet, had claimed he’d made his fame and fortune in treasure hunting. Not the distasteful kind that involved seducing heiresses but the real kind. He’d been to the African Congo and the jungles of India and helped discover an ancient city. He maneuvered the kite Nicolette had picked but couldn’t find the enthusiasm to hold. Odette had taken an instant fascination to him, and he didn’t seem to mind her incessant questions. Nic wished she could find the courage to talk to one of these gentlemen, just for the experience alone.

      “What do you make of Mr. Denham?” she asked Odette.

      “He’s a rake,” Odette replied. “Obviously.”

      “I would have expected him to be more…flirtatious if that were true.”

      “We’re not entertaining enough, likely. His brother is the real catch. They don’t expect all of us to match. Mr. Denham is likely a seat filler. Someone to test our skills upon.”

      Nic laughed. “What skills do you speak of?”

      Odette grinned. “The kind that would be useful to catch a husband, which none of us have. No, I will correct myself. Bernie has them, perhaps Anne and Jeanie, but that’s it. The rest of us are doomed.”

      “You don’t think you’ll catch a husband? Mr. Seyburn spends quite a bit of time with you.”

      “He’s just like me. We’d never suit. He’s driven to explore. There is too much in the world to discover. Marriage could never compare to that excitement.”

      Nic blinked at her sister. She knew Odette fancied herself an archeological explorer. She read everything she could find in the castle library about the old ruins and the caves in the bluffs. But it was only a dream. They all had secret dreams, stories they told themselves about falling in love, of being rescued by handsome princes who could fix all their troubles.

      But it wasn’t real. No prince would marry a poor girl from Northumberland.

      Nic’s gaze traveled to Mr. Denham. Not even a London rake would.

      “You like him,” Odette said beside her.

      “I don’t know anything about him.”

      “But you want to—”

      “No…yes. He’s…intriguing.”

      “And so are you.”

      Nic turned with an incredulous grimace toward her sister. “I am not intriguing. I’m… Well, there is nothing interesting about me.”

      “How can you say that!” Odette cried. “You are lovely and sweet. You can make anything grow, and then there is your voice. I know you don’t like us to hear you, but we do.”

      Nic blushed. “Don’t be silly. Those things aren’t intriguing.”

      “Then pick something. What do you dream of? What would you wish for out of life?”

      That was the crux of it. She didn’t know what she wanted. She loved to sing, but she didn’t want to sing for people, not really. She couldn’t envision herself on a stage. She didn’t have Odette’s imagination or Bernie’s bravery. She was just…herself.

      “You used to dream, Nic. I know you did. Remember that silly song you made up about the bird that nested outside our window?”

      Nic bowed her head. “I remember.”

      “So what if… What if your dream is music?”

      Nic scoffed. “Oh? And what would I do with such a dream. We have no instruments in the house on which I could learn. To be a singer…would be scandalous. Not something acceptable for gently bred women like us. My only option is marriage.”

      “Well, perhaps you’ll fall in love with a man who will appreciate your natural talent and encourage you. Pay a music tutor to teach you.”

      Nic was shaking her head before Odette finished speaking. “Now I shall have love too? A man who can buy me a pianoforte and tutor, and he will love me until my last breath. That really is a dream, Odette.”

      “You must not be afraid to dream. What else can we do. Our dreams may be all we have, but they are not nothing. I won’t stop dreaming. And I will never stop searching.”

      “I hope you find what you’re looking for,” Nic said, her heart sinking. For herself, she just didn’t think it existed.

      Odette’s kite tugged her forward, and Mr. Seyburn came to her rescue.

      Nic couldn’t help stealing another glance at Mr. Denham.

      He was watching her!

      Their eyes caught. For a fraught moment, they stared at each other, and then he nodded and strolled away.

      Nic’s heart pounded as she watched him. Her nerve endings stretched with delicious tension.

      Someone shouted, and Nic turned in time to see a kite strike another guest in the face. Their kite-flying expedition was over she’d guess, and Mr. Denham was gone.
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      Theo searched for his brother after afternoon tea. Callen had seemed rather pale when they’d spoken after breakfast, and Theo worried his wound was turning putrid. Callen had claimed it was not so bad but now…Theo wondered if, like himself, he was just being a stubborn ass.

      He didn’t bother to knock as he opened the door, expecting his brother to be sleeping or reading. He didn’t expect to see his brother with a damned woman, and Miss Lunette, least of all.

      He froze, stunned, barely able to take in what was occurring. He opened his mouth but then slammed it shut and pivoted, closing the door behind him, but once in the hall, his sanity returned, and he went right back in.

      “I thought better of it, and I’d rather yell at you,” he muttered bitterly to himself.

      “I’m not in the mood for yelling, at present,” his brother replied. “I just had my insides rearranged.”

      “As curious as that sounds, you’re a bald-faced hypocrite, Callen. You’ve got her in your room.”

      Miss Lunette pushed off the bed. Theo was relieved to see she hadn’t been in it but rather sitting on the edge.

      “In case you haven’t noticed, Mr. Denham, what you’ve seemingly interrupted was a serious event in which I was saving your brother’s life. So save your hysterics for someone else.”

      He drew back. “Hysterics? Who’s being hysterical? Not I. If I am wrong about what I think is happening here, kindly correct me, Miss Lunette.”

      “Gladly. Your brother’s wound was festering, and I have purged it and re-bandaged it. As you can see.” She waved to the piles of blood-soaked rags and various utensils she’d used.

      “Is that a knitting needle?” he asked.

      “It’s a torture device,” Callen replied at the same moment she answered, “Today it’s a surgical instrument.”

      Theo pressed his lips together in annoyance. They did that last night, speaking in unison, as if they had some sort of connection of the mind.

      Theo shifted on his stance and folded his arms. “Brother, you didn’t tell me your wound was causing a problem. I could have gotten you the appropriate help you needed. You needn’t let some amateur physician toy around in your innards.”

      “She blackmailed me into complying with her request to see my injury. From there it snowballed into full surgery. I feel better now, so that is an improvement.”

      Blackmail? Miss Lunette was more conniving than he’d thought. “Why didn’t you tell me you were feeling poorly to begin with? We’re in this together, aren’t we? Isn’t that what you implied earlier?”

      Callen glared at him, but Theo couldn’t help being a little amused. Miss Lunette ignored them and went to the fire, mixing a potion like a witch. He smirked at his brother and mouthed, “She’ll poison you,” before she turned and handed the cup to Callen.

      He took the cup. “What’s in this tea?”

      “Willow bark,” she answered, “and red raspberry leaf, sugar for a better flavor, and hemp seed oil to help alleviate some of the pain, but it’s not a miracle. You’ll have to take care. I did not add any laudanum after you rejected it the first time.”

      “Thank you.” Callen took a sip. “It’s actually not that bad.” He sent Theo an I told you so, glare.

      “So what exactly is going on here?” Theo asked.

      Miss Lunette spun to face him with all the vigor of a mother cat protecting her kitten.

      “Your brother could have died. If you care for him at all, you’ll cease your infernal whining and help me watch over him. If you want to protect your secret, you’ll have to make excuses why he can’t do all the things he would normally do. In the meantime, I will come nightly after the house is asleep and change the bandage. I’ll leave some ingredients here for you to continue to make the tea. It should keep him mostly comfortable.”

      “Nightly bandage changes here in his room after all the castle has gone to bed?” Theo balked. “Are you mad, woman?”

      “If you feel it necessary, you may chaperone. Will that make you feel better? But if you can’t be useful, you will only be in my way.”

      Behind her, Callen chuckled and shook his head at Theo as if to say don’t bother arguing with her. She glanced over her shoulder at Callen, and Theo studied his brother’s face as the two of them communicated silently. His brother’s smile said all Theo needed to know. He wanted Miss Lunette. She faced Theo again, her cheeks rosy, her eyes dazed with infatuation. Ah, so it was mutual. “You can count on it, Miss Lunette.”

      She went to the writing desk and scribbled something. She folded the note and handed it to Theo.

      “Make this tea for him every four hours to keep the fever and pain at bay. I don’t know all the excursions for the party, but if we can work together, we can hide the fact that he can’t do very physical things.”

      “The poor dear. My brother is so very physical,” Theo said, glancing past Miss Lunette to his brother.
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        * * *

      

      Theo woke Callen when it was time to dress for dinner and helped him put on a fresh shirt, waistcoat, and jacket. He even styled Callen’s hair for him and tied his cravat. The awkwardness of the moment didn’t go unnoticed between them.

      “I do appreciate the help,” Callen said. “It hurts to lift my arms to any significant degree, even to put on the shirt.”

      Theo smirked. “Is it worse now that you let a complete novice poke around your insides?”

      “It’s different, but I can’t tell if it’s worse or better.”

      Theo stood back and inspected his work, meeting his brother’s gaze hesitantly. “Shall I make you that disgusting tea she prescribed?”

      His brother sat on the foot of the bed. “Yes, I find the tea did help, and given things I’ve tasted before, it wasn’t all that bad.”

      Theo snorted and went to make the tea. “It strange…” Theo began, not sure if he should broach the subject, but since leaving earlier, it was all he could think about.

      “What is?”

      “I don’t think you’ve ever needed me before. I don’t think anybody has.” Theo turned to the fire and squatted down, his back to Callen. He didn’t know how to be close to a brother he’d spent so many years pushing away, and yet seeing Callen’s connection with Miss Lunette… It made him bloody jealous.

      “Well, I appreciate you’re here now.”

      Theo looked over his shoulder at him. “Why her first?

      “I didn’t go to her. She followed me here. Walked right in, bold as you please, and demanded to see my wound.”

      “Did she now? These Marsdens are far more spirited than I would have guessed for country-bred women.”

      “So it would seem, but neither you nor I have much experience with Northumberland women, do we?”

      “No, we do not,” Theo said as he lifted the kettle from the fire and poured the steaming water over the ingredients in the teacup. He glanced at the instructions Miss Lunette had written out.

      “This has to sit for one minute, and then you can drink it.” Theo took a sip, and his brows rose as he smacked his lips together. “You were right. It’s not that bad. I’ll keep this recipe for the next time one of us is gravely injured, but I’m not certain where to find hemp oil.”

      “It grows here in the kitchen garden,” Callen said. “Perhaps we can trouble Weirick for some seeds and have our own plant at home.”

      Home.

      They might never go home again. A heavy black cloud came over Theo. He forced himself to move, handing the tea to Callen and pretending to glance around the room while his brother drank. He didn’t want Callen to see the weakness in him, the desolation he felt right now.

      Theo took the cup away, and Callen sighed and glanced at his brother.

      “Shall we go down to dinner?”

      “Are you sure you can make it?” Theo asked. “I can say you drank yourself into a stupor, and you’re snoring loud enough to wake the dead.”

      “I would be forever in your debt if you would do that. I don’t care what you tell them. Tell them I’m spewing diarrhea from my rear as long as I can stay here and go back to sleep.”

      Theo chuckled. “I might believe you about being forever in my debt if you weren’t as pasty as a sun-bleached shirt right now, but instead I’ll help you back into bed. I wish we had come to this conclusion before dressing you.”

      “I as well,” Callen muttered.

      Theo helped him undress and then assisted him into bed. He tucked the covers around him with a silly grin. “What should I tell your surgeon?”

      “Something that will prevent her from coming up here.”

      “But I got the impression you rather enjoyed her tender loving care,” Theo teased.

      Callen glared at him with heavy eyelids. “Don’t let her come up here, not until later, after the house is abed and she has to change my bandage. Assure her I just needed sleep. I think she’ll understand that.”

      Theo nodded. “Very well, I shall do my best.”
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      Nicolette was flustered as she watched Mr. Denham come into the drawing room before dinner, greet their hosts, and then speak with Luna privately.

      Her heart sank, blasted foolish thing that it was. It hadn’t listened at all when her head had warned it to stay vigilant.

      So it wasn’t that he had no interest in plain country women, it was her. He had no interest in her, and she couldn’t stop thinking about him!

      At dinner she was seated across from them and one chair down. She could watch him with Luna and hear if they were talking normally. Did they realize how absorbed they appeared with each other? Her heart must reside with her feet now. She was cold with envy and couldn’t find much of an appetite.

      She didn’t even know him and yet… There was something about him that drew her. She didn’t want to watch him fall in love with her sister.

      After retiring for the evening, Nic hummed to herself as Odette told her all about Mr. Seyburn’s trip to the Egyptian pyramids. Nic only half listened as she tried valiantly not to look at Luna with annoyance. She didn’t look like a woman falling in love with a rogue. Instead she appeared distracted, as if she was hurrying along to another pressing engagement.

      Nic sighed.

      This was what she was coming to. Watching her sisters more interesting lives from afar. She was a wallflower without the ball. Well, there would be a ball at the end of this party.

      She would have to do something if she wanted to change, no doubt something terrifying and reckless. Those things seemed to always benefit Bernie and Georgie. Even Odette was having a grand time, and she had no expectations of the gentlemen here.

      Perhaps that was it, Nic thought, as she bid Odette goodnight and entered her room. Odette wasn’t focused on marriage at all. She was perfectly happy with whom she was because she had a passion. She had a purpose.

      What was Nic’s passion? Odette would say music. Nic truly did love it. Music put sound to emotion the way nothing else did. Turned frowns into smiles, made people move and laugh. Music was magic. The everyday kind.

      Perhaps Odette was right. Her twin knew her like no other. It was hard for Nic to reconcile that she could be so blind about herself, but then again—what was that phrase her mother used to say?

      One cannot see the wood for the trees.

      She was too close to the object to see it clearly, the object being herself. Once she’d tried to teach herself to play on a pianoforte, but having none, she’d tried to sketch the layout from the lovely one the dowager duchess had in the Queen’s Drawing Room. Odette had all but ordered Nic to just ask to use it. But she couldn’t…

      Asking was one of the most difficult things to do. It wasn’t as though her family could afford to pay for instruction, and they would never impose upon the duchess like that. But if she learned on her own then…

      Nic went to her private chest she kept under her bed. She opened it and took out a leather satchel and dumped the contents on her dressing table. She didn’t know why she’d brought these rocks with her, but they meant a great deal. How silly, they were just rocks.

      She lined them up on the table, different shades and sizes. She’d spent months searching for them, long, flat, pale, shorter, darker pebbles, until she had something that resembled keys on which to practice. She’d borrowed books and tried to learn, humming the notes that had become so familiar. The new duchess played, and Nic envied her fiercely. She watched Violet’s fingers move over the keys with ease, her heart pounding, the hairs on her arms standing as the music weaved around her senses.

      She slumped over her pathetic instrument, resting her forehead on her arms.

      This is what she’d become. She was pathetic. She didn’t know how to speak to gentlemen, and she pretended to play the pianoforte on a pile of rocks.

      What future could she possibly have?

      She lifted her head and glared at her reflection. Was she really going to sit here and pity herself? She was a Marsden.

      She might be young, but she’d done things, kissed a boy, starved to provide more for her younger sisters, learned how to grow any vegetables in just about any soil. She’d bled, been bruised, and had her spirit broken more than once.

      This party wouldn’t do it again.

      The future was a vast ocean, and she could go in any direction. But she only needed one. The one she chose. Feeling confined in the luxury of her room, she donned her cloak, tucking her small knife into the pocket for protection.

      This room wasn’t hers.

      This party was not for her.

      The only thing she really owned was her voice, and she needed to let it out. To sing freely without restraint and feed the flame inside her that had nearly been snuffed. The only place to do that was the bluffs.
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      Theo shrugged his coat around his shoulders as he descended the sandy path to the beach. The wind howled through the rocks, buffeting him when he passed through their currents. He was glad he hadn’t worn a hat because the cold wind felt good on his face, combing through his hair, but his ears felt cold. He shrugged his shoulders up to protect them, but it didn’t do him much good.

      He reached the beach, and his boots sank into the sand as he slogged his way across the open stretch to a crop of rocks, which formed a little pier into the water. Hands fisted in his pockets, he leapt from rock to rock until he reached the pinnacle and stood looking out over the choppy ocean. Waves crashed below his feet, mist spraying his face.

      If he slipped and fell, he’d plummet to his death.

      But he might not die right away. He stared down at the rocks below, the waves breaking over them violently. Would the fall kill him, or would he lie there and bleed for minutes, perhaps hours.

      Would he drown?

      He wasn’t so melancholy as to think about truly jumping, but he did wonder how much his brother would miss him if he were gone. Would anyone miss him? He had friends, lots of them. When one knew how to have a good time, knew how to raise the stakes just enough to keep things exciting, people tended to flock whether or not they actually liked the person.

      He knew how to have a good time, and he always had the coin to fund his antics. Thanks to his brother’s generous allowance, he had plenty of blunt, but he mostly paid his own way with profits from his own investments. It helped that he wasn’t afraid to take risks. Not all of them worked to his advantage, but most of them had. He truly didn’t need his brother’s generosity, though it came in handy when occasionally his investments didn’t pan out. There were very few things holding him and his brother together these days. It certainly wasn’t familial affection, but rather obligation to the staff who raised them and to the memory of their parents. Indeed, it wasn’t much. Theo wondered why Callen was helping him at all.

      Duty, that’s what it was. Only duty.

      Theo didn’t particularly enjoy being someone’s duty. But if he walked away from his brother, what would he have left? That was the question. If he didn’t have his family, the very thing that made him who he was, he wouldn’t be anybody at all. That was what he was afraid of.

      Theo looked out over the water and then up to the sky. The stars winked at him, cheeky little things. The wind was almost strong enough to knock him from his perch, whistling in his ears, hitting him with a barrage of sound.

      What was that noise? He frowned, turning his profile to the sea and just listening.

      Was someone crying? Screaming?

      No, the keening was far more controlled than that. There was a melody there now. The sound grew louder. Chills slithered over his nerve endings as the voice became clearer, carried on the wind to his ears. The singing made him feel weightless for a moment. Irrationally, he scanned the water. Could this be a fabled mermaid?

      A siren’s call to lure him to jump to his death.

      Whatever it was, it was haunting and musical, the most beautiful sound—nay voice, he had ever heard. He turned toward the beach. It was a voice, a woman’s voice, and not coming from the water.

      This was a flesh and blood woman of the two-legged kind.

      He crouched down and carefully made his way down from his mountain of slippery rocks, scanning the beach. She wore a dark cloak, her hood up over her head. Or perhaps she had lots of dark hair. It was hard to differentiate her among the silhouette of boulders, but once he focused on her, he couldn’t pull his gaze away.

      Her face was lifted to the sky, and she sang a song he had never heard before, words he could not decipher. The wind carried her voice to him, and the sound moved through him in scintillating vibrations, shimmering down his limbs, humming in the marrow of his bones.

      He reached the sand and crouched low, just watching her. He skirted along the rock wall, moving around her in an arc until he drew close enough. He held his breath.

      Was she real? Was she a ghost?

      Had he fallen to his death and she an angel here to usher him into heaven?

      More likely he was destined for hell.

      Her voice cut off, and she turned her profile his way. The hood of her cloak was blown off, and long tendrils of midnight hair trailed down her back, flying every which way.

      “Come out, sir. I know you’re there. I would have you approach me if you are brave enough.”

      Theo came to his feet. Such bravery for a woman on the beach alone. He liked a woman who could hold her own. She turned to face him as he slowly strode forward, his hands up so that she could see he meant no harm.

      The moon and the stars covered the beach in silvery light, and he recognized her at once, his heart pounding with exhilaration as a new risk was presented to him. Theo had an insatiable taste for risk.

      Nicolette Marsden, one of the infamous Northumberland Nine. An impoverished daughter of a country squire who desperately needed to marry.

      “Miss Nicolette, I mean you no harm. You need not be frightened of me.”
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      I am not frightened of you,” Nic replied, her heart in her throat.

      What was he doing here?

      This was not how she imagined speaking to him, if at all. She thought she’d be alone, but she always carried her knife just in case. She clutched the handle, not because she thought herself in danger but to ground herself here in the present. He looked different in the moonlight, his edges softened, the subdued colors painting him in a sorrowful light. The breeze ruffled his dark hair, the moonlight bathing his chiseled face with soft dreamy silver light but leaving his eyes shadowed.

      “I’m unarmed,” he said. “Might you put away the dagger?”

      She swallowed, her mouth as dry as the sand beneath her feet. She searched her senses. She was wound tight but not because she feared him. She feared herself, anxious she would embarrass herself in front of this sophisticated creature.

      If she hadn’t already. She was carrying a knife and out on the beach in the middle of the night. What must he think of her already? Probably that she was mad and might stab him.

      She lifted her chin and sheathed her dagger.

      She could at the very least gather her wits enough not to appear a deranged woman. “I’m sorry. It’s more for my comfort than anything else.”

      “It’s smart.”

      He stopped some distance away, close enough to talk, far enough not to impose upon her circle of comfort. She stopped a tendril of hair from blowing into her mouth and tucked it behind her ear.

      “May I escort you back to the castle?” he asked. “I myself was out here for a bit of reflection. I had an argument with my brother, you see, and I needed…” His gaze moved to the water. His expression tortured.

      Could it be they were out here for the same reason? To find something? A purpose?

      She drew in a slow breath. Perhaps she was mad. She was reading too much into this. His gaze returned to her face.

      “You may go if you wish,” she said. Her heart beat with a dull ache. Why would he want to stay? If they were caught, she would be compromised, and he’d have to marry her.

      “I can’t leave you here. Knife or no, it is not safe.”

      She shrugged. “‘Tis safe enough.” She’d never seen another soul out here, until now, until him.

      “Then I have to stay until you are ready to return.”

      “Thank you, but you don’t. It’s all right. No one need know we saw each other.”

      “It’s not safe,” he pressed.

      Nic laughed, trying not to be too pleased by his insistence. He’d spent half his dinner talking to Luna and then no one at all. She reminded her foolish heart it wasn’t because of her. He was a gentleman. The word had never tasted so bitter on her tongue before.

      “I’ve lived here my entire life. I assure you I am fine. You don’t have to do this.”

      He frowned. “Do what?”

      “Play the gentleman card. There is no danger here to me.”

      He raised a brow. “That sounds like a challenge.”

      Her mind blanked. “No…” A challenge? Nothing of the sort.

      “Forgive me. I promised I’d be on my best behavior but here you are, tempting the devil in me.”

      Her pulse spread up. “I…”

      “It’s not your fault. You’ve little experience with men and even less with men like me.”

      Something in his voice gave her pause. It almost sounded like self-loathing.

      She squinted at him. She didn’t believe it but… “Are you implying I’m not safe with you?”

      He scoffed. “Of course, what kind of rake would I be if I didn’t titillate you with my dangerous and sultry warnings.”

      A smile pulled at her lips. Dangerous and sultry. Yes indeed. But… “You wouldn’t have been invited here if you couldn’t be trusted to behave honorably.”

      “I’m invited everywhere. I’m sure the duke thinks he’s terrifying enough to keep me from doing real harm, but… A rake is a rake. And I am the very worst of them.”

      Warmth spread over her skin. He must be teasing, but whatever he was doing, making her believe he could desire her, it was working. Or was he trying to frighten her into returning? Did she have the nerve to call his bluff?

      She must. She’d come out here all by herself. Would she run away now? No. This was her territory. Something wild and reckless rose up inside her.

      She glanced at the castle, an imposing shadow in the night. The windows reflected the stars back to her. She didn’t want to leave, nor did she want him to. She feared that once they returned, she’d lose all her courage to speak to him. Tomorrow she’d be that pathetic girl who couldn’t bring herself to converse or touch the real keys of the pianoforte.

      “I’m staying a little while longer. I can’t sleep.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Her gaze flicked to the castle and then back to him. Temptation, tantalizing and slow, overcame his fear of her dagger and her ability to use it. As always, the pleasure of risk far outweighed his good sense.

      “May I sit and listen to your lovely voice?”

      He did not hear her gasp. Such a soft sound would swiftly be carried away by the wind, but he saw her mouth drop open. Her dark cherry lips, plump and damp with salty mist. Theo suddenly wondered how he knew it had been her and not her twin, Miss Odette. They were identical. And yet he hadn’t even thought that it could be Odette. He’d just known. All the sisters were remarkably similar, with dark hair and eyes, but the twins had long elegant faces and tall slender frames that differed from their sisters. They didn’t appear frail but lean and athletic. So where was the difference between her and her sister Odette that had identified her so easily to him?

      “You heard me singing? No one’s ever heard me before.”

      “I’ve never heard a voice like yours.”

      She bowed her head, and he thought she might be blushing.

      “Please… Will you sing for me?”

      She shook her head. “I don’t sing for anyone except myself,” she said.

      He drew a bit closer. “You keep that lovely sound all to yourself?”

      She bit her lip and the slow drag of her teeth across the plump damp skin made his gut tighten with lust. He tried to ignore the feeling, but she made it so difficult with her flashing dark eyes and those high cheekbones of hers. She was like an angel but not soft and delicate. Wicked.

      The kind of angel they painted on the ceilings of brothels to tempt men into forsaking their God and their morals.  what differentiated her between her sister. He saw none of these attributes in Miss Odette, and he’d spent quite a bit of time studying them both in the drawing room at dinner. They were beautiful women, and women deserved to be adored, much like art did.

      “Why do you sing here? So that no one will hear you?”

      She nodded.

      She wasn’t much for conversation. He’d noticed that about her, along with the sultry curve of her lips. She hadn’t furthered her acquaintance with any of the other gentlemen.

      “No one’s ever heard me sing,” she said. “You mustn’t tell anyone.”

      He gawked at her. “You selfish girl, you keep that treasure locked up tight?”

      She cocked her head and glared at him. “It is my voice. I will do what I please with it.”

      “For shame, Nicolette.”

      “I did not give you leave to use my given name. Miss Marsden will do just fine.”

      “Indeed not,” he returned. “With a voice like that, Nicolette suits you. It’s French and saucy, like you, I do believe.”

      She blinked at him, flustered. “You don’t know me well enough to say that.”

      “I’m very observant, but I did not perceive you carried such an instrument in your throat, and here you are hidden away in Northumberland like a diamond in the rough,” he said, shaking his head at her with a tsk.

      She folded her arms. “You are ridiculous, and you’re only saying these things to—”

      “Shock you? Most definitely. I like to see women flushed with color, though it’s a challenge in this light. But I’m always keen for a challenge.”

      She gasped. He was close enough to hear it that time. “I’ve never ravished a woman,” he said. “I’ve never had to. I have never mistreated a woman in my life, and I never will, not only because I’m a gentleman. Though my soul is tarnished, I still have one, and I could never bring myself to hurt you or any other woman. But not only that, my dear Nicolette, women come to me and ask for ravishing. But I do not oblige them all.”

      She scoffed and rolled her eyes, tossing her dark hair. He wanted to wrap those dark tendrils around his hand.

      “Women come to me and beg for my touch—”

      “Enough.”

      “It’s never enough—at least, that’s what they tell me,” he finished.

      “If I take out my knife again, will it convince you to stop?”

      He chuckled, amused by her ferocity. “What am I doing?”

      He knew exactly what he was doing. But he wanted a response from her. He wanted her to speak to him and be at ease with him. He truly meant her no harm.

      “You know exactly what you’re doing. You’re trying to charm me. Most likely you’re trying to seduce me, and I’ll not be seduced by the likes of you.”

      “Well, if I’m being honest, it did cross my mind, but I’m reminded again of the duke’s ability to rip my arms off. I assure you I know how to restrain myself. I’m not some mindless lecher. I don’t intend to marry, so for self-preservation I shall behave. But I do enjoy a bit of flirting, don’t you?”

      Her eyes narrowed on him. “Why did you come here if you don’t intend to marry?”

      “When my brother and I received our invitation, there was nothing in it about nine beautiful women who needed husbands. We were invited for relaxation, hunting, riding, belching, drinking, ultimately things we like to do when not in the presence of women such as yourself.”

      “My sisters suspected as much,” she said. She looked down, dragging her foot softly through the sand. Theo felt as if he’d just insulted her somehow.

      “Did I offend you? My apologies if I have. I did not mean to.”

      “It’s not that. No gentlemen wanted to come here to marry, not willingly, at least.”

      “How stupid they are,” he replied. “The lot of them.”

      She smirked. “But not you?”

      “Not I. Any woman would be a fool to marry me. I’m only good for two things.” He winked. “One of those being chats late at night, on beaches, the other being…”

      She lifted her chin and dared him to finish the sentence. Oh, how he wished to, but there were certain lines one did not cross with innocent women.

      “So, what do you plan to do with this beautiful voice of yours if not share it with the world?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I don’t know. I need to marry above all else.”

      “There are nine of you. Someone else could marry, and you can go on to have a fabulous career as a soprano, travel the world, have diamonds and gold rained down on you from adoring fans.”

      “As someone’s mistress, you mean?”

      “I didn’t imply that, but that’s certainly your choice.”

      “It would be an insult to my family. I wouldn’t be able to see them if I did such a thing.”

      “My apologies, I meant no offense. For a moment, I forgot just how innocence the lot of you were.”

      She scoffed and tossed her head. “Don’t patronize me. You use the word innocent to imply I don’t know any better. That I live in a small world when it is much bigger than I could possibly understand. But the truth is, if that makes me innocent then so are you.”

      Theo chuckled. “I haven’t been innocent since I was a babe.”

      “But you live in a bubble of privilege, and you have no knowledge or understanding of what it is like for a woman in my position. You talk as though I could just leave my family, who rely on me to help them survive and pursue a career as a professional singer without consequence. You don’t know me. You don’t know anything about me, what I may want for my life.”

      Theo supposed he had a conscience because he felt the sting of shame.

      “Again, my apologies. It was only an idea, a terrible idea at that.”

      “Yes, it was.”
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      She stared back at the path that led up to the castle and away from him. Typically, women wanted to be in his company, Theo mused. He’d never dealt with one who did not. He was a second son, true, but currently the heir and only brother to the Earl of Densmore. An enviable position to most. He wasn’t one to feel foolish, and yet he did, suggesting an innocent woman throw away her respectability for a dream she probably didn’t have want to have or aspire to, as though she were as careless and reckless as he.

      “You’re right, of course, between the two of us. I’m an idiot. So, what do you want? Marriage? Children? A little corner of your own in England to raise a family and never let the world hear that soul-stirring voice of yours? It seems quite a shame.”

      “Does it? Should I alter my entire life based on the opinion of one man?”

      “But you will, if he’s to be your husband.”

      She folded her arms. “But that won’t be you, so why should you care?”

      He clenched his teeth as a spark of jealousy singed his nerves. No doubt some feckless lout would be her husband. It shouldn’t bother him at all.

      “I surrender,” he said. “You do what you want, and I will do the same.” He stepped back, not taking his gaze from her. He sat in the sand and folded his arms behind his head. He leaned back against a boulder and looked up at the stars. Even though his attention never moved from there, he was acutely aware of her every breath.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I may sleep here for the night. There are too many ghosts in the castle. I can’t sleep with all the whispering, the judgment, those damn confining stone walls so cold and rough to the touch. Castles all carry the same musty smell. No matter how vigorously they’re scrubbed. As if the stone is decaying, and I’m breathing in the dust of its bones.”

      “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been in any other castle, but I do know what you mean. My home is hardly well cared for, but we do try. Sometimes it seems as though it’s held together by candle wax. If one sneezes too forcefully, the walls will come down.”

      It surprised him when she moved, coming to sit on the sand beside him and leaning back into the boulder. She folded her hands in her lap and stared out at the water. He studied her profile.

      What a lovely girl. With her voice and that face, she could have anything she wanted, but there would be a price, wouldn’t there? There always was. It wasn’t as though she’d find love singing in a theater in London or serenading rich old men in a private exhibition. She could have many lovers.

      The thought unsettled him. A slimy feeling filled his stomach like he’d swallowed an eel and it squirmed inside him. The mere idea of her taking lovers, living life as part of the demimonde, did not sit well. He was curious about this feeling. Could it be…jealousy?

      He frowned up at the stars, thoroughly ruffled with the way his mind reacted to her.

      “Why are you so quiet now? Have you run out of words?”

      He snorted. “Hardly. But I find I don’t know how to talk to innocent young women.”

      “I find I don’t know how to talk to innocent men of the city.”

      He laughed, startling himself. “There you go again, using that word. I told you it cannot be applied to me.”

      “But you are innocent of Northumberland and the ways that I live my life, the way the people here live. Are you not?”

      “That’s not what innocent means. You’re thinking of ignorance. Innocence implies purity. Children are innocent, puppies and kittens are innocent. You and your sisters are innocent because you haven’t been tainted by men like me.” He glanced at her from the corner of his eye.

      She smirked at him. “Tainted…like meat?”

      He curled his lip. “You confuse me. Are we speaking the same language or does Northumberland have different definitions for English words than they do in London?”

      “I think words can have different context, if you will. You say you could taint me as if simply being near you could poison me. Are you poison?”

      Theo thought about it. Was he poison? He was beginning to believe he ruined everything he touched. Which is why he could never touch this woman or anyone like her. If not a poison, then a disease like the black plague or the fever that had taken both his parents.

      “I can tell your thoughts have gone very dark. Did I offend or hurt your feelings?”

      “I don’t have feelings. I’m a man of the world, and I was trying to make a very important point to you, but you are distracting me with your songbird voice and incorrect usage of words. Let me think a moment and try to remember what I was warning you about.”

      “I would think you would try to warn me away from you,” she said.

      And that was true. Of course, he was warning her as he ought to, and yet he didn’t want her to actually leave because he very much enjoyed her company, uncomfortable thoughts and all.

      “You should go back,” he said. It was the gentlemanly thing to do to suggest she leave and return to the safety of her room behind a locked door. Protected from men like him who weren’t so maniacal as to break through a door but be tempted by an unlocked one.

      Temptation was such a fickle thing.

      He hadn’t been tempted earlier, but right now this moment, with the stars, the breeze, the symphony of the ocean, her fair delicate skin. Everything tempted him to do very bad things. They could put a nice dent in the sand together. The wind would carry away the sounds of her cries of ecstasy. His stomach knotted. What was he thinking?

      Damn him. He just couldn’t stop, could he? He couldn’t do the right thing even in his own head, the one space he could control. He should get up and leave—no, that wouldn’t be right either. He couldn’t just leave her out here. Who knew what other unscrupulous second sons or ruffians could come upon her?

      “Why don’t we go back?” he asked.

      “I’m not ready to,” she replied.

      He glared at her, but she wasn’t looking at him. She stared out at the ocean, her eyes obsidian orbs with winks of starlight. She took a deep breath.

      “You’re right about the castle. It’s suffocating. How can something so monstrous feel so small?”

      “It’s the ghosts. It’s packed full of them. Even though they’re invisible, it feels crowded.”

      “I don’t believe in ghosts.”

      “You think people just stop existing once they’re gone? Both my mother and father died. At first their absence was a big gaping wound in my soul. But then one morning I woke up and it was like they were everywhere around me, reminding me of who they were, who they wanted me to be. The only time I can’t hear them is when I play my violin. The sound seems to drown them out.”

      “You play the violin?” she asked, her voice hitched with excitement.

      His blood thickened. He wanted to hear her whisper breathlessly just like that in his ear as he moved over her. He clenched his teeth and fought back his lusting demons.

      “I think I made that clear. When I said the words, when I play the violin,” he said dryly.

      She kicked sand at him, covering the toe of his boot.

      “Childish, see? You are an innocent.”

      “But according to you, being in your presence has tainted me, so I’m no longer innocent.”

      “Well—” He was going to argue, but it was actually true. She was alone with him right now, and that was enough to ruin her reputation, dammit. He’d already done it.

      “I’m sensing those dark thoughts again.”

      “I compromised you without even trying,” he said, “and I didn’t even enjoy it—I mean, I enjoyed your singing very much, but I’m sure there’s a lot more about you to enjoy than just your voice.”

      She leaned away from him. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You are a lovely young woman with the voice of an angel. You don’t think I’ve already thought of a dozen ways I could seduce you? See, innocent through and through.”

      “So, I’m ruined now? I didn’t enjoy it either.”

      In his thoughts, he pictured how he could make it more enjoyable. Isn’t that what made it so tempting? He tugged at his cravat, thankful for the cool breeze fanning his cheeks. This conversation was bearing down a dangerous path, something he normally appreciated. Had his conscience at last caught up with him? It only took the threat of persecution to do it.

      Imagine that.

      He decided not to because he had a suspicion he might see himself hanging from a silk noose while Judge Blackwood stood over him with a smug grin.

      He swallowed.

      “You’ve gone quiet again.” She tossed a small pebble into his lap. “I came out to sing without being caught. I would guess you came out here to think without being interrupted.”

      “And yet here I am. Thoroughly interrupted.”

      “Do you want to discuss it? I’m a very good listener. It comes with the territory when you’re one of nine daughters in a small household.”

      “A man likes to brood in peace.”

      “What do you have to brood about? From my perspective, it seems you’ve got life well in hand.”

      “It’s all an act. Never believe what you see, unless you see something awful and then believe it. It’s always the terrible things that are true, the lovely things that are just…facades.”

      “Such wise words coming from such an innocent man, and where did you learn this life lesson?”

      He turned to her slowly as her sarcasm washed over him like a rogue wave. “Do you mock me? Sarcasm is not at all becoming. Innocent can only mean one thing and one thing only.” He shook his head as he heard himself. “See what you’ve done. You’ve broken me. I’m grammatically handicapped now.”

      She giggled. He liked the sound of it, even if it was at his expense.

      “I’m going to be very straightforward with you. This isn’t flirting. This isn’t meant to shock you. It’s just honesty. When I say you are innocent, I mean you have not lain with a man. When I say I am not innocent, I mean I have lain with many women, and that is the difference between us.”

      “May I ask a question?”

      “Certainly.”

      “How does your history with other women taint me?”

      Did she really not know this? Was she fooling with him?

      “Don’t be coy,” he said. “Being alone with me implies I may have lain with you even if you say otherwise. Even if I say otherwise, even if all the ghosts in Selbourne Castle say otherwise, no one would believe that we were alone, and I didn’t compromise you in some way.”

      She sighed. “I know, but as it stands no one knows. Just like no one knows that I can sing. Does anyone know you play the violin or is that a secret?” she asked.

      “It’s no secret. I’ve filled many drawing rooms with the screech of my strings. If I had a talent like yours, I might say that with pride.”

      “You’re not proud of your playing?”

      “I’m not proud of anything I do,” he murmured.

      “There’s nothing?” she asked.

      He considered her words.

      He folded his arms and crossed his ankles. He could almost say he was cozy here, sitting against a rock, talking with her. This might be the most innocent evening he’d ever had. No booze, no ribald conversation, just honest discourse with a woman he could not seduce. Perhaps he had some innocence left in him, after all.

      “I’m proud of this moment,” he said.

      She frowned at him “Proud of what, exactly?”

      “Well, to be frank, I have not tried to kiss you.”

      She sucked in her breath and angled her face away from him. Was she blushing again? Did she feel that fine tension the same as he, the notion of possibility, the temptation of being here alone together with only the moon and stars to witness their indiscretions? The moon and stars were no company at all. They held many secrets.

      “Must you say that? I don’t want to have to leave. Can you behave yourself?”

      “This is me behaving myself.”

      “Do you find yourself incapable of restraint?”

      “Obviously not or you’d be on your back.”

      She gasped and folded her arms. “Do I need to unsheathe my knife?”

      “Calm down. I don’t seduce every woman I come in contact with. But on a night like this with a beautiful woman like you, I’m simply marveled, astounded even, that I haven’t. I think I’m growing up.”

      She cocked her head and narrowed her eyes at him, not in skepticism or malice. She was trying to see inside him. “You’re right, I should go back to the castle,” she said.

      “It’s funny how many things we ought to do that we don’t want to. We are free people and yet here we are, committing one of the greatest sins by societal standards by simply being alone together, and I haven’t even touched you. If we were caught, we could sing the truth and they would not believe us.”

      “You’d have to marry me,” she murmured.

      He got a chill. Maybe it wasn’t so warm here after all. He wiggled his shoulders.

      “You could marry my brother,” Theo said. “He is the greater catch and you’d be better off.”

      She turned to him. “Why do you think so poorly of yourself?”

      “It’s habit, I suppose,” he replied.

      “That’s a terrible habit.”

      He shrugged. “Why are you so afraid to sing in front of others?”

      She pursed her lips together.

      “See, it’s not fun to be questioned, to have our inner fragile self poked at. It’s deuced uncomfortable.”

      “So it is. We really ought to go back,” she said once more.

      “Do you want to?”

      “No,” she replied. “I’m not… I don’t want to go back.”

      “It would be a greater sin for me to leave you here alone so I have to stay with you.”

      “How many sins is that for one night?”

      “I usually don’t count them. It gets rather tedious.”

      She smiled.

      “If I had a ha’penny for every sin I’ve committed, I’d be the wealthiest man in England.”

      She scoffed. “You can’t mean that. If you were such a terrible person, Weirick would never have invited you to this party nor would have Violet. You wouldn’t be allowed within one hundred feet of us.”

      “I have no idea why they invited me, probably because Weirick is certain that I’d be too terrified of him to compromise one of you. But not all of my sins involve women or seduction.” There were those feelings again. Shame and guilt rising up inside him like a tide, drowning him with emotions he didn’t know how to tread.

      He’d done terrible things compared to the angel beside him. He was the devil, undeserving of sharing the same air with her, and yet here they both sat. The world was fickle that way, and also a bit amusing. How had he come to be here? At this place in his life. His brother shot. Quite possibly dying for him, and yet still determined to save him.

      After all this time, all the resentment and arguing, Theo knew he didn’t deserve a brother like Callen, valiant and caring. He didn’t deserve a lot of the good fortune he had.

      He was no martyr.

      He wasn’t going to stop being a privileged son. He wasn’t going to geld himself and take up orders. Perhaps he should put his life in the hands of God and join the military. Following orders was not his talent at all, but at least then he’d be away from decent people like the woman beside him. Unable to hurt them, taint them by affiliation.

      He just didn’t know what his future held anymore or what he should do with it. He had no purpose.

      That was the most depressing thing of all. But what could he do?

      There wasn’t time to do anything until news arrived of Sir Kirby’s fate. He was stuck here in Northumberland for the time being, but it could be worse. He could be in a cell in Newgate.

      He picked up a rock and chucked it out over the sand. It rolled into the surf.

      “Do you want to hear me sing?” she asked.

      He turned to her with surprise.

      “But you can’t tell anyone and you have to promise you won’t…laugh.”

      “Have you forgotten I’ve already heard you sing? There is nothing to laugh at. You’re remarkable, and I am honored to hear you however secretly it is.”

      “It’s just I don’t know when I’ll have the chance to…be brave like this. You’re here, I’m here, why not? I should live a little. There is nothing else to do here in Northumberland.”

      “I don’t recommend living a little,” he said. “You should live a lot. You should do things that terrify you, taste things you think you won’t like, and say things that others might not want to hear that are true, and more importantly, you should not regret a single thing.”

      “Do you have regrets?”

      Lord, how he did. More than he could account for. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t,” he admitted, “but that doesn’t mean I don’t try. Trying is all we can do. Every day I wake up with the best of intentions, and everything that happens after that…” He shrugged. “Well, at least I tried.”

      She cocked her head again and studied him, and he wondered just what she saw.

      “I don’t think I’ve ever met someone quite as honest as you,” she said. “Do you hide nothing?”

      “I hide a great deal from others. I suppose everyone does. Even in our civilized society, we do not want to show weakness. It opens us to pain.”

      “Is London society really that terrible?”

      “It’s the worst,” he said. “We sin with one hand and repent with the other and pretend the two are the exact same thing.”

      She frowned. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means we’re all hypocrites. You should trust no one, least of all anyone who tries to tell you how you should behave. The people who are the most restraining are often the vilest.”

      She straightened, fixing her skirt over her legs. “I shall take that into consideration should I ever travel to London.”

      “I recommend you don’t. Stay here. It’s simple, easy, no one smiling to your face while another stabs you in the back.”

      “My God, you are dramatic,” she said with a teasing glint in her eye.

      “London ballrooms are filled with snakes, and the streets with criminals who will cut your throat while they pick your pockets.”

      “Just before you told me that I should travel.”

      “Not to London. I meant other places.” He shrugged again. “I suppose that advice was terrible. You have the right of it, stay here, get married, have some children of your own, and next time you come across a man on the beach, stick that knife right in his belly because he is up to no good.”

      “You’ve gone deep into your cynicism. What is it that is dragging you down?”

      His breath caught. “It certainly feels like I’ve got weights chained to my feet and I’m sinking,” he said. He stared out at the water and envisioned all that guilt and shame inside him was black, tarry water covering his mouth and nose, and he couldn’t breathe. His lungs just wouldn’t move.

      Her hand touched his shoulder, and he drew in a breath.

      “Whatever it is, I’m sure it’s not as bad as it seems. Your brother is powerful and so is the duke. They are your friends. Surely they can do something to help you.”

      “Sing for me?” he asked.

      It might be the only thing that could help him sleep tonight. Her voice had resonating peacefulness that might hold him until the morning. He needed to breathe. He needed a moment of rest, to block out his thoughts with something. Usually liquor and women did the trick, but he had neither at hand.

      Right now, he just had her and that magical voice.

      “Please,” he begged.

      “What do you want me to sing?” she asked

      “Anything, anything at all.”

      She licked her lips, leaving them glistening with moisture, an unintentional invitation to taste her. He wanted to reach for her.

      Of course he did, because he usually found a way to ruin the most innocent of moments. But he needed to hear her sing more than he needed to slake his lust. For once, he had a greater need than his own pleasures.

      “Sing me a lullaby, sing me anything you want. Are you brave enough to do it?” he asked.

      Nicolette nodded and then looked out to the sea once more. She folded her hands over her stomach and took a deep breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      Nic opened her mouth, and then she slammed it shut again. Her mind blanked. She didn’t know what to sing. It was as if every song she ever knew had disappeared from her memory, and she couldn’t string two words together. This was precisely why she never sang for her sisters. She didn’t do more than hum along to a melody in front of them. They’d complimented her more than once in the off times when she’d come close to letting her true voice out, and each time her throat locked up tight. A vault, keeping all sound within her.

      She didn’t know why she was so afraid. They were her sisters. They loved her. Deep down, she wanted to believe she did have some amazing talent, that quite possibly could be used to help lift her family out of poverty, but she just didn’t know how.

      She could feel Mr. Denham staring at her. She shook her head. She never imagined coming across him like this. Of all the conversations, in all the locations. She was now sitting beside the most handsome man she’d ever seen, and she’d spoken to him. She continued to speak to him… She just couldn’t sing.

      Could this be a dream? Had she never left her room?

      No. Everything was too real. The cool sand, the whip of the wind against her cheeks. The awareness of him, it strummed her nerve endings with the gentle hum of a cello. She’d only heard one once, during the last ball at the castle four months ago, but it was a sound she’d never forget.

      “I’m sorry I can’t do it. I thought I could but…I can’t.”

      “What are you afraid of?” he asked.

      “I don’t even know. Just thinking about singing in front of anyone makes my heart pound and my teeth chatter.”

      He stared back out at the water and then back to her as if he’d come to some sort of conclusion. “What if I sing to you?”

      “What?”

      “I’ll sing a jaunty tune, and should you feel like it, join in, and if not, ultimately I will have only embarrassed myself. But I’m used to it, it’s no bother.”

      Nic giggled softly. This was the oddest and most real conversation she’d ever had. And to think earlier she feared she’d never be able to speak to a gentleman like him. Her stomach had jumped to her throat when she’d seen his shadow from the corner of her eye, her voice freezing, her limbs going stiff with fear as she had quickly unsheathed her knife. But when she turned toward the mysterious figure, something strange had happened. Her fear left her and as recognition took its place, she’d been able to speak to him.

      She bit her cheek.

      She could hardly remember what she’d said now. Her mind was giddy and a circus of emotions and thoughts. Her nerves leapt every time he said the word seduction or alluded to it, as if eagerly anticipating such an event.

      Mr. Denham had all the beauty and wickedness of a fallen angel, destined to lead many a fair maiden astray, and yet here he sat, not seducing her but instead trying to encourage her. Perhaps that was his method, to worm his way through her defenses with banter. As she sat there staring at him, she didn’t want to believe it. How cynical was she? Should she be suspicious of him? Was she being naïve to believe anything he said? Perhaps she ought to be, if only to protect herself, and yet somehow sitting here with him, she felt safe and comfortable.

      She should sing.

      She should really try. When would she have such an opportunity? There was no one around to hear but him.

      Nic took a deep breath, the familiar tightness in her chest returning and her throat dry and itchy. She knotted her fingers together in her lap and sat up straighter, giving her lungs the room they needed to efficiently make sound.

      “All right,” she said. “I’m going to try.”

      He briefly glanced at her, and then he turned his gaze back to the sea. “Take your time. We have all night.”

      She drew in another breath, slowly, gathering courage. Her palms grew damp.

      “Blow on ye wind, descend soft rain, to soothe my tender grief.” She sounded so small and frail, disgustingly meek. Not at all the way she had sounded before when she thought she was alone. She squeezed her eyes shut and took another deep breath, willing her voice to return, commanding her lungs to expand.

      “Your solemn music lulls my pain and yields me short relief.” She swallowed, moistening her lips and her mouth. “O my heart, my heavy, heavy heart…” The muscles strangling her throat eased, but she kept her eyes closed, drowning out all else but her own voice. “Swells as ‘twould burst in twain. Nor tongue can e’er describe its smart. Nor I conceal its pain.”

      Nic shivered and she opened her eyes. She turned to him and found him staring at her, his eyes wide as dinner plates.

      “Oh, God, it was terrible. Are your ears bleeding?”

      “Magnificent,” he whispered.

      “What?” she asked, her heart pounding with the force of the blacksmith’s hammer on an anvil.

      “Your voice it’s…transcendent. I know I’m doing a terrible job describing it but it’s like…moving and echoing and vibrating. All the glory of church bells ringing across the city but better. More…more everything,” he said.

      Warmth filled her cheeks, and she didn’t know how to respond. “Thank you,” she said after a moment.

      “No, I should be thanking you.” He leaned toward her, his shoulder brushing hers, and his hand cupped her cheek. Nic couldn’t move or breath as his face came so close to her that he was all she could see. He blocked out everything, the ocean, the stretch of beach, the starry sky.

      The future that had spread out before her when she left her room earlier. He filled every space completely. A dizzying giddiness filled her head. She could have been falling, but his hand anchored her.

      “I’m going to kiss you. Tell me not to kiss you. Tell me to leave you alone. I’m no good for you, no good for anyone,” he said.

      She smiled. “I can’t. Kiss me if that is what you wish.”

      His thumb brushed her cheek. “What do you wish?”  His gaze searched hers, and she saw the night sky contained in his eyes. She wished on every star in that mysterious world within him.

      “I wish you would kiss me,” she said.

      He caught her lips in a kiss not too forward or commanding but deliciously playful, like a wolf toying with its prey.

      Nic kissed him back, and the feel of his lips pressed against hers rendered her control to cinders. He swept his tongue across the seam of her lips, brushing them open and thrusting his tongue inside her mouth. She braced herself, expecting the same oniony, slimy flavor that she experienced with Jeremy McMackel, but it never came. His velvety tongue caressed hers, and he tasted of sweet wine mixed with sea salt. Her body melted toward his, one hand sinking into the sand as she leaned into him. His arm came around her and tipped her back until the earth gave under her head like a pillow, and he was over her, around her, kissing her as though he cherished her.

      Had she ever been cherished?

      The thoughts slipped away like scattered leaves.

      His weight settled over her, warm, heavy but not frightening. Her legs tangled in her skirts, but he seemed to know how to keep himself from crushing her, how to make her comfortable with his weight. Both his hands cradled her face now, and he angled his head, his tongue taking light tastes of hers, giving her just enough time to breathe between the next kiss…and the next.
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      Theo explored the heavenly cavern of her mouth with reverence. She put up no resistance, foolish girl. Were he a weaker man, he could take every advantage, but one thing he’d never been was weak. Foolish, yes, wicked, definitely, but he cherished the trust of a woman no matter how ill-advised it was.

      Some vows could never be broken.

      She met his kiss timidly but with interest, even curiosity. Was this her first? He didn’t think so, but she was inexperienced, stumbling through the movements. He didn’t like the idea that a man had been there before him, a bad kisser, at that. Theo didn’t praise purity like society foolishly did, but dammit, he felt possessive over this moment, of this perfectly imperfect kiss. He wanted to be selfish and be the only man to know Nicolette Marsden was a skilled seductress even if she didn’t know it. He was thoroughly seduced. He would do whatever she wished, and she only had to ask.

      Just as his body and his brain began to communicate and plot their way beneath her skirts, he broke the kiss. There was too much danger here, not just for her but for him. This was as far as it could go. He was is no place to offer her more and neither was she. He pushed himself up slowly as her eyes blinked open, and she stared up at him with wonder.

      “Was that your first kiss?” he asked. He had to know for his own foolish pride.

      She shook her head. “Jeremy McMackel. He lives in the village near the port. But yours was better,” she said.

      “Of course, it was. You’re dealing with a master now.”

      She rolled her eyes and accepted his hand. He pulled her to her feet, adjusting her cloak around her shoulders.

      “You’re thoroughly compromised, aren’t you?” Damn it, why did he just say that?

      “I understand,” she said.

      “But I can’t marry you. I may have been invited here as one of the lucky few to court you and your sisters, but it was foolish on their part. I’m soon leaving England permanently, and I can’t take a wife with me.”

      “Oh,” she said rather despondently, which soothed his battered ego but not his guilt.

      “But I had to steal one kiss, you see. What kind of rake would I be if I didn’t take advantage at least the tiniest bit?”

      She cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes at him. “What was the point of kissing me?”

      “Because I wanted to,” he admitted freely. “Because you’re beautiful, your voice entranced me, and you’re someone I’ll never have so I stole a kiss, the way a starving man steals an apple from a cart and runs away into the night.”

      She chewed her bottom lip. “Is that what you’re doing, running away? To escape the women you kissed?”

      “I wish it was that simple but it’s more serious than that. Not a story I want to be sharing with you. I want a great deal more than a kiss, but I shall only take the kiss, and we must return to the castle now.”

      She hesitated before accepting his offered arm him.

      Theo wondered if he might just have made the biggest mistake of his life and the biggest regret.

      And then he wondered if there was even a difference between the two, mistakes and regrets. Either way, he was a devil who attempted an angel, and he deserved to go to the hell that he was about to face.
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      Nicolette followed her sisters down to breakfast in a daze. She could barely keep her eyes open as she filled a plate and took a seat beside Odette. She felt like she was still dreaming, every movement heavy and slow. She blinked down at her eggs and tried to remember what she’d meant to do with the fork in her hand. Oh, right, she meant to put it in her mouth. Her lips still felt bruised from his kisses. It could have been her imagination, but last night they’d appeared fuller and pinker.

      She took a few bites and then set her fork down and rubbed her temples. She couldn’t stop thinking about the beach, and when she’d fallen asleep, she’d dreamed about it, the kiss continuing far beyond the brush of his lips. Her skin grew hot just remembering her dreams.

      Luna was speaking to her, and it took all her wits to follow what she was saying.

      “Are you still having trouble sleeping?” Luna asked.

      Nic stilled and then nodded before briefly glancing at Luna and then back to her plate. “I am. Perhaps I’ll take some of that special sleeping tea you take from time to time.”

      Panic brought all of Nic’s faculties into sharp focus. She’d lied to her own sister, perhaps for the first time in her life, but she couldn’t tell her the truth. No, she absolutely could not say that she’d spent hours last night with Mr. Denham, unchaperoned on the beach, no less. If that wasn’t scandalous enough, they’d kissed. He’d quite demolished her wits with his kisses, and she was still under the effects.

      Her pulse rose, tingles shot off in her body like fireworks, and over and over again flashes of their kiss replayed in her mind. Before him, Nic had been kissed exactly one time by Jeremy McMackel. It had been a wet disaster of a kiss. Nic shuddered just thinking of it now. All slimy lips and tongue, and he’d even tried to touch her breast. She’d swatted his hand away and shoved him. The lesson she learned that day was that a handsome face did not equal a good kisser, though he could have been just as inexperienced as she was.

      It was always assumed that men even close to her age were rather worldly, but Jeremy McMackel had never left Northumberland either. She’d once believed she would marry a local, being the poor daughter of a genteel farmer. She never imagined she’d be here now, dining with the duke and duchess and other wealthy gentlemen as if she belonged here.

      But last night she hadn’t felt out of place at all.

      She’d felt a comfort with Mr. Denham unlike anything she’d ever known before. An instinctual belonging as if she’d suddenly remembered he’d been here all along, every day of her life, as much a part of her as Odette was. How strange to feel that close to a man and yet so far beneath him. Perhaps that was the reason she was able to sing for him. She hadn’t even sung for her sisters. But there was something about him last night that just made her unwind, not cling so tightly to the cage of her comfort.

      While he spoke of seduction and proclaimed himself a devilish rogue, she should have turned away from him, but she’d wanted the opposite. To get closer, to wedge herself inside the mask he wore and come to know the real man underneath. The man who only showed himself in whiplash flashes. There was someone under the bravado and shiny veneer, a man who perhaps ached for something more from life, just like her, but didn’t know what it was.

      He’d heard her sing, and he thought she would naturally desire to be a performer but that wasn’t true. Singing, for her, was like church. It moved her, made her soul swell with light and rise and fall like the waves. But while she liked to attend church, she was not devout. She had no desire to be a preacher herself or stand on the stage and be adored by others. That might sound like heaven to some but not to Nic. She didn’t need crowds cheering for her; she just wanted a place of her own. To know the niche where she was supposed to fit, and she felt like he might understand that.

      Nic set down her fork with a sigh and met Luna’s gaze. “I can feel you watching me, you know.”

      “That is not at all surprising. I was staring very intently,” Luna replied.

      “Please don’t. It’s annoying.” Nic wanted to sink into her chair, exhaustion weighing down her bones, but she couldn’t display such horrific manners here.

      “I’m worried about what has you so exhausted.” Luna continued to interrogate her.

      “I’ve already told you. I’m having trouble sleeping in the bed by myself. Perhaps I ought to share a room with Odette.”

      “That’s an excellent solution. Or you can stop lying to me.” Luna whispered the last bit.

      Nic narrowed her eyes at Luna. “And if I told you instead to keep your nose where it belongs, how would you reply?”

      Luna drew back. “You’re my sister. Why would I hide my concern for you?”

      Nic ground her teeth. “Because it is unwarranted. You’re just being intrusive, as usual.”

      Luna shook her head and turned back to her food.

      Nic peeked at Mr. Denham sitting with his brother, and though he looked just as tired as she felt, he was still wickedly handsome. His eyes appeared very blue this morning, perhaps because of his coat. He wore a stylish navy plaid coat with a white cravat and a black waistcoat underneath. Though she must be staring unabashedly, she couldn’t look away. He turned his head and glanced at her, and her heart leapt into her throat. He winked and a wanton blush rushed through her.

      She was definitely awake now.

      Luna nudged Nic with her elbow.

      Nic rubbed her temples as she cut a glare to Luna. “What?”

      “I thought you might like to try a bit of coffee. It has more energetic effects than tea, I do believe.”

      Nic shrugged and Luna pushed a cup of coffee under her nose. Nic looked down at the cup with interest and then picked it up and sniffed it. The chair on Nic’s other side scooted back, and her breath caught as Mr. Denham sat beside her.

      “Don’t,” he warned. “One taste and you’ll never be able to give it up. It has the same addictive qualities as I do.”

      Her nerve endings sizzled with joy. It must be true, because she wanted to take a long sip of him. But she couldn’t let him know that.

      She smiled and took a sip. “Hardly addictive. I don’t think I care for it at all.”

      “I hope you took care of all your responsibilities this morning, Mr. Denham,” Luna said from Nic’s other side, her tone icy. Nic blinked in confusion. His gaze frosted over as it switched to her sister.

      What was happening? Last night he and Luna had seemed friendly, but now…  A current of dislike moved between them. To think Nic had been jealous but what happened? And did it have anything to do with the kiss? Was Luna now the jealous one? Had he flirted with Luna, got her hopes up, and now callously had transferred his attentions to Nic?

      Her stomach did an uncomfortable flip.

      “Why yes, I did, Miss Lunette,” Mr. Denham said with barely concealed contempt. “My brother and I took a hearty walk around the gallery before coming down to breakfast. He felt the need to stretch his legs after spending the evening in bed with a headache.”

      “I can only imagine what a relief it was to have your help,” Luna snapped at him.

      “Indeed. He was ever so grateful for my company, but alas, how was your morning?”

      Nic turned to Luna to gauge her sister’s emotions.

      “I have had a busy morning as well,” Luna said. “I woke extra early before the sun was even up. And took care of all my responsibilities.” She stared down Mr. Denham.

      “Bully for you, Miss Lunette. I feel like I haven’t slept at all.”

      Nic could feel him move closer to her as she said that last part. A thrill slipped down her spine and a flush covered her skin.

      “You certainly look it,” Luna murmured into her coffee.

      “You know, I must tell you about this marvelous dream I had,” he said.

      Nic turned slightly to read his expression. There was definitely something going on between her sister and Mr. Denham, but she didn’t detect jealousy in Luna; it was more…pure animosity. Nic returned her focus to him. He had a wicked glint in his eye.

      “You see, I was having trouble sleeping as I do most nights. I really don’t like sleeping alone, and so I took my violin down to the beach. This is where the dream began. I wasn’t really at the beach. It was more like fantasy really, and I heard the most beautiful voice I have ever heard. The moon was high, the wind blowing, clouds racing across the sky in little fluffy clumps, but that voice, it gave me chills. Not the eerie kind that makes you think there’s a ghost lurking nearby, but the spiritual kind, as if you’re hearing an angel or witnessing a miracle firsthand. And wouldn’t you know it, in my dream,” he said, his voice taking on a mesmerizing quality that neither she nor her sister could look away from, “there was a mermaid in the water, waving to me. And once she’d caught my attention, she raised her voice to the starry sky and sang the most beautiful song I have ever heard. A wicked tune filled with debauchery, and I found myself helpless to resist her as I waded into the water, certain of my impending doom. But I didn’t care. That voice had captured me, and I relished death in that moment as long as I could never stop hearing that voice.”

      As he told the tale of the mermaid, Nic relived every sensation of their night together. She felt like she was sinking into his words, and she had to grip her tea cup to keep herself grounded in reality.

      

      Nic peeked at her sister. Luna bristled with indignation. She clearly disliked Mr. Denham. But why? What had happened between them? Nic was floating in a sea of confusion when his tale ended, her heart throbbing for a man she wasn’t certain she could trust. She’d been swept away last night, but in the light of day, she needed to scrutinize her feelings. Breakfast was over, and the guests were being ushered to the drawing room for the announcement of the day’s activities. Mr. Denham sent her a warm glance before parting from them, but Nic didn’t know what to think.

      She was a simple country maiden, and he as wild as the ocean was deep. She was headed for heartbreak if she wasn’t careful.

      And it might be too late already. She was caught in a strong current that would lead her directly to him and straight to the demise of her virtue and her heart. She hadn’t loved Jeremy McMackel. She’d let him kiss her because she wanted to know what it felt like to be kissed, to be desired. But Jeremy McMackel was nothing compared to Mr. Denham.

      Something about him made her burn like a star in the sky. She feared she was developing an infatuation. The way he made her feel after just one night… She would have to avoid him from here on out if she wanted to keep hold of her heart. She could never have more than what they shared last night, a stolen kiss, a few hours of playful banter.

      That was it.

      To protect her heart, she would avoid him for the rest of the party.
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      Nic managed to catch a couple hours of sleep before afternoon tea. She was not in any way recovered, but she felt sane at least as she strolled beside Odette along the bottom terrace of the castle. The crisp wind threatened the pins in her hair as she gazed out at the sea. Nic leaned over the balustrade. Below, white waves crashed against black rock.

      “Did you hear that?” Odette’s voice broke through her thoughts, breathless with excitement. Nic tore her gaze away from the water rushing against the rocks.

      “Mr. Seyburn says there are tunnels from inside the castle to the old ruins. Can you imagine that?”

      Nic could imagine nothing else would excite Odette more. Her twin was an adventurer at heart. She loved a good mystery, especially anything that might contain a spooky tunnel or graveyard at night. If she were a man, she would’ve run off to join a privateer and become a great world explorer, but instead, she was an impoverished maiden whose only real adventure in life would be to marry a man she might not ever love.

      Mr. Seyburn was younger than the others, not quite thirty, but he’d made a name for himself as an explorer, participating in famous archeological finds, according to Odette. Odette had buzzed with energy from the moment he arrived.

      “Are you speaking of the catacombs under the castle?” Nic asked. “There was once a monastery and cemetery on the other side of the castle. But part of the cemetery fell away when the bluff collapsed, and the graves were moved to another location.” Nic couldn’t recall how she knew that, probably something Josie had lectured them on. Josie would be proud to know Nic remembered such a tidbit of their history. The Marsdens had a long history here. They were once tenants of Selbourne Castle until her great-great grandfather was awarded the land in defense of the castle lord. Those had been treacherous times.

      “I’m not sure they’re still there,” Nic said. “I think Josie said they had caved in.”

      “That’s what they want us to think,” Mr. Seyburn interjected. “But you can’t simply cave in tunnels, that would be far too much work and threaten the structure. It could cause a collapse in whatever resided above them. But if you simply walled the tunnels off, well, imagine what you could hide there that no one may ever find.”

      “Treasure,” Odette whispered, “or bodies. Think of the fun we could have searching for it. Weirick would be grateful. We could be famous and hired to help find other treasure. England was once rife with treasure.”

      “Treasure that was stolen or hidden,” Mr. Seyburn added.

      Nic wanted to scold him for encouraging her sister’s wild imagination. “I’ll leave the treasure hunting to you,” she replied with skepticism.

      “Adventure sounds exhausting,” a sultry voice said from over her shoulder.

      Nic turned, the hairs on her body standing on end as she discovered Mr. Denham standing right behind her with a wicked half smile.

      She fought back the urge to return his smile. She didn’t even know if she could smile with such wicked intent.

      “I have heard of such tunnels,” he said.

      “Of course you have, it’s a well-known legend,” Mr. Seyburn said. “There is one such tunnel rumored to be beneath the King’s Hall.”

      “Don’t forget one from the duke’s study to his bedroom. He uses that quite frequently, I’ve been told.”

      “By who?” Seyburn asked.

      “By the duke. It’s his escape route when he wants to avoid socializing.” Mr. Denham stroked his chin. “There is also legend of a hidden door behind the curtains that separate the Queen’s Drawing Room from the King’s Hall.

      “For what purpose?” Nic asked.

      Mr. Denham shrugged.

      “Shall we go have a look?” Mr. Seyburn suggested.

      Odette bounced on her toes, something she’d done since she was a little girl. It was perhaps the only habit she and Nic didn’t share.

      “Lead the way, Mr. Seyburn. You’ve the most experience among us,” Mr. Denham said.

      “What sort of experience is that?” Nic asked, earning herself a wink from Mr. Denham as if he enjoyed the subtle innuendo. But all she wanted to know was why.

      “Mr. Seyburn here will soon be famous for his explorations. He absorbs history like a flower absorbs sun and uses his knowledge to try and solve the world’s mysteries. He’s been to the Floki Islands.”

      “You have?” Odette asked in wonder. “I read about that place in the newspaper.”

      “I have and I’ll be returning there next year with an excavation team and the renowned archaeologist, Sir Monroe. He’s invited me to help them explore the ruins of what may have been a druid temple.”

      “Sounds intriguing and frightening,” Nic said.

      Mr. Denham nodded. “History is not my favorite subject. I prefer the present.” As he said this, he offered his arm to Nic. She was supposed to stay away from him, and she was—or rather, she had been, but he’d come to her. It would be impolite to refuse, so she placed her hand on his sleeve. A small thrill shot up her arm as they made contact. Her lips tingled as if her hand had communicated to her lips that her fingers were being touched, and her lips were jealous of her hand.

      They strolled into the house, not garnering too much attention since there were four of them. No one cared what they might be up to. They headed in the direction of the drawing room and down the three steps into the King’s Hall. The cavernous room was lined with tall windows on one side, letting in gallons of sun. The warm honey-toned wood that encompassed the room glowed invitingly. Nic had always held her breath as she looked up to the vaulted and intricately carved teak wood ceiling.

      “I bet it’s dusty, Mr. Denham said. “How on earth would they ever dust that? I’ve never even seen them try.”

      “Have you visited here a lot?”

      How had she never known this magnificent creature was here?

      “A few times throughout the years,” Mr. Denham said. “Maybe it’s magic. Maybe the ghosts do the dusting.”

      “I don’t—”

      “Believe in ghosts, yes, I remember. But they’re there whether we choose to believe or not. Watching everything we do, judging us for the ridiculous things we care about and the important things that we don’t.”

      Nic giggled. “You’re very philosophical.”

      He frowned. “Stop me next time I sound philosophical. I can’t have people thinking I’m an intellectual. It would ruin my reputation.”

      “What sort of reputation is that?” she prodded. Something in him made her want to dance with temptation.

      He turned to face her at the bottom of the steps. “You’re courting trouble. Don’t be curious about me,” he warned her with a playful smile.

      “It’s too late,” she said, drawing in a breath. Was she flirting? This felt perilously close to flirting. His smile broadened and he turned away.

      The quartet stood at the foot of the stairs and surveyed the curtains. Thick, midnight blue velvet hung from ceiling to floor.

      Theo raised a brow. “This could stop an invading army. You know, I’ve never really considered the magnitude of these curtains. Why the dev—deuce, does anyone need curtains this huge?”

      “To keep in the warmth, obviously,” Odette replied. “Which side do you think the tunnel is on?”

      “Do you know?” Mr. Seyburn asked Mr. Denham.

      “I don’t remember, exactly. You and Miss Odette take that side, and Miss Nicolette and I will take the other.” He touched her elbow and escorted her away. “It’s clear you’re the nicer twin,” he whispered to Nic.

      Nic smiled. She ought to defend her sister, but she was too pleased by the compliment. “Odette is very serious about treasure hunting, that I can tell.”

      “But what about husband hunting? Isn’t that the more urgent matter?”

      Nic shrugged. “It ought to be but not nearly as exciting.”

      He snorted and let go of her elbow. He inspected the curtains, pushing them this way and that.

      “I can’t even find the wall,” he said. “These things are a deathtrap. One could hide a body in here.”

      “I don’t think that was the intent,” Nic said with amusement.

      “One can never tell with Weirick,” he returned. “Here it is, at last.” He swept a heavy fold of drapery aside to reveal the wood paneling underneath, the same wood paneling that covered the rest of King’s Hall.

      “I found the wall,” he called out to the others.

      “So have we,” Odette answered.

      “Is your sister very competitive?” he whispered to Nic.

      “Frightfully so,” Nic replied. “She must have an answer for everything, and her temper can be quite…eruptive.”

      “Interesting. Do you have a temper?”

      Nic shrugged. “I don’t think so.”

      “But you do carry knives. Is it on you now?”

      “Yes.”

      He held out his hand.

      “What are you going to do?”

      “Carve my name into the wall and see if anyone finds it.”

      Nic gasped. “You wouldn’t dare.”

      He winked. “I think you know the answer to that. Shall I carve yours too?”

      She gasped again. She was a gasping, infatuated fool.

      “Come on, where is your sense of adventure?”

      “Odette absorbed it all in the womb.”

      “I don’t think that’s true,” he said with a chuckle. “You wouldn’t have been out on the beach last night otherwise.”

      Nic couldn’t stop the pleased smile that came to her lips. It wasn’t a compliment, but she was thrilled all the same.

      Stop it, she scolded herself. He’s a rake in every sense of the word and to develop true feelings for a man like him would be disastrous, as disastrous as being a Marsden daughter in search of a husband. She steeled her spine and told the butterflies in her stomach to settle down. Her plan had been to avoid him for the day, and she was already failing miserably. Her resolve seemed to desert her whenever he made an appearance.

      “Your knife, please?” he asked, thrusting his lower lip out. Nic fairly trembled as her gaze was caught by his mouth and the promise of those lips. She handed the knife over as easily as if he’d said some magic spell. He winked at her again, and then into the paneling, he carved a T and an N.

      “What is your name?” she whispered.

      “Theodore Callen Denham. Callen is my father’s name. The honor was bestowed upon my brother, and I got my maternal grandfather’s name. But my friends call me Theo, as does my brother, but he’s not my friend,” he said with his back to her.

      Nic blinked at him. His brother wasn’t his friend? What did that mean? How can one’s own sibling not be considered a friend?

      “I can hear you thinking. Just ask me already.”

      “You don’t get along with your brother?”

      “Not at all. We hate each other.”

      Her heart ached for him. She couldn’t imagine life without her sisters. They were a source of strength and joy even when they got on her nerves.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “Don’t be sorry. It’s quite all right,” he replied.

      Nic didn’t believe him for a moment. The words came too easily as if they were something he told himself frequently and didn’t believe. She bit her tongue. She barely knew him. Nic was not going to pry into his life.

      “But why?” she asked.

      He finished carving the end of her name and pivoted, leaning his shoulder against the wall as he regarded her.

      “Why do you care to know?”

      “It’s very sad.”

      He shrugged. “I’m not sad about it. Women always want to comfort me and fix what’s broken, but I’m not broken.”

      “I’m not one of your women. I’m your friend, Theo,” she declared, her heart skipping.

      And nothing more.

      Maybe if she told herself that enough times, she’d believe it, or would her words ring as hollow as his?

      A line appeared between his brows as he studied her. “We had a falling out after my parents passed. They were both ill, and when he was summoned as the heir to return to the family estate, no doubt because their death was imminent, he didn’t even bother to tell me. He didn’t bring me home with him to say goodbye. It is not something I can ever forgive.”

      He turned back to the wall, feeling along the seams of the boards. For what, Nic didn’t know nor did she care. In that moment, she analyzed what he’d said. His brother was summoned to his parents’ deathbed, and he hadn’t brought Theo with him. And now Theo hated his brother. It had to be more than that. How can one occasion destroy the familial bond between two brothers? She wanted to ask so badly, but the set of his shoulders when he gave his full attention to the wall made her think he was distracting her or maybe himself from further questioning. There was a wound he didn’t want disturbed, and she had no right to go poking about. Very well, she wouldn’t ask any more questions about him and his brother. But that didn’t mean she wouldn’t observe them more closely.

      “We haven’t found anything,” Mr. Seyburn said from the other side.

      “Nor have we,” Theo answered.

      “What do we have here?” a voice interrupted them.

      Nic stepped back guiltily, and there the duke stood, one brow raised in question as he considered them.

      “Looking for secret passages?”

      Mr. Seyburn approached him with a grin. “Is there something you wish to hide?”

      “Of course, the question is why you’re trying to find it with two of my most honored and innocent guests.”

      “There’s hardly anything scandalous about hunting for treasure,” Odette said.

      “That depends on how you define treasure,” Theo added.

      “Careful, Theo,” the duke warned him. “I bid you all return to tea on the terrace. You might insult my wife if she thinks you are not enjoying the prearranged festivities, and I won’t stand for that.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Nicolette said. She wasn’t used to addressing the duke so formally. She’d known him all her life.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Theo mimicked her. “Don’t bother with that tripe, he doesn’t care for it.”

      “Behave yourself, Theo,” the duke warned, “or we will have to have a private discussion.”

      There was a distinct chill in the air set by his tone. The duke was not a man to be trifled with. He was a former prize fighter who’d survived terrible burns to his back and head, rendering him bald. He’d been gorgeous as a young man, and even with his scars, he was still imposingly handsome.

      Nic expected a quick reply from Theo but instead he bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      The duke rolled his eyes and strode away, and the quartet of treasure hunters dutifully followed him back to the terrace.

      “Do you think he will tell Violet?” Nic asked. “I don’t want her to be upset we left.”

      “She won’t be,” Theo said. “We were together for a common interest, one that might result in a match.” He cocked his head toward Odette and Mr. Seyburn. They both fidgeted uncomfortably. Nic wanted to swat him for teasing her sister right in front of Mr. Seyburn. Instead, she settled for something more subtle. She pinched the back of his arm.

      He yelped and jumped away from her. “Did you just pinch me?”

      “Only in defense of my sister.”

      “I suppose loyalty between siblings is to be admired,” he muttered.

      She held out her hand. “You still have my knife, remember?”

      He placed it in her palm gently. “Loyalty with a penchant for violence. I rather like it.”

      “Then perhaps you should marry her,” Mr. Seyburn said. He led Odette away, leaving Nic and Theo in strangled silence. Once they were out of earshot, Nic said, “Don’t worry, I remember what you said last night about not marrying and leaving England. I shan’t set my cap for you.”

      He tugged at his cravat. “I’d hate to disappoint you, but it’s become a habit of mine. Just ask my brother.”

      “I’ve no need. You’ve been quite frank with your faults.”

      He cocked his head and sighed. “Is that a virtue?”

      “I suppose it falls under honesty,” she said. “Come now, I’m hungry.”

      “Let me do my gentlemanly duty and fix you a plate of sandwiches.”

      He filled two plates and found them a seat near the balcony that overlooked the other terraces, and once again, Nic was filled with questions about him and his brother. All of which she had no right to ask.

      So what could they talk about? She had meant to stay away from him, and yet here she was alone with him—no, not alone. They were surrounded by her sisters and the other guests of Selbourne Castle, but with him, everything else faded away, and all her senses homed on him. He had no intention of courting any of them, so that meant they were friends of a sort. So what would she ask a friend? A friend with green eyes with rich flecks of gold that drove her wits away. She ripped her gaze from him and tended to her food. When she glanced up, he was staring at her.

      “What?” she asked, her cheeks heating. “Do I have something on my face?” She dabbed at her mouth with her napkin.

      “No,” he replied. “I just like looking at you. You’re very beautiful, you know.”

      “And that justifies you staring at me so —” Thoroughly, she wanted to say but she swallowed the word. His stare felt intimately thorough, as if he could see through her and admire all her thoughts and ideas, which was rather frightening considering they all revolved around him. A blush climbed her neck.

      “You don’t want me to look at you?”

      “It is rather rude.”

      “Why? We have museums so that we may admire things we find interesting and beautiful.”

      “Those things aren’t people—correction, some of those things are people, but they’re dead.”

      He chuckled. “You mean the mummies in the British Museum.”

      “Yes.”

      “I saw them. They look like dried raisins. Nothing particularly fascinating except we know we all get old and we all die.”

      “But they were important people, I think. How do we really know?” she asked.

      “They died long-ago, so museums can make up whatever they want to make a profit as long as they seem impressive. But they could be no more than farmers or peasants with unlucky fates.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      “And who knows how old they really are?” he went on.

      “It must take a very long time to look as they do.”

      “So they say, but maybe it only takes a couple years. Maybe they aren’t ancient people at all but died within the last ten years or even two years. Who’s to say?”

      “Scientists,” Nic said.

      “Oh, yes, those fellows with cumbersome intelligence.”

      “You don’t like intelligence?”

      “I love intelligence. I just don’t like that sort of intelligence. Maybe it’s jealousy, but I can’t imagine living my life so in love with a subject that won’t love me back.”

      She froze, stunned by his words or rather his flippant use of the word love.

      “Do you think a person can love a subject, passion, or job as much as they can love a person?” Nic asked, thinking of her sisters. Luna prided herself on her growing knowledge of medicine, and Josie fancied herself a scientist.

      He leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve ever loved anything—no that’s wrong to say. I loved my parents.”

      “How long ago did they die?” she asked, aware this was not something they should be discussing for such a new and frivolous acquaintance, and yet here they were discussing something deep and meaningful, and she realized nothing about knowing him was frivolous. Last night he kissed her, so why shouldn’t they discuss his parents, and furthermore, why shouldn’t she ask about his brother? The rules between them had blurred beyond recognition.

      She pinned him with her gaze, wordlessly informing him that she would not be swayed from her question.

      “Six years ago,” he said.

      “That couldn’t be the only thing. That one event ruined your whole relationship with your brother?”

      He glanced toward the water. “It wasn’t just that. It was a lot of things, but that was the moment I knew, especially without my mother and father to keep us together, that we weren’t a family anymore.”

      The tone of his voice was so desolate and broken that her throat swelled with emotion, and she wanted to reach out and touch him. He sounded so alone, and she couldn’t imagine how much that would hurt. She would never be alone. She wasn’t even brought into this world alone. Nic would always have Odette and all her sisters who helped care for her: Willa, Luna, Josie, Jeannie, Bernie and Anne. She didn’t have just one mother; she had eight between them all. She couldn’t remember a single moment when there hadn’t been someone to help her, to comfort her, to hold her when she needed to feel loved.

      But he didn’t have those things. Her heart ached for him. Irrationally, she wanted to be that person. To love this wounded man, to give him what he was so starved of.

      She sucked in a breath. What was she thinking? She needed a husband, not to lose her heart to a wounded rogue like him. He was leaving—he told her himself that he should never have been invited here, and yet she already felt like she was losing her heart to him, little by little, like sand in an hourglass.

      “I’m sorry,” she said.

      “It’s quite all right. It was a long time ago. I’m over it now.”

      Lies. How often did he lie to himself, to her, to his brother?

      “Did you tell him how it made you feel?”

      His eyes narrowed slightly, and his attention returned to her. “Course not. I’m a man. We punch each other, shoot at each other, stab each other, but we do not speak about our feelings.”

      “Like women?” she asked and raised a brow. “No wonder nothing gets done properly between men.”

      His lips twisted into a wry smile. “You just might be right. Women could probably fix the world. Feed all the children and never have another war.”

      “All the world leaders would talk about it over tea and biscuits or a nice dinner with a good wine,” she said. “I concur with your assessment. Women could fix the world if we were allowed to.”

      “Which is probably why they won’t let you. Men in power don’t want it fixed. They like the status quo. The disruption helps line their bank accounts with money.”

      “Is that true?”

      “I think so,” Theo said. “There’s profit in war, pain, and destruction. There is even profit in poverty.” He cocked his head. “We have the strangest conversations. First there was”—he stopped and glanced around—”last night and then now.”

      “We have honest conversations. Since you’re not husband material, there’s no point trying to fool you into thinking I’m some lovely person you want to spend the rest of your life with,” she said teasingly.

      “I’d much prefer an honest, knife-wielding woman to some simpering debutante who can’t answer even the simplest of questions without blushing. What kind of man do you imagine marrying?” he asked.

      “Certainly none of the men here. I think it was rather foolhardy to invite all nine of us to a party, but if I had to choose someone, it would be a man who makes me laugh and…” Tingle like you do. She could never admit that to him. “I don’t know. Someone I can talk with, perhaps someone who likes to garden like I do.”

      “You like to garden?”

      Nicolette nodded truthfully. “I could spend all day gardening. It’s so very satisfying bringing in a good crop.”

      “Do you think you could marry a farmer?” Theo asked.

      “I know I could marry any man if I loved him,” she said, and her heart began to pound. Something in his features shifted, but she could not read the emotion. She didn’t know him well enough to guess what he might be thinking. Was he made uncomfortable by her admission?

      She had a suspicion that he saw right through her careful words and straight to her heart. Directly to the growing infatuation inside her.

      If she wasn’t careful, she might ruin this little friendship, and then what would she do for the next two weeks? She wasn’t permitted to go home. They had all agreed to be the guests of honor for the duchess, and they were supposed to be considering these gentlemen as potential husbands. But when Nic regarded the other gentlemen, she felt nothing close to what she felt when she looked at Theo—Mr. Denham. She should not be comfortable using his name, even in her mind.

      Theodore.

      He didn’t look like a Theodore but definitely a Theo.

      Theo was short and playful, a bit mischievous or perhaps she just thought those things because that was how he was. Not literally short by any means. Nic would guess him to be taller than average, though not as tall as Weirick and Lord Andrews.

      The closer she got to him, the more vulnerable she became to his infectious charm. Nic took a deep breath and tried to gather her restraint as if she could wrap it around her like a cloak and therefore be shielded from his penetrating gaze.

      “What kind of woman would you marry?” she asked. Her question was not born out of curiosity but to deflect his focus away from her, so she could breathe and bury the seeds of her infatuation deep. Like onion bulbs, though they might sprout next spring and then she’d have to deal with them then. He wouldn’t be here then, he’d said. He was leaving.

      He glanced upward at the sky, and she wondered if he was saying a prayer.

      Heaven help me from this disaster of a girl.

      “I’d never given it much thought,” he answered. “I don’t have to marry, and I’m not sure I’d serve a wife to any degree of satisfaction. No, let me correct that. I could satisfy my wife, but that doesn’t mean she’d be happy with me. Not in the long-term.”

      She knew what he meant by his use of the word satisfy. That single word broke through her shield and settled inside her with the vibration of a call. He could certainly satisfy things in her, things she knew she hadn’t even felt before, but he knew them. He was very likely an expert in them. When her wits again returned, she turned her face toward the sea, letting the cool sea air bathe her cheeks.

      “Forgive me, that wasn’t appropriate at all,” he said to her profile.

      “I know it wasn’t. I don’t expect anything less from you.” From the corner of her eye, she saw him smile.

      “You should keep your expectations low and be pleasantly surprised when I behave myself.”

      Her gaze cut to him. “I don’t like how you talk about yourself. I’ve never heard anyone be so disparaging toward themselves.”

      He shrugged. “It’s who I am.”

      “It’s who you want to present to me,” she said.

      His expression grew stony. “I could use a walk. How about you?”

      Nic shook her head and then bit her lip. She knew what she should do, and that was stay away from him. Nic could feel herself sinking into the quicksand of her emotions.

      “Will you fetch me some tea?” she asked.

      “Of course.” He scraped his chair back as he stood and walked to the tea trolley.

      Nic made a quick escape, nearly knocking down her chair as she slipped from the table and down the steps to the next tier. There was a bench there just beneath the wall where she could sit, and he wouldn’t be able to see her from the level above. Nic didn’t think he would come looking for her, sensing she had a desire to escape him. Was it rude? Yes, but he wouldn’t mind. He wouldn’t take offense, and he certainly wouldn’t understand, but he also wouldn’t try to mend any of those things and seek her out. Though she did not yet know him, she thought he might excuse her lapse in manners quite easily.

      But would he wonder why?

      She ought to distance herself now, or he might see the truth. How embarrassing would it be to have to tell him.

      “I’m falling for you, therefore I can no longer speak to you because I know that you are bruised and battered, running away from your troubles, and you won’t take me with you.”

      Nic could just imagine having such a conversation and blushing to the roots of her hair. She was a fool, but she had no desire to look foolish in front of him. Whatever he thought, whatever he might feel, it didn’t matter. It should not matter, she scolded herself. Things would be awkward now, and that would be good. Nic was saving herself further harm and hurt this way. The worldly man that he was, he would move on and not give her second thought.
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      Theo turned and stared at the empty chair. “What the devil?” he muttered to himself.

      She’d given him the slip.

      He smiled crookedly.

      The wily minx.

      He must’ve said something wrong. He always said something wrong, but which wrong thing had he said to make her run away? He reviewed the conversation and all of it was dastardly, according to common etiquette, but she hadn’t minded before. She hadn’t seemed to mind. Why was she running now?

      Because she was smart, that was why, his conscience warned him.

      He wished he could shrug it off, but an uncomfortable visceral emotion twisted in his gut like a dagger. Hell, it shouldn’t bother him, but it did. This was perhaps the first time he’d spoken honestly to a woman.

      Theo set the cup of tea down where she had been sitting, and he strode into the house. He had more pressing things to be concerned with than the rejection of a penniless girl. Theo ought to check on his brother, but in his present mood that was unwise, so he went to the billiard room and poured himself a drink, staring at the stretch of green velvet with a scowl.

      “So angry. What has the billiard table done to you?” The duke stood from his chair in a shadowed corner of the room.

      Theo schooled his features into a practiced mask of indifferent amusement. “Forgive me, I had a moment of bothersome emotion. It passed quickly.”

      “Damn emotions. A blight on humanity. ‘Tis good that womankind is so adept. We’d be lost without their navigation of these treacherous waters.”

      Theo smirked. “Marriage agrees with you?”

      “Like a fine brandy.” The duke stood and stretched his arms up over his head. He was a beast of a man. He’d left England for five years, traveling as a prize fighter after surviving being set on fire, and then returned to claim his title and marry a fetching woman by the name of Miss Violet Everlsy. One could say he’d earned his happiness.

      But Theo wanted to know more. What did he do while he was gone? Did he miss England? Did he feel like a stranger to everything he’d once known?

      Theo cleared his throat. He’d known the duke for some years, but it was his younger brother, Lord Roderick Andrews, who Theo was most familiar with. They’d prowled the debauched sections of London together a night or two, or five. Most he couldn’t remember. Weirick had been the heir, less of a wild card than Roderick. Having an oil lamp thrown at his back had cut his bachelorhood short and nearly killed him.

      “Did it feel strange to come home after being gone for so long?”

      Weirick rubbed his jaw. “Truthfully? Yes. I wasn’t the same person who left. I wasn’t sure who I was when I set foot back on English shores. Violet had to reintroduce me to my former self.”

      “She helped?”

      “She did. She knew me before the scars, and somehow she still saw the man inside me when I thought he was dead.”

      Theo nodded, but he didn’t understand.

      “There isn’t anything abroad that one can’t find right here.”

      Theo stilled. “Right here…in Selbourne?” Was Weirick playing matchmaker? Did he have a bet going with Roderick? That did sound like something they would do. If only they knew how ill-suited Theo was to be a husband. They ought to throw him out on his arse.

      Weirick placed a heavy hand on his shoulder, and Theo looked down at it. Were his knuckles bruised? Who has Weirick been fighting?

      “I mean here.”

      Weirick pointed to Theo’s chest, where his heart thudded like a drum to the tune of a death march.

      “And here.”

      Weirick pointed to Theo’s temple.

      “I know there isn’t a whole lot of thinking going on up there, but there are answers if you look for them.”

      “Ha!” Theo laughed dryly. “Thank you for the sage advice.”

      “Thank Violet. She’s given me a whole new perspective on life.”

      Theo nodded again, resisting the urge to smirk. Clearly Weirick was enjoying his newlywed status and regular relations with his beautiful wife. He wished them many years of happiness and joy, but for Theo, his future—his immediate future—was more dire.

      “Did you enjoy any of the time away?”

      “Of course! What else was I supposed to do. I learned about myself, and I saw the world in an entirely new way. I was ready to leave again shortly after returning.”

      “You were? What changed your mind?”

      Weirick grinned. “I fell in love.”

      Theo’s stomach dropped to his feet. His neck prickled. Was he sweating? He felt sweaty. “Love?” He nearly choked on the word.

      “Four months ago, I had every intention to leave. Remember? That house party was meant to find a wife for Roderick, not me. But…fate intervened, or rather, Violet is doggedly determined. Things don’t always happen the way we think they will, no matter how we plan. We don’t have control of our tomorrow.”

      Theo swallowed. “I forgot I need to speak with my brother about something. If you will excuse me…”

      Weirick nodded. “I’ve said enough, I think.”

      “Thank you for the advice.” Theo left the billiard room, his limbs shaky as he climbed the back stairs, his mind a whirlpool of thoughts and feelings he couldn’t comprehend. At the center of it all stood Nicolette, and he couldn’t figure out why. She didn’t want him, and he didn’t deserve her. There was no future for them. He had no other choice but to leave England or face Judge Blackwood and persecution. Unless… Unless Kirby lived. Unless… He just didn’t know what else there could be.

      “We don’t have control of our tomorrow.”
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      Nicolette ought to be at sleep. She should be exhausted, and yet she tossed and turned, her skin prickly, and her nerve endings stretched taut. She couldn’t find a good position. She threw the covers back in frustration, hot and agitated, but when that wasn’t enough, she doused her fire with the pitcher of water next to her wash basin. Nic might regret it later, but still, her room was stuffy, the walls pressing in on her. She went to the window, a lovely arched frame with a wide bench seat padded with pillows and a thick feather cushion. Nic unlatched it and pushed the halves open. Cool salty mist bathed her cheeks, and she exhaled in relief.

      “Yes,” she murmured. “This is just what I needed.”

      There was something calming about the sea, the quiet roar of the waves soothing as they rolled in and out, like the earth was breathing, ever calm, controlled.

      But that wasn’t really true, was it? Nic tucked her feet under her nightgown and stared out into the crystal strewn night. The ocean wasn’t always calm. During storms it raged, the waves thrashing violently against the shore. Perhaps the sea was just as volatile as herself, and at times just as confused and…angry. Yes, that was it. The fever that plagued her tonight was anger.

      Nic was mad at herself for being a coward. She had the attention of a handsome young man, and what had she done? She’d run away. He frightened her. He made her feel things she couldn’t fully understand or control. It was as if she didn’t know herself, and yet he saw something in her, some mystery, and she didn’t even know what it was. How absurd was that? He treated her like she was special, but she wasn’t, she was just a poor girl from the wilds of Northumberland.

      Why did he have any interest at all, her head wondered, but her heart said something different.

      And for once she didn’t want to listen.

      Nic couldn’t let herself fall for a rogue like him, and yet he churned in her thoughts, making butter of her emotions. What was she going to do?

      Normally she would speak with Odette, but Odette had spent all evening talking with Mr. Seyburn about some treasure quest. Nic was practically invisible to her.

      She felt rather alone for the first time in her life, and homesick, Nic realized, even though her home was only on the other side of the castle and down the hill. She felt far away, in a foreign land. Is this how she would feel when she married and eventually moved away? Homesick? Out of place?

      Would she miss the tumbledown charm of her home, the faded paper on the wall, the water stains on the ceiling, the shutters that rattled violently during even the lightest breeze and kept her awake at night? Life before had an easy rhythm she could follow, a consistent pace of her life, but this party had turned everything out of tune.

      It seemed strange to think that any of these fancy gentlemen could look at her with anything but curiosity, and yet Mr. Denham looked at her with something… Something she was not worldly enough to identify that made her heart skip in a new exotic rhythm. Her cheeks burned like twin suns, but she was a fool to let that look make her feel anything.

      She and her sisters had once dreamed of love, talked of it like it was something real that they would someday find. That simply wasn’t true, she reminded herself. So what did she expect to feel? She’d left him earlier today because he made her feel things she was too afraid to identify. Nic closed her eyes, but the word hung in the air like a ghost around her. Desire or lust was something she shouldn’t let herself experience for man who was not her husband, would never be her husband, But it was too late. Those emotions were already there, an ember brought to life and he’d provided the kindling. She turned her face into the breeze and let it quiet the fire inside her, dull the edge of this new emotion. She’d tried to put distance between them but failed. Would she fail again?

      Tomorrow was a new day.

      She’d simply have to—she sucked in a breath and opened her eyes. A soft sound, too gentle to be a cry or scream, too…lovely, was being carried on the wind. She closed her eyes, her heart pounding. She blocked out everything but the sound, and on the breeze she heard it again, slow and haunting. A sorrowful song she’d never heard before. Her throat tightened. There was something so desolate about it. What instrument was that? She’d never heard anything like it. Entrancing as a voice.

      The mermaid story came to mind, and she shook her head. There was no such thing as mermaids, but someone was out there. Someone in pain.

      Nic was moving before she realized her intent, throwing on her cloak. “What am I doing?” she muttered to herself. But she did not stop as she slipped her feet into her boots, not bothering to tie them, and left the safety and security of her room.

      Where had this recklessness come from? She wondered as she bolted down the back stairs and out a side door into the night. She paused outside the kitchen garden, searching beyond the normal sounds of the night. There it was, carried on the wind from… She looked around—the beach?

      Nic retraced her steps from the evening before, coming to the path that led down to the stables. She passed the stables, and it was then she saw him. She could feel it. Who else would come to the bluffs in the dead of night to play an instrument except Mr. Denham?

      She should turn back. Moving forward would be the exact opposite of everything she should do, but there was a visceral pull toward him.

      Why did he play so sadly? What was that instrument? It sang to her nerve endings and called forth all the feelings she wanted to bury.

      What was this magic?

      Nic couldn’t turn her back on him anymore than if he had been lying there injured, crying out for help. This was a cry for something. She’d bet her eye teeth that this was him expressing deeply buried pain.

      This was not the rogue.

      This was not the shiny mask.

      Nic nearly tripped over her own feet as she moved toward him. When she was close enough to call out, she stopped, recognizing the instrument as a violin. He moved the bow slowly over the strings in a tantalizing caress. The sound vibrated through her body, a keening wail of sorrow. Her eyes began to sting as the music moved her in ways she’d never felt before. The cry of the violin slithered into the night until he stopped, and his arms fell to his side, instrument and bow in hand.

      “So now you’ve caught me.”

      The wind carried his words to her. She blinked out of the trance. “‘Tis only fair,” she returned.

      “I thought you might be avoiding me,” he said, and then he turned toward her. “That would be the smart thing to do.”

      “It was rude of me. I should not have abandoned you like that.”

      He wore no cravat. His waistcoat and jacket lay open, and the V of his shirt revealed a glimpse of his chest and a sprinkling of hair.

      Her mouth went dry. She did not want to move. She doubted she could, even if she willed her feet.

      “You shouldn’t be out here. There are dangerous men out here,” he said.

      Nic casually looked around, her heart in her throat. “I don’t see any.”

      He snorted. “I’m supposed to say you’re looking at one, devilish rogue that I am.”

      “Will you accept my apology for deserting you this afternoon?” Nic asked. He used jests to distract her. She could see that now.

      “Think nothing more of it,” he replied. “I’m hardly one to take insult when a woman doesn’t wish to speak to me. You need not run away. Next time just tell me to bugger off. My ego can take it.”

      Nic half smiled. “Do you want me to bugger off?”

      He chuckled. “Of course not. But I don’t know why you would wish to stay.”

      “I can’t sleep,” she said.

      “You find my company so boring, you think I can help?”

      “No, but I think you can distract me.”

      “Distraction is one of my greater talents,” he returned, “but I ought not to distract you. My methods are rather indecent.”

      Her nerve endings came alive as if his words strummed them like a cord. He was being wicked, but she knew better than to believe he could be so careless with her.

      He had kissed her, but what was a kiss? She kissed Jeremy and that had led to nothing but disappointment. Theo’s kiss had led to a world of tormented emotions and confusion. Nic should heed the warning, but she didn’t. She was rooted to where she stood.

      A gust of wind rose up from the ocean, parting her cloak and revealing her plain cotton nightgown. She didn’t move to cover herself. What would he make of that revelation? She might as well be nude. Her cheeks prickled with heat, fighting the cold bluster of the wind for dominance.

      “I’m scandalized,” he said and then he grinned, and Nic couldn’t be bothered to be embarrassed that he’d seen her in her nightgown, that he knew she was not properly dressed.

      She didn’t recognize this bravery in herself. Who was this woman that she became when she was near him.

      “How tantalizing. Is that cotton?”

      His words made the air hum with delicious tension. He strolled toward her and set down his bow and violin at her feet.

      “Have you come here to seduce me, Siren of the Sand?”

      A breathy giggle rose in her throat. Nic swallowed it back down. “I came to hear you play.”

      “Just as I’d come to hear you sing. But there’s a price to hear me play. Are you willing to pay it?”

      She swallowed. “Yes.” Her reply was little more than an exhale between them.

      “I don’t think you are,” he said. “You have to prove it. I’m quite shy about my music. You’ll have to make me believe you really want it.”

      “I’ve never heard a violin by itself. It’s so mysterious and haunting.”

      “Interesting choice of words. I usually only play for an audience of ghosts.”

      “There are no such thing as ghosts,” Nic said. “Didn’t we discuss this last night?”

      “I don’t think you believe there are no such things as ghost.”

      “I have never seen a ghost,” she argued.

      “Is this change in topic intentional, or are you frightened to pay my price?”

      “Of course,” she said. “I don’t even know what it is, but I can guess.”

      They were both silent for a moment.

      “And what is your guess? I’m dying to know. Is it something wicked?”

      Heat spread down her body in a wash of guilty pleasure.

      “Can you even say it?” he taunted.

      “You want another kiss,” she said.

      He cocked his head to the side, his eyes narrowing slightly. “I want a better kiss.”

      A better kiss? Did he think poorly of the first one? Because it had moved her in ways Nic never thought a kiss could, and she wasn’t sure a repeat performance wouldn’t addle her brain permanently.

      “I will concede to a kiss and nothing else. Your playing can’t be that good.”

      “It was enough to draw you from the castle.”

      “It wasn’t as if I was sleeping,” she said. “I was simply bored, and my room was too warm.”

      “I’ll agree that my playing is not as divine as your voice, but I don’t believe for one moment it was boredom that brought you from your room and not wanton curiosity.”

      She sucked in her breath. “Wanton? How dare you. Don’t be absurd.”

      “Why not? We need absurdities in our lives or we become dull.”

      “I don’t need to hear you play,” she said.

      “And yet here you stand. You came all the way down to the bluff just do it.”

      “Is that not price enough?”

      “Not for me and I didn’t invite you down here. You were spying.”

      She rolled her eyes. “The bluff is not very secretive.”

      “What do you know of secrets?” he asked. “What’s the most scandalous secret you’ve ever kept?”

      “The entire events of last night,” she admitted. “I’ve never done anything like that.”

      “That’s good, otherwise you’d be a fool and an easy mark for men like me.”

      “What do you mean men like you?”

      “Men like me who might take advantage of a woman like you.”

      “But you didn’t,” she said, a little breathless.

      “No, I’m getting on in my years, and I was tired last night, but tonight I just might change my mind.”

      Nic didn’t believe him for one second. He was not the monster he pretended to be, or he wouldn’t be here as one of the prospective husbands. Why did he want to pretend to be something he wasn’t?

      Why did he want to play the villain so badly?

      Both Luna and Georgie would say it was because he was hurting. He was defending a part of himself. Was it all because of his brother? Did she truly wish to know? The closer she got to him, the more she knew of him, the more her foolish heart would succumb to his charm.

      Why couldn’t she leave? What spell had he cast over her that made her want to stay, made her so curious about this elusive man?

      “I’ll pay your price,” she said. She saw a flash of amazement cross his features.

      He shook his head at her. “You think you’re safe with me? That I won’t hurt you? The truth is I hurt everyone I know, intentionally or not. Go, my siren.”

      “I don’t want to go,” she said. “I want to hear you play.”

      “You want to bargain with the devil, is that it?” he asked. “You crave excitement and mischief. I am all those things and so much worse. Go, Nicolette.”

      He picked up his violin and turned away, and Nic stood there, feeling rather rejected and miffed. He’d pestered her until she sang for him, and now she would do the same.

      She ground her teeth together. “I said I’d pay your price,” she called after him. “Kiss me.”

      His shoulders bunched together, but he did not turn around. “Go to bed, little siren.”

      Little she was not. She was no child, and she would not be treated like one.

      A hum of agitation built in her throat and turned into a throaty vibrato that squeaked past her restraint, and before she knew it, she was singing a siren’s song.

      He paused in his stride, giving her his profile as if he used the one ear to listen.

      Her heart drummed as he turned, and he set his violin to his chin. The strains of his instrument filled the air, accompanying her voice. An invisible arm came around her and drew her forward as if this whole event was orchestrated by fate. She sang, he played. They moved closer together until only the music stood between them, and her voice rose into the heavens and came crashing down as she drew in a full breath. He dropped his violin to his side and onto the ground, and then he pulled her into his arms, and his mouth crashed down on hers. In her heart, she was still singing, wild and free, the sound of their music living on inside her.

      Her head grew light, her lungs tight with the need to breathe. She finally had the chance when his lips slid to her neck, painting her feverish skin with his tongue and lips, setting fires in the dormant rooms of her heart. Was this his price? She’d pay anything for this.

      This was the music of her heart. Her skin, her muscles, and her nerves begged to be touched, caressed, and worshiped by his hands. In the echoes of her mind, she knew she ought to feel frightened. She was committing the most grievous of sins of her sex. She was experiencing pleasure, not at the hands of her husband, but from a man who’d made her no promises, and yet she didn’t care. If this was sin, she was now in love with sin. She wanted to eat, sleep, and drink in sin with this man. The promise in his hold and the firm cage of his arm might be a lie, but for this moment, Nic wanted to believe he meant to protect her, to cherish her. How could that be a lie? Could her body lie so thoroughly to itself or was this real? Was this something neither of them could control?

      Nic didn’t want to be in control anymore. She’d given her life over to her family. She’d been a good, dutiful daughter. Right now, all she wanted was to feed this passion inside her. He gave her the same joy as singing. Made her feel like she could leap from the bluff and fly. The farther his lips moved down her neck, the harder it became to think. He swept her into his arms, and then he lowered her to the ground, parting her cloak and bringing his body down on top of hers with only her cotton nightgown to buffer his weight. Nic gasped with delight and her wits scattered. The only sound she could recognize was the pounding of her own heart as he swept her away on a sea of desire. His hands were everywhere at once, his lips and tongue artful explorers on the delicate skin covering the valley of her breasts.

      He whispered things to her skin, words like entrancing, mesmerizing, soft and silky. He stretched the fabric tight over her breasts. He bent his head to the shadowed peak of her nipple. The heat of his tongue burned through the fabric.

      “Say my name,” he said. “I want to hear you say it.”

      “Theo,” she cried breathlessly.

      He drew her nipple into his mouth, and she felt the tug low in her womb. Her body cradled his. Between them, she could feel his arousal pressed against the cleft of her body, and her hips rose up to greet the hardness on their own primal urge. She hadn’t known she could feel like this. She was meeting an entirely new side of herself. The Nic who cried out a man’s name and carried a knife, the Nic who sang on the bluffs in her nightgown. Is this who she’d been all along? Is this what bound them together, why she found herself willing because she recognized something of herself in him?

      He pressed his face in between her breasts, his warm breath panting against her skin, whispering words she couldn’t understand but felt down to her marrow. His hand moved in between them to the apex of her thighs. She protested at first—he’d taken away the delicious friction of his arousal. His fingers moved against her, probing the vault of her womanhood through her nightgown. Friction so deliciously fraught and exciting that she whimpered and parted her legs in welcome. She shuddered as wave after wave of pleasure gripped her.

      Theo’s fingers moved faster, his breathing harsh, but he took nothing for himself. He did not move his hips, he did not lift her skirts and expose her flesh to him. When he touched her so perfectly, she wanted to stay like this forever. She was rising, flying toward the sun, crying out his name.

      “Theo…Theo.”

      And then she eclipsed the sun, and her body fractured in ecstasy, and she floated back down to earth. The slide of his fingers slowed, soothing her sensitive nerve endings, and she could feel the dampness between her legs. He came up to his haunches beside her and wrapped her cloak over.

      “You were built for pleasure,” he said, “and I’m a saint for not robbing you of your innocence.” He looked down at his tented breeches.

      Nic was rapidly curious about the weight and feel of that turgid organ. She felt robbed, not of her innocence but of something she had never known she was craving. Not the action itself. There was something about this man that made her this way.

      “Next time I ask you to go back, go back.”

      “Why would I do that when the alternative is so…” She bit her tongue.

      He scowled. “You’re dancing with the devil, you know.”

      “Perhaps he’s not as bad as he seems. Perhaps he’s no devil at all.”

      “And just a man with a lonely heart?” He scoffed and came to his feet and offered her a hand up.

      Nic shivered as she tied her cloak around her, her flushed skin cooling rapidly in the ocean air.

      “I will not apologize,” he said.

      “Good.”

      Her body still sang, not a grand aria like before but a quiet lullaby. Her blood bubbled like champagne and thick like honey. She blinked slowly, counting the seconds before he said something that would likely ruin the pleasantness of the moment. She could not find a trace of regret inside herself. If anything, she wanted more. She wanted him to hold her, to stretch out this night as long as possible, but he was clearly waging some war inside himself.

      He ran a hand through his hair in an agitated fashion and started to pace a square into the ground.

      “Christ, it’s like I slip into a trance whenever I’m around you, and I can’t help myself. I’m sorry, Nicolette, but I just can’t do this. I’m trying to be a better man. I’ve… I’ve done so much wrong in my life that I can’t make right, but I have to try. Do you know what I mean?” He didn’t wait for her to answer before continuing. “I’m at the end of my tether here. I’ve got no more chances left. You could at least help me by not being so”—he spread his arms—”so damn beautiful.”

      She shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her. “Do you think this is funny? I’m in real trouble. I’m in so much trouble I have to leave England.”

      “Why can’t you face the trouble?”

      “Because,” he said and resumed his pacing, “it is not the kind of trouble one can face. It’s the kind of trouble you can only run from.” He rubbed his neck as he said this.

      “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry I seduced you,” Nic said, a giggle bubbling up inside her. “I won’t let it happen again.” But she certainly hoped it did, she thought, but then her hopes died. He seemed so distraught, yanking on his hair. Was she truly to blame? No, she couldn’t be. It took two partners to dance, and he was the more experienced of the two.

      “You’re verging on hysteria,” she said in annoyance. “You didn’t even take off my nightgown. Stop being such a ninny.”

      He paused and glared at her. “Did you call me a ninny?”

      “Yes, we kissed and… You touched me, and it was all lovely, so stop ruining it.”

      His glare melted away. “I’m sorry. It was lovely, and I bet it was your first.”

      “It was and now I can’t even enjoy it because you’re so upset about it.”

      He strode forward and took hold of her shoulders. “I’m sorry, you should enjoy it. As wrong and sinful as our elders wish to make pleasure seem, it’s not. How can something that feels so wonderful be so bad?” he asked. “Sure, there are risks, but there are no real repercussions for what we did other than the emotional kind. How are you feeling emotionally? No, never mind, a man should never ask a woman that. It’s bound to lead to trouble, and I don’t think men can comprehend the expert emotions of women. We’re not built to, we’re too simple.”

      “That sounds like an excuse,” Nic returned. “But I’m feeling fine anyhow.”

      “Fine? That’s it?”

      “I was feeling glorious until you threw your little fit.”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I suppose I did. I don’t deny it. We had a bit of fun and that was all.” He looked around. “There’s no one here to catch us, but it can’t happen again. I’m trying to turn over a new leaf.”

      “Are your troubles really that bad?”

      “Yes,” he said.

      There was something about the weight in his voice that made her believe him. She didn’t need to ask anymore. He would tell her if he wanted to but she had a feeling he didn’t, and she was reminded of an earlier thought about Theo being sad and having invisible wounds. He wore a mask of a rogue, but underneath there was a man who needed much more than physical pleasure. He needed love.

      Her breath hitched, her throat growing tight. Something swelled inside her, something that felt like purpose. But she was languishing on the sea of satisfaction, and she couldn’t be sure if it was real or if she was lost in the moment.

      “We should stay away from each other,” she said.

      “That worked out so well before, didn’t it? Whatever it is, we seem to be drawn to each other. We may as well just accept that for the remainder of our short time together. I enjoy your company and you enjoy mine.”

      “It would seem,” she muttered.

      “Let us be friends, Nicolette, and as far as what happened here tonight, we have to resist at all cost. No more late-night excursions,” he said. “Will you promise me? I promise I’ll keep to the castle and so will you?”

      “Very well,” she said.

      “Come along.” He took her arm and they walked back to the castle and snuck inside. Nic returned to her bed, her limbs weighted by satiated exhaustion. She still held on to the strange feeling that he needed her and wanted her. Being with him, whether on the bluff overlooking the ocean at midnight or in the castle sipping tea, she was right where she was supposed to be.
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      After escorting her back to the corridor where the sisters were housed, Theo went back to his room and stared at the dying flames in the hearth. He sat at the foot of his bed, his elbows resting on his thighs and his fists under his chin.

      He managed to muck things up again. He’d lain an innocent woman down on a bluff battered by the ocean breeze and took advantage of her enthusiasm.

      Just a month ago, he would’ve applauded himself for his restraint at not having rent her nightgown in two and sunk into her heavenly body. He would have made sure she enjoyed every second of her ruination, and yet he was unsettled by his actions tonight, by his patent lack of control around Nicolette Marsden. Something about her was so intoxicating, it made him unable to think, which in the moment had been a blessing because before she’d arrived on that bluff, his thoughts had been dark indeed. A turbulent river of self-loathing and blame. Regret plagued him like a specter hourly, following his every step, moaning his name, rattling chains up and down the halls of his mind. When Nicolette was near, that terrible voice was silent, and he had peace. He wanted to be a man who could deserve her, who might have a chance to live a good life. But he seemed to ruin anything he touched. What was the matter with him? Why couldn’t he ever do the right thing? He scarcely knew her, but he wanted to do the right thing, so why couldn’t he just do it? Why couldn’t he leave her alone? Why couldn’t he just be a friend, bring her cups of tea, fetch a plate of food, and not end up on top of her? He was beginning to think there was something fundamentally wrong with him.

      Was he evil? Perhaps he should consult the Bible. He never put much stock in things like heaven and hell. He referred to himself as the devil all the time, and just maybe he was right. He was no good for anyone.

      But could he repent with the one woman who needed him? Show her a taste of pleasure? Not just the physical kind. She needed to believe in herself and in her voice. Her world was so small. Perhaps that was what he needed. A purpose. He spent his life mostly looking for ways to entertain himself, to block out unpleasant feelings, but maybe what he needed to do was not focus on himself but someone else. Someone like Nicolette, who deserved far more than some small life, tucked away in the north of England. Her destiny could be greater with a voice like hers. She could change her life, bring prosperity to her family, if only she had the courage to do it.

      The stubborn will.

      Something he had in abundance. He liked to take risks. What if he turned his mind to helping her find a future that didn’t involve pushing out offspring? Her future could be brighter than she ever dreamed. What if he could help her see that? She had the key to her own happiness inside her.

      Before he left England, he would help Nicolette face her fear of singing in front of others. He could show her that her voice was the key to saving her family and herself from a disgustingly ordinary and dull life. No one else would encourage her to do it.

      Invigorated, his soul feeling lighter, Theo undressed and climbed into bed. While he couldn’t touch her in his waking hours, his dreams were another world, one in which he could have whatever he wanted, including Nicolette Marsden.
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      Two hellish days passed. He wasn’t the only one apparently enthralled by a Marsden. Nicolette’s sister, Miss Lunette knew a little too much about he and his brother. She was worming her way into his brother’s heart even though they were both leaving England. Meanwhile, those hypocrites were not pleased with his relationship with Nicolette, but he didn’t care. Nicolette was fast becoming the only thing he could tolerate about England and maybe the only thing he would miss when he left, which he found troubling. While the thought of leaving his home country had never endeared itself, somehow the idea sickened him even more because he was going to leave Nicolette. She was probably going to marry some worthless dolt who could never make her happy, never appreciate her inner and outer beauty. He had to convince her before he left that she deserved more than that.

      While the two days had been rather strained between he and his brother, every moment with Nicolette was a balm to his soul. Today he was following her down to Marsden House where she intended to do a bit of weeding.

      “We’re not supposed to be doing this, you know, but if I don’t, the weeds will take over by the time I come back, and we’ll have no vegetables for the winter.”

      Theo wondered if she and her sisters had ever been hungry before. He pictured Nicolette as a skinny little girl, her stomach rumbling while her wealthy neighbors feasted. The thought appalled him.

      He’d never been this close to someone who struggled, who worked this hard for their keep. It made everything he ever complained about seem foolish. He’d once thrown a whole loaf of bread at his brother over something insignificant, and here was a woman who had had to make her own. He had no idea how to make his own food.

      He looked at her in a new light. She was so much more proficient at life than he was. She could make a loaf of bread, a good loaf of bread. He could toss a shilling into a courtesan’s cleavage from twenty paces. He was useless.

      As they reached Marsden House, Nicolette yelped and bolted into the little gated garden out front. She shooed a goat from some unknown plant Theo couldn’t identify. The goat baaa’d back at her in agitation and stood his ground.

      The two little horns on his head gave Theo some pause. “Careful, Nicolette, an angry goat can knock you down,” he warned.

      “I’d like to see him try.” Nicolette took off her bonnet and waved it at the stubborn goat. “You’re not supposed to be in here, Bartholomew. I hope this doesn’t mean father left the gate open, and you’re all running amok.”

      Theo looked around. “How many goats do you have?”

      “Twenty,” Nicolette said. “Georgie will be beyond furious if even one of them goes missing or gets hurt because father couldn’t lock up the pen.”

      It sounded like a disaster of Marsden proportion, though he had almost no experience with livestock other than horses. Theo jumped the short white picket gate to help her.

      “Come along, good sir,” he said to the goat. “Where’s his home?”

      The goat turned its strange green eyes with the oddly shaped pupils in his direction, and Theo froze. “What are you looking at, Bartholomew?” he asked.

      “Baa,” Bartholomew returned.

      “I can feel his judgment,” Theo said. “I don’t like him.”

      Nicolette giggled in response. “Pay him no mind. He is a poor judge of character.” She used the strings of her bonnet as a leash to lead poor Bartholomew away from the bush. Bartholomew planted all four hooves and refused to budge.

      “I’ll give him a shove from behind,” Theo said.

      “Careful, he kicks,” Nicolette said as he put his hands on the hind end of the little goat.

      As soon as he did, a hind limb shot out and nailed Theo near the groin. He fell back to his haunches, uttering a silent prayer as his upper thigh throbbed painfully.

      “Are you all right?” Nicolette asked.

      Theo could hear her smothering a giggle. “He nearly unmanned me, the bloody fiend.”

      Bartholomew sidled up next to Nicolette and blinked innocently.

      “As God is my witness, I will eat you,” he said to Bartholomew.

      “Baa,” Bartholomew said.

      Theo came to his feet and glared at the goat, brushing his hoof print from his buckskin breeches.

      “I’ll give you a moment to compose yourself,” Nicolette said. She bit back a smile and turned away, the goat happily following her.

      Theo didn’t need to compose himself. He needed a hearty goat stew for tonight’s dinner, but he bit his tongue and followed them instead. Nicolette led the goat to a pen behind the house, where nineteen of its friends milled about aimlessly, jumping on straw bales and other things. Nicolette ushered Bartholomew through the gate and closed it tightly. “I don’t know how he got out.”

      “Witchcraft, likely,” Theo said. “He’s clearly the spawn of the devil.” Bartholomew baa’d in response.

      “Come, do you need a cold compress?”

      “No,” Theo said.

      “Let’s see what damage he did to my garden. Odette will be very displeased.” Back to the garden they went, and Nicolette listed all the plants that grew: tomatoes, parsnips, onions, potatoes, celery, carrots, and various herbs.

      Theo watched Nicolette gather a basket and gloves. “I’m afraid I don’t have a pair for you.”

      He looked at his own tan gloves. He had plenty more, where she and her sister shared that one pair.

      “Does your mother know we’re here?”

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll go inside and speak to her after I’m done here. You are welcome to join me or you can wait outside.”

      “I’d like to meet your mother.”

      She shrugged and went back to work. “See these little plants? They are terrible. They steal nutrients and space,” she said. She ripped one viciously. “They all have to go.”

      “Merciless eradication, understood,” Theo quipped.

      They both set to work. After about twenty minutes, he stopped to remove his coat, hanging it over the faded white fence. They worked in silence and the most peace Theo had ever enjoyed. Weeding, of all things.

      He reached for a weed and jerked his hand back. He examined the bleeding tip of his finger. Nicolette removed her own gloves and took hold of his hand to look closely at it.

      “I should have warned you, some of those little devils have spines.”

      “It’s all right. I shan’t lose my finger, I think.”

      “For such a little prick, it will bloody sting.”

      Theo gasped. “What course language,” he chuckled. “I’m sure it’s my fault. I’m a terrible influence.”

      “Yes, I’ve been thoroughly corrupted,” she replied. She peered closely at his finger. “Luna should have a look at this.”

      “Luna will try to chop it off—forgive me, I should not be so familiar with your sister. She doesn’t like me at all. Yesterday she tried to warn me to stay away from you,” Theo grumbled. If Luna had her way, she’d be rid of him and keep his brother all to herself.

      “She doesn’t see the good that I see,” Nicolette said.

      “Ah, yes, blinded by my charms as she is.”

      “You are not that charming.”

      “I beg your pardon,” he said with mock severity. “Did you say I’m not charming?”

      “I did. You could use a bit of humility.”

      He grinned and she returned his smile. Somewhere in his chest, his heart did a flip.

      He swallowed, his joy fading. A chill slipped down his spine. He’d almost forgotten. He was no one special. With Nicolette, all else faded away—the tension with his brother, judge Blackwood, Sir Kirby’s possible death. The potential for his own. Coombs could arrive any day with news.

      “All right,” she said, “your face went completely blank and devoid of color just then.”

      He shook himself free of the cold grip. He looked across the field and half expected to see a black-cloaked figure holding a scythe. This time with her was precious and would soon come to an end. He would either put England to his back or face his own demise.

      He refocused on Nicolette. The thought of leaving her behind made his chest tight. When Theo sailed away, he might feel the absence of her smile like a missing limb.

      “You need tea. Come with me.”

      He followed her to the front of Marsden House, and she opened the door.

      “Mother,” she called. A woman of middling age, brown hair finely shot through with silver, stepped into the parlor doorway and smiled. Her gaze moved past Nicolette to Theo, and he swallowed.

      “Who is this, dear?” she asked.

      “This is Mr. Denham. He generously offered help in the garden today. We shall reward him with tea and biscuits,” Nicolette said and led him into the parlor.

      “Welcome, and thank you for your service today,” Mrs. Marsden said.

      Her knowing eyes settled on his face. She must wonder so many things, most of all why a gentleman such as himself would be helping her daughter in the garden. A task far beneath a guest of the castle.

      “Are you enjoying the house party?” she asked.

      “Yes, I’m having a wonderful time.”

      “And what brings you to Marsden House?” She raised a brow.

      He swallowed. She radiated a motherly air, reminding him of his own mother.

      “I am enjoying the company of your daughters very much. You should be very proud.”

      “I am,” she replied. “Do you have siblings?”

      “I do. My brother is the Earl of Densmore,” Theo responded.

      Mrs. Marsden’s smile brightened.

      “Mother, please don’t interrogate him,” Nicolette said. She carried in a tray. “He is my friend.”

      “I did not send you to the castle to make friends.”

      Nicolette grimaced at him. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s quite all right, Nicolette, I’m used to it.” He wanted to bite his tongue because he referred to her name informally.

      Mrs. Marsden raised a brow. “How did you two become friends?”

      Theo ground his teeth and cleared his throat. “We both have an appreciation for music,” he said.

      Nicolette gripped the tray with white knuckles. “Mr. Denham, why don’t you put a biscuit in your mouth?”

      “Your daughter’s singing is quite glorious. She could have a very prestigious musical career if she were to sing professionally.”

      Mrs. Marsden’s brows shot up to her hairline. She turned Nicolette. “My daughter, a professional singer?”

      “She could be famous if she so chose.” Theo was waiting for Nicolette to throw a biscuit at his head.

      She set the tray down on the table between the sofa and the chair where Mrs. Marsden sat. She sat on the sofa beside him with enough room for two people to squeeze in between them and poured the tea, offering him a cup with a glare and stretching over the table to hand a cup to her mother.

      “Pay him no mind. His head has been handled by drink.”

      “How benevolent that you should be friends with him,” Mrs. Marsden said with a wink for Theo.

      Nicolette cleared her throat. “Mother, I found Bartholomew in the garden. Do you know anything about that?”

      “Your father thought he could take care of the weeds.”

      “Well he didn’t. He tried to eat everything else.”

      Her mother shrugged. “He’s trying, my dear. It’s been quite a long time since he’s had to do the work himself.”

      “I know, I just worry. Georgie would have been furious if Bartholomew was hurt in any way.”

      Theo grunted in amusement. He wanted to strangle the goat, but now that his thigh barely hurt, he supposed he could forgive the little beast.

      Nicolette and her mother were in a stare down.

      He lightly coughed into his hand and then grimaced at his dirty tattered gloves.

      “Do forgive me,” he said as he removed them and set them on the floor. “Might I have another biscuit? They are very good.”

      “Lunette made them. They are lemon ginger with hints of lavender.”

      “Yes, I’ve spoken with her about her interest in herbs.” Did they know Miss Lunette liked to sneak about at night? Not likely. But he kept that bit of information to himself. Mrs. Marsden had enough to deal with at present. And apparently so did Mr. Marsden, tending to the family farm alone.

      If his memory served him right, they hadn’t any tenants either.

      “Where is Mr. Marsden at present?”

      “He’s out mending a fence.”

      A strange sensation spread through his chest as Mrs. Marsden spoke to him. What was it about mothers that made him so uncomfortable? He could hardly remember his own. The image of her in his mind seemed to be fading with every year that passed.

      He thought back.

      He’d lost both his parents October twenty-first, eleven years ago.

      How had so much time passed?

      He didn’t feel thirty-two. Yet here he was, and he’d nearly destroyed his life.

      He refocused on Mrs. Marsden, shaken by his thoughts. She studied him in that motherly way, as if she were reading his mind. Nicolette was talking about her twin and Mr. Seyburn, her voice falling into the background as he held Mrs. Marsden’s gaze. Could she see the pain inside him? The hole left by his parents’ death? They were the only two people in the world who didn’t see him as a scapegrace. They’d believed he could always be better, do better when he was ready. As if he’d simply needed to grow up into the man they knew he could be.

      But here he was.

      A potential murderer. A defiler of innocents.

      Nicolette chattered on.

      He stood abruptly. “I’ll go help him. Thank you for the tea and delicious biscuits.”

      He scooped up his gloves.

      “What?” Nicolette asked in confusion.

      “Your father. He may need help. He’s alone out there. I’ll join him.”

      She blinked at him.

      “I’m certain he will appreciate your assistance and strength,” Mrs. Marsden said with a knowing smile.

      She knew she’d thoroughly unraveled him.

      He nodded and left them, stepping out into the sun and breeze with a breath of relief. He went around the back of the house, and there Mr. Marsden was, rolling a hand cart over a lumpy field with distinct effort.

      Alone. A bit of strenuous work was just what Theo needed to quiet his racing thoughts. Time away from Nicolette to figure out just what he was doing here in the first place.
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      Nicolette blinked owlishly at the parlor entryway and the empty space Theo had left.

      “He’s a fine young man. He just needs a bit of direction,” her mother said behind her.

      Nicolette faced her mother and sipped her tea. “What do you mean?”

      “Some men need an anchor or they drift aimlessly, unable to figure out a direction. It leads to trouble.”

      Nic frowned. He was in trouble. She was certain of that. But did she want to be his anchor? Could she?

      She would have to know more about why he was leaving England. Every detail if she were to become more than just his friend. Over the past two days, they’d spent more and more time together. But that second night on the bluff, when he laid her down on her cloak and did delightfully sinful things to her body, had left her in a state of confusion. He hadn’t touched her since then, but he’d spent a lot of time with her, much to the annoyance of Luna and his brother. They were under the impression that he was merely out to seduce her.

      She sat with her mother a little while longer, and thankfully, her mother didn’t say anything more about it. The hour grew late, and it was time to return to the castle. Her father entered and she kissed his cheek and bid him goodbye.

      “Give my thanks to Mr. Denham again.”

      “I will Papa. Did he return to the castle?”

      “He is returning the tools to the barn for me.”

      “You smell terrible.” Her mother pinched her nose. “Go wash up.”

      Her father grinned and waved goodbye. Nic headed out to the barn, finding Theo inside, washing his hands at the pump.

      His waistcoat was now gone, and his shirt collar gaped open as he wiped a rag over his neck and face. Nic didn’t want to disturb him, or so she told herself as she hung in the shadows and watched him pump more water onto the rag. Muscles flexed beneath his fine silk shirt dampened with sweat down the middle of his back to the waist of his breeches. His clothing was smudged with dirt, but he didn’t seem to mind.

      She licked her lips and cleared her throat. “It’s time to go back,” she said.

      He didn’t look back at her. Did he not hear her?

      She strode forward and he turned, his expression brooding.

      She slowed. “Do you want me to leave?”

      He shook his head.

      “If we don’t hurry, we’ll be late.”

      “For what?”

      “I’m not sure what Violet has planned for the afternoon since the sketching excursion was cut short.”

      He stared intently at his hands as he wiped them with the rag. “Go on without me.”

      “I don’t want to.” She moved closer.

      He glanced up, aware of her invading his dark cloud. She stood before him and touched his cheek.

      “What is it?”

      Something bleak flashed in his eyes. “I don’t want to leave.”

      Her throat tightened. “Then don’t.”

      “It’s not that simple. I did something terrible. I…hurt someone.”

      She cradled his face. “Why? Tell me.”

      His eyes searched hers. “It was just a duel over a stupid card game. But it went all wrong and… I shot him. I didn’t mean to do it. I always shoot over my opponents. If he dies…I’ll be tried for murder.”

      She sucked in a breath. “For dueling?”

      “It’s my third.”

      Tears rushed her lashes. So, he had to leave. It wasn’t that he was some aimless rake like her mother thought. She couldn’t anchor him to England. He closed his eyes, desolation transforming his features into a hard, pained mask.

      She couldn’t bear it.

      He didn’t deserve this. Two men chose to duel. By doing so, they accepted the consequences no matter how dire or stupid. Why were men so stupid! She wanted to scream.

      But instead she kissed him, coming to her toes and pressing her mouth to his. It was all she could do to comfort him, this man who’d slipped between her ribs and pierced her heart. He was there now and there he would stay. She knew it deep in her bones. All this turmoil inside her… She was falling in love. She couldn’t stop it. It was already too late.

      He pulled her close, taking over the kiss, thrusting his tongue into her mouth. Nic moaned, loving the urgency of his hands and mouth as he claimed her body. She wanted to belong to him.

      She did belong to him.

      There was no way she could ever forget him. She’d yearn for him for the rest of her life.

      A feverish desperation took hold.

      She pushed him back against the stall wall, angling her head to deepen the kiss, taking fistfuls of his shirt in her hands and yanking it from his breeches. She wanted to feel the hardness of his body with her bare hands. If this was all she would ever have of him, she wanted to know everything, to taste his salty skin, to feel the dips and planes of his muscles.

      She slid her hands up the front of his abdomen, his skin hot and slick. She shivered, squeezing her thighs together to appease the ache there. Her body recalled the earlier pleasure she’d found with him and wanted more. He pulled away, dropping kisses to her neck, brushing her dress collar aside to sear her shoulder and clavicle with kisses.

      “You taste divine,” he said after a slow lick over her pulse.

      She shivered, flashes of heat spreading over her body and consuming her with desire.

      “I want to be close to you,” she whispered, wishing she had the nerve to undress him here in the barn, to lie with him skin to skin as if nothing else mattered but their shared passion.

      “And I want to taste you,” he said. He hugged her to his chest and lifted her, changing their positions. Now she had the stall wall at her back. He dropped to his knees before her, and Nic blinked in confusion. Her fevered skin so cold without the warmth of his body pressed to hers to feed her fire.

      He gathered her skirts, lifting them far above her knees. He took hold of her ankle and set her booted foot on an overturned bucket beside them. He slowly ran his hand up her leg. Her skin pebbled with gooseflesh as his fingers tickled a path from her calf to her inner knee, and up and up, her breathing hitching as he skimmed his palm over her inner thigh and under her skirts to her bare skin above her stocking.

      “Hold your dress,” he instructed. She gathered the bunched fabric, dazed by desire as he regarded her bared womanhood, his thumbs dancing so close to her center that her knees went weak. She felt vulnerable but also throbbed for his touch.

      “So beautiful, like a plump pink rose, damp with morning mist.”

      Nic gripped her skirts with white knuckles as he lightly touched her most private flesh, his fingertips spreading her folds, as he openly admired her. She leaned back against the wall for support, and her head fell back with a soft thud. She closed her eyes.

      He slid his fingers along her cleft, probing her slick folds, teasing the entrance of her body and the sensitive peak with deliberate and gentle caresses. She could feel the warm huff of his breath at her center, and a sigh of need escaped her. She couldn’t think. Her body was not her own. It hummed with pleasure and wanted more, greedy nerve endings begging for stimulation, a lust-induced haze blocking all thought outside of anything but his next touch.

      And then his lips and tongue joined his fingers, probing her heat, parting her petals and searching deep inside.

      He held her apart, one hand between her thighs, the other cupped under her knee. She was exposed to him, a raw nerve, held by his wicked mouth to the wall, her bones melting with scorching pleasure.

      She tossed her head side to side, moans and sighs escaping her lips despite trying to remain still and quiet in the onslaught of his skill and the full unraveling of her senses. No, not unraveling, she was coiling tighter and tighter, her muscles straining, her breathing short and fast. Sweat pricked her brow as she squeezed her eyes closed and focused on the velvety probing of his tongue that was her only salvation. He slid two fingers inside her, and her inner muscles clenched around them.

      She didn’t know her body could do that.

      She cried out, the dueling sensations of his fingers inside her, stroking in and out, and the flicking and swirling of his tongue would be her undoing. White light flashed behind her eyes as her body trembled with a savage release. If this was death, it was sweet, cradling her with dreamy, luxurious peace as she gave in to it.

      But she did not die. Theo cradled her, his arms coming around her. He lowered her skirts and pulled her to his chest, stroking her hair as her sanity returned to her in slow degrees.

      She breathed deep, his scent filling her nose. The musk of a sweaty man. Emotions rocked her.

      A sweaty man she wanted to keep for herself.

      If only she knew how.

      “We have to return to the castle,” he said into her hair.

      She sighed. “I know.”

      Nic wished they could hold hands all the way back, but they couldn’t. She wanted closeness. She needed to keep hold of him somehow.

      They returned in silence, both lost in thought, she imagined. She didn’t know what dire things circled his mind, but Nic was determined to find a way into his heart before the end of this party. She might be drugged with passion, but she wanted to stay with him no matter where he went.
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      Theo saw Nicolette back to the castle, the weight of his emotions so heavy he could hardly breathe. He’d helped Mr. Marsden mend the fence. While they’d worked, Mr. Marsden talked and talked, leaving little for Theo to say in return, which left Theo space to think and study Mr. Marsden. He was an odd man, with bushy eyebrows and a horseshoe of hair encircling his head. He had a sunny disposition that Theo admired, but after a time it grew annoying.

      Did the man think so little to the future of his daughters? He asked Theo not one question about the party, or why Theo was at Marsden House helping him mend a fence. He spoke of his travels, which Theo had always thought were in search of men for his daughters to marry. At least that was what Roderick had always said. But from Mr. Marsden’s lengthy stories, it sounded more like he just liked to find new people to talk to and new places to see. He’d zigzagged across England and back again, relying on the kindness of people for lodging and food. Meanwhile, his meager estate had fallen to ruin, and his daughters had taken up his duties in his absence.

      It gave Theo a whole new appreciation for his own father.

      Thinking of his own father turned into thinking of fatherhood.

      It didn’t seem hard to care for a child—food, shelter, affection. Theo had never imagined being a father. He’d never thought that far ahead. But what if… What if he hadn’t ruined his life? What would he be doing now? Unbidden, his imagination filled his mind with images of Nicolette. If he didn’t have to leave England, he could marry her. He could help Mr. Marsden improve his estate. He could have a purpose. He could have a child of his own.

      But it was too late for all that.

      But if he had a second chance… He would marry her, and he’d get to be the kind of father his own father would be proud of.

      He was only torturing himself, thinking like this. Today in the barn, he’d wanted to give her something, ecstasy, but he was still taking something for himself, even if it resulted in an aching scrotum. He deserved the pain. He’d keep the memory of her for himself long after he’d gone.

      His throat tightened.

      But I don’t want to leave.

      Damn it all. Had he said the words out loud? Had he said it to his brother? He couldn’t remember. They’d been fighting so much that every conversation blurred into another.

      He wanted to be selfish. He wanted to take the risk, stay, have everything he wanted. But it was that kind of thinking that had led him to his present circumstances.

      He fisted his hands in anger and forced himself to take a breath. It wouldn’t do to break anything in his room. Weirick might decide to break him, especially if he knew what he had been up to with Nicolette.

      Nicolette.

      He wanted her so badly.

      He forced himself to dress and leave his room. Walking soothed his temper but he didn’t have the patience to speak to anyone just yet. He moved aimlessly throughout the castle, avoiding any room where the other guests might have gathered.

      He’d somehow found himself in the King’s Hall. He trod quietly across the vast room, the curtains drawn closed over the entry to the Queen’s Drawing Room, and he could hear others on the other side.

      He was drawn to the place where he’d stood with Nic and carved their letters.

      He touched his hand to her N, and his temper rose again.

      The ache to have her turned into a savage, gluttonous need. He squeezed his eyes closed.

      What the devil was he supposed to do? Why did fate have to dangle her before him now? Why not before? If he’d met her just last year, he would be married now. He’d be a different man, he’d be…

      Happy.

      His eyes burned. He blinked away the pain and refocused on her letter.

      Something caught his eye. The wood was thicker here, the spaces between the slats a hair’s breadth wider. He ran his hand along the seam between two boards.

      How had he not noticed this before?

      He shook his head. He’d been distracted, flirting with Nicolette.

      He pressed on the wood, and it gave a little. He followed the seam, finding what surely must be the secret passage door. But how did one open it?

      He should go find Seyburn but… No. He’d do it himself.

      His pride might be the bane of his existence, but he didn’t care at the moment.

      He crouched on the floor, running his hand along the bottom, when his fingers slid into a little notch. He could feel something there, a lock perhaps? He wiggled it and it slid out.

      The whole panel moved, swinging toward him just a hair.

      Theo stood. He really ought to go get Seyburn. This kind of discovery… Well, not really. Weirick probably had known where this was all along. If he were a better man, he’d fetch the others, purely for their excitement, but the passage could be rather treacherous if Seyburn was right, and it hadn’t been used in some time.

      He grimaced. He wanted to go in…badly.

      He glanced around. No one was about. What would Seyburn do? Theo shook his head.

      He’d take a look and then, if it was appropriate for Miss Odette and Nicolette, he’d go and find them.

      He pried the panel open, dust rushing at him as if freed from its prison. This must not have been used for years. No one had been this way for ages.

      Theo peered into the darkness.

      “What the devil?”

      It certainly looked like a tunnel to hell.

      Which made it easy to justify that Theo should enter it alone and see what would meet him at the other end. He surveyed the King’s Hall for a source of light. On a side table stood a candelabra. He nipped a candle and found a box of matches in a drawer.

      Returning to the passage, he stepped inside and lit the candle, closing the panel after him. It wouldn’t do to frighten a poor maid to death.

      The tunnel was lined with stone, built with expert hands. Dust covered everything, the air musty with the smell of decaying stone and cobwebs. He held the candle before him as he walked, sensing the tunnel sloped down but not to an alarming degree. It was cool and quiet, a bit damp, but otherwise not so terrifying. Odette and Seyburn would be sorely disappointed. Nicolette might cling to him from fear. He liked the idea of that. So far there was nothing to tempt a treasure hunter. The tunnel was utterly empty, and the stone gave way to hard-packed dirt. He could feel a breeze, and after a slight elongated curve, slivers of light lit the tunnel. Leaves and small animal bones littered the floor and the air carried a scent of ocean.

      As he drew closer to the end, voices filtered to him. Theo slowed and stealthily moved closer.

      Who could it be? Smugglers? Spies? He smirked to himself, remembering the ridiculous lie his brother had told Luna. He shook his head. They were smitten with each other, and it was all built on a lie. His smile fell away as the voices became clearer and recognizable.

      “I’m going to tell Theo to go without me. The ship you saw that night, it’s waiting for us, but I’m going to make him go alone,” Callen said.

      Theo froze, cold rage making his head light. He inched closer to the tunnel opening. Ivy had grown over it, but he could see them through the shifting leaves.

      “But what about your mission?” Luna asked.

      Ah, so his hypocrite of a brother was still bloody lying to her. The nerve of him to routinely make Theo out to be the blackguard.

      “The mission will be over once Theo leaves,” his brother said.

      Theo snarled, coming to the passage entrance. He could see them, but they couldn’t see him, lost in each other’s gazes as they were the bloody fools. Their whole relationship was built on Callen’s lie. If nothing else, Theo could at least say that Nicolette knew exactly who he was. And she still wanted him. He knew that deep in his bones. She shouldn’t but she did, and here Theo would have to leave her behind, perhaps the only person who truly needed him.

      “What does it mean if you stay?” Luna asked, shooting to her feet with all the drama of a theatre heroine. Theo wanted to snort. Was she going to run into Callen’s arms now? And then they’d fall to the ground and make love. Theo wasn’t going to wait around for that. He stepped out from the tunnel

      “Yes, brother, I’d like to know as well. What does it mean if you stay?”

      Theo stepped out from the curtain of ivy.

      Luna gasped.

      “Where did you come from?” Callen barked. “Were you spying on us?”

      “That is what we do, isn’t it,” Theo sneered. “Spy? Isn’t that the mission? I’m not sure spies can just quit being spies. I’m sure there is quite a bit of paperwork involved, don’t you think, brother?”  Theo laughed and waved a hand at Luna. “I think we would know that if we were actual spies. But you see—”

      “Theo, don’t,” Callen growled.

      “We aren’t spies at all,” Theo continued bitterly. “We don’t work for the foreign office. He’s been lying to you this whole time. He got shot stepping between my dueling opponent and me.”

      His brother glared at him with hatred, and thunder rumbled in the distance. Theo thought he might lunge at him, regardless of his wounded side, but then Callen’s gaze moved to Luna and softened in that lovesick way Theo now understood. He was sure he looked at Nicolette just like that. Pitifully, filled with regret and remorse.

      “Why?” Luna asked.

      “I didn’t know what else to tell you that night,” Callen said.

      Theo folded his arms and bit back a smile. He would relish watching his brother stumble and fail before the woman he adored.

      How does it feel, brother?

      Poor Luna looked devastated. She shook her head and backed away from Callen, her face pale, her lips trembling. Tears pooled in her eyes, spilling down her cheeks.

      Suddenly Theo couldn’t relish any of this moment. He’d never witnessed a heart breaking until now. His stomach turned to stone.

      “It’s because of me. It’s my fault,” Theo said.

      “What do you mean it’s your fault?” she asked him. “What were you doing on the beach?”

      “He’s leaving,” Callen interjected. “If it’s the only good thing you ever do, Theo, you will leave. We were on the beach, meeting with the ship’s captain, arranging for transport to France. We were both going to go, but I’ve changed my mind. I’m not going to waste anymore of my life protecting him.”

      Theo fisted his hands, but they felt numb.

      “What did he do?” she asked, looking between them like they were both mad.

      Theo chuckled. Perhaps they were. That would explain this whole mess, Callen’s and his. Simple hereditary madness.

      “I may or may not have killed a man in a duel, Luna,” Theo said. “You see, not because I’m a cold-blooded killer or that I even wanted to shoot him, but my brother here, in his foolish and ceaseless efforts to reform me, managed to interrupt the exchange. When he leapt in front of me, my pistol went off, and instead of shooting over Sir Kirby, I hit him. Kirby shot my brother.”

      He regarded Callen, and his brother glared back at him.

      “So you’re leaving because of the duel?”

      “It’s his third duel,” Callen said. “If Sir Kirby dies of his wound, which we’re waiting to hear, then Theo will be tried. The judge who will oversee his trial is Sir Kirby’s uncle, and he knows it’s not a first offense. If Sir Kirby dies, they could sentence him for murder.”

      “So gallant, isn’t he,” Theo said, “but I suppose with a face like yours, any man’s loyalty can be swayed.” His certainly would if it meant staying with Nicolette.

      “You will not speak to her like that,” Callen growled.

      “Go to hell, Callen,” Theo returned. “Is it really her that you want, or you just don’t want to leave? I understand you’re sick and tired of me. I am too, but we’re brothers, and we’re in this together. Isn’t that what you said? But now you will send me on my way, and you’ll what, stay here, marry her, start a little family of your own and forget about me? Mother and Father would be so proud.”

      Damn it. Those were the things Theo wanted. And they’d never been so far out of his reach. Bile filled his mouth, and he swallowed.

      “Don’t you dare mention them,” Callen snarled. “You’ve done nothing but use their unconditional love to your advantage. Never once regretting the pain you’ve caused all of us.”

      “So you make me leave?” As if that would solve all his problems. Perhaps it would. Maybe Theo was a curse, first his on his parents, then his brother, and now on Nicolette. He didn’t want to believe it. He could give Nicolette so much, his money, his name…his heart. He could do something good. For her he would do anything.

      “If I have to row you there myself, you’re getting on that boat, Theo.”

      “And what if I want to stay?” Theo returned. “Let’s say I’ve got my own reason for wanting to keep my feet planted firmly here in England. What would you say then? Would you deny me happiness if I had a reason as good as you think yours is for abandoning me?”

      “Where is this coming from? For all I know, you hate me. You never once thanked me for saving you again and again. All you do is complain. This is your chance to live your own life however you want to. Just take it. Why are you punishing me for giving you what you want?”

      His gut clenched as if his brother had landed a punch there. “You never once cared what I wanted, Callen. You just did what Mother and Father asked you to do. You don’t care about me, but it’s clear you’re in love with her, so you’ll toss me over the side like yesterday’s stale whiskey.” Or send him away or leave him behind. Were they ever truly brothers? For a little while, Theo believed they could be. Callen was going to leave with him. But now…Theo had been replaced. How soon before he’d be forgotten?

      “Stop trying to play the victim. You’ve brought this on yourself. Just go do whatever the hell you want, as long as it’s not on English shores.”

      “So, I’m exiled and you’re going to live happily ever after with her? Well, I’ve got news for you. Marry her if you want to. I don’t care, but I’m not leaving. England is my home too. I have my own reasons for wanting to stay. So, if you’re not leaving, neither am I.”

      Callen lunged at Theo. Luna’s scream rang through his ears as he hit the ground and all the air left his lungs. He couldn’t breathe, but Callen’s stone fists pummeled his ribs relentlessly. They rolled side to side. Theo couldn’t tell up from down as a cloud of dust enveloped them, getting in his eyes.

      “Stop it! Stop it right now. You’re killing him!” Luna cried. They rolled again, and Theo took his first full breath. His head clearing, he froze, his arm cocked to nail his brother right in his wound. His heart stopped. Luna grabbed him and shook him. He locked eyes with his brother, but for a split second, it wasn’t Callen at all. He was looking down at himself. Luna shoved him again, and he snapped out of his daze. He lurched to his feet, spitting dust and blood from his mouth.

      Callen lay on the ground, panting, holding his side. Luna knelt beside him, tearing at his clothing to see his wound. Theo’s heart restarted, galloping as an icy fear penetrated his mind. What if he had killed his brother?

      Luna turned a withering glare at him. “Do you feel better? Is this how you imagine mature adults settle disagreements? Dueling with pistols, rolling around on the ground, throwing fists like children—like common dogs?” She shook her head at him, her eyes brimming with tears. “Do you truly wish to stay in this wreck you call a life, hurting people who have cared for you? It seems that’s all you do, Theo. Hurt people. What good have you ever done for anyone?”

      He stumbled back, shame making his legs weak. He turned and ran, unable to face her, the condemnation in her eyes. How many people could a man hurt in his lifetime before he gave up on himself for good? He climbed the dodgy steps out of the ruins, only now recognizing where he was. He’d come through the passage all the way on the other side of the castle. He broke into a run, his ribs bruised from his deserved thrashing. He climbed the terrace steps and entered the castle, everything a blur as he passed through the halls, except for one face.

      He’d run right into Nicolette and Odette.

      “My God. What happened to you?”

      His mouth dried up. What could he possibly say?

      She searched his face before her lips pressed into a line. “Come with me.” She took his hand and dragged him up the stairs.

      “Nic, what are you doing?” Odette whispered as she followed them.

      “Go meet with Mr. Seyburn.”

      “Where are you taking him?”

      Nicolette paused and turned to her sister. Theo’s hand was limp in hers. Suddenly he gripped it. He had nothing else to hold on to, and he didn’t trust his own judgment right now. He’d rather someone else take over his life for him.

      “He needs me. There is a lot going on between him and his brother. Cover for me.”

      Odette’s eyes widened. Her gaze moved to Theo. “Very well.” She turned away, sending looks their way as she descended the stairs.

      Nicolette tugged him down the corridor toward her room. They passed no one else. Theo didn’t know what time of day it was or what event they were possibly missing. He was numb, following her blindly.

      She hauled him into her room and locked the door, shoving him onto the stool before her dressing table. She stood before him with her hands on her hips. He resigned himself to another lecture.

      But then she cupped his cheek and kneeled before him. He was reminded of the way Luna had tenderly cared for his brother. It shook him.

      “What happened?” she asked, her tone so soft and comforting he wanted to curl up in it and go to sleep.

      So much has happened.

      “I…” He swallowed.

      “What good have you ever done for anyone.”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Did you fight with your brother again?”

      He nodded.

      “What did he say?” Her gaze wandered over him. “And why are you so filthy?”

      She wet a towel in the wash basin and began to wipe his face. He closed his eyes and let her tenderness wash over him.

      But he deserved none of it.

      “What good have you ever done for anyone.”

      “Nothing.”

      “What?” She paused in her ministrations.

      He gently pushed her hand away. “I shouldn’t be here.”

      “You shouldn’t be alone. You’re upset.”

      He scoffed. “Don’t coddle me. I’m not a babe.”

      She grabbed his chin and forced him to look at her. They locked eyes.

      “You need coddling. Let someone take care of you for once. I promise you will still be just as manly as before.” She tossed the towel on the table.

      He couldn’t take it. Her words swamped him with uncomfortable emotions. He pulled her into his lap. “You can’t fix me.”

      “I know. There isn’t enough paste in the world for all your cracks. I accept you as you are.”

      Dear God. His throat grew tight and his eyes burned. “Don’t. I’ll only hurt you. I…”

      “Don’t say it.”

      “I have to. Luna is right.”

      “Luna? What did Luna say?”

      He swallowed. “She said, what good have I ever done for anyone? And she’s right. I’m a selfish prick. I use people, I ignore responsibility, I—”

      “Enough. We all do that to some extent.”

      “Just listen to me.”

      She looped her arms around his neck. “All right. Tell me how terrible you are, Theodore Denham.”

      He dropped his head to her shoulder. “I don’t know where to start. I’m exhausted.”

      “Then rest and tell me tomorrow.” She scooted off his lap.

      He reached for her, but she danced out of his grasp and turned down the covers on her bed. “Come. I’ll tuck you in.”

      He stared at the bed. This was a bad idea. Nicolette, a bed, his bruised and battered ego. A good fucking could go a long way to improving his mood. But… It would hurt Nicolette.

      He shook his head. “I should go.” He stood.

      She took his hand and tugged him to the side of the bed, pushing him down and tucking his legs under the covers with an efficiency that his depleted strength couldn’t counter. He was on his back and staring up at her frilly cream canopy. His eyes instantly grew heavy. Maybe he did need to rest. The soft mattress cradled him.

      “Sleep. I’ll wake you when it’s time to dress for dinner. No one will disturb you here.”

      Her voice was already far away. He’d much prefer she lay next to him, but he’d accept whatever he could get. He turned his head to the side, inhaling her scent from her pillow.
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      Nic watched him, her heart aching. Why would Luna say such a terrible thing? So he’d made mistakes. Everyone makes mistakes. He was atoning. She would never be convinced that he was a bad man. He wouldn’t look as he does, battered, broken, if he were. He wouldn’t be hurting this much if he didn’t care.

      She wanted to comfort him, crawl inside the bed, and hold him, but she was afraid. Would he push her away? He was trying so hard to do the right thing. But maybe the right thing wasn’t always the proper thing. Maybe being closer was the right thing. The exact thing she needed.

      She would never know unless she tried. But was she brave enough?

      There was only one way to find out.

      She kicked off her slippers and lifted the corner of the sheet.

      He sighed.

      She put one knee on the bed beside him and waited. He didn’t respond.

      As they say, in for a penny…

      She slid in beside him, sliding her arm across his chest and resting her head on his shoulder. He jerked awake.

      “Nic?”

      “I’m right here.”

      “I am painfully aware of that fact.”

      She sat up with a gasp. “What hurts?”

      He glanced down, and Nic followed his gaze. The coverlet tented over his groin.

      Oh.

      She bit her lip, warmth flooding her body. Her muscles softened against him as if her body had its own agenda.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be sorry. You can’t help how tempting you are.”

      But she could help him. He’d given her so much pleasure, and she’d given him none in return. She peeked at the evidence of his state. Dare she ask? Or should she just take a chance?

      She moved her hand down to his belly and he tensed.

      “Don’t.”

      “I want to.”

      “I want you to as well, but we can’t take the risk. This is already a dangerous mix. Me in your bed, you…anywhere near me.”

      Her hand inched lower. “Let me do something for you.”

      “You already do something for me.”

      She smiled and glided her hand up the ridge of his manhood, the warm and firm organ a shock to her senses. She instinctually curled her hand around him, and he closed his eyes, moaning softly.

      “You’ll be the end of me.”

      “Hush and let me—” Love you, she’d almost said aloud. Dear God, she did. She loved this damaged man. Hidden scars and all. She wanted to leave with him, follow him wherever he might go, make wild love, and build a home wherever their road ended. “Touch you,” she said instead, and her voice almost broke. But she couldn’t tell him these things. He was not ready to hear them.

      Would her love be a burden he couldn’t carry?

      It didn’t matter. Right now, she could carry it on her own.

      She stroked him through the fabric of his trousers, the flexing of his hips and his soft groans guiding her along. She reached for the buttons, but he stopped her.

      “No. It’s too risky.”

      “I thought you liked risk?”

      His eyes snapped with desire. “I do, but I’m not doing anything to risk you.”

      “It’s too late for that.”

      “I’m not doing anything further.”

      She grinned. “Tell me how to please you. The score is uneven.”

      His jaw flexed. He pushed back the coverlet. “Straddle me.”

      Nic climbed over him, lifting her skirts out of the way. He held her hips, adjusting her over the hard ridge of his manhood.

      “God, you’re so warm and soft.”

      Nic resisted a shiver. The friction of his arousal against her core made her want to buck her hips.

      “What do I do?”

      “Move like this.” He rocked her hips against his hardness and a gasped escaped her. “Does it feel good?”

      “Yes,” she said on a sigh. She closed her eyes, and her head fell back.

      She took over the movement, and his hands wandered over her front, cupping her breasts. He squeezed her nipples through her bodice, and her womb throbbed. She bucked her hips faster.

      “God, yes, Nicolette,” he moaned. He sat up, taking her lips, his hands undoing her dress in the back, and he pulled her bodice down, freeing her breasts. He broke the kiss, bending his head to her breast and sucking her nipple into his mouth. Nic cried out, her release coming upon her so swift and ruthless she couldn’t catch her breath.

      He lay back, taking control of her hips. “Sweet, sweet Nicolette,” he said, his voice rough with passion. She cracked her eyes open, watching him watch her. His gaze on her breast, his grip deliciously rough on her hips. He closed his eyes and threw his head back, thrusting against her, moaning and cursing under his breath. He slowed, his breathing ragged as his grip on her hips eased.

      “You’ve killed me,” he said with a lazy smile.

      Nic leaned forward to kiss him. She’d never felt more alive.

      He grew drowsy again, and Nic slipped from his lap and cleaned herself. When she returned to the bed, he was snoring lightly. His face appeared more at ease.

      She took a deep breath, her heart swelling with love.

      She recalled what Luna had said to him, and a fire lit within her. She would not stand for it.

      She checked her appearance and then left her room in search of her sister.

      She went to Luna’s room first. They should all be preparing for dinner right now. She didn’t bother knocking but marched in and found Luna in her bed.

      “How could you say that to him? How could you say that to anyone?” Nic accused. “That’s just cruel. I would never have thought you could stoop to such a thing.”

      Luna frowned and rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I’m talking about Theo—Mr. Denham,” Nic corrected herself. “Who else would I be talking about?”

      Luna shuffled off the bed. “You have to stay away from him. He’s not a good person. He… He…”

      “He is a rogue, a rake, or whatever you want to believe, but I see something more than just a bad reputation. I see someone who needs a bit of kindness and a bit of forgiveness.”

      “He has you fooled.”

      Nic swallowed back her anger just enough to not reveal too much about her intimate relationship with Theo. “Then I’m a fool, but I’m also his friend, which is what he needs right now. Not to be treated like a criminal by his own brother. Lord Densmore has you fooled. What makes him so much better?”

      Luna scoffed. “Do you even hear yourself? Has he told you what he’s done?”

      “Yes, he’s told me about the duel, and why he was fighting it to begin with.”

      “Why he was fighting it to begin with?” She shook her head. “I beg you, Nic. You cannot trust him.”

      Nic scoffed. “And you trust Lord Densmore?”

      “I… I don’t know who I trust because it’s only been six days,” Luna returned. “Do you trust Theo after only six days? What has he done to earn your trust?”

      Nic stilled. “Point taken.” Though she did, didn’t she? She wouldn’t love him if she didn’t trust him.

      “Just please be careful, and I will do the same,” Luna said.

      Nic nodded. “So why did you say those things to him?”

      “He needed to hear them. Whether he goes or he stays in England, he needed to hear it. If my own perception of him is true, which you have no reason to doubt that it isn’t, then he could only learn from his pain, but he hasn’t wanted to. He hasn’t wanted to listen to anyone, and that was clear to me.”

      “There’s a lot of hurt between him and his brother,” Nic said. So much hurt. She didn’t know how to help him, but certainly blaming him wouldn’t help. She had a feeling he needed comfort and a fair dose of forgiveness more.

      “I noticed.” Luna turned away and began to dress. “If they won’t face it head on or even talk about it, it will never be resolved. After today…I don’t think it ever will.”

      Nic strolled closer, picking up Luna’s brush and combing out the tangles in Luna’s hair. This at least she understood how to do. She could argue with her sisters, but then they talked it out. They made solutions.

      “I feel so terrible for him, not having the kind of love we’ve shared with our siblings,” Nic said as she brushed. “It breaks my heart to think how alone he must feel. He’s so wounded and he makes me want to…pick him up and hold him like a bird.”

      Luna half smiled. “Fixing little birds is usually Georgie’s forte.”

      Nic grimaced. “I suppose I don’t have a forte, do I?”

      Luna touched her hand. “You keep our garden thriving.”

      “I don’t have a strength like, you know, like Georgie, like Bernie’s…”

      Luna let out a little half-laugh. “And what exactly is Bernie’s strength? Besides stirring up mischief and either enforcing Anne’s rules or rebelling against them?”

      Nic giggled, a bit of her sadness lifting. “I suppose that’s true.” She resumed brushing and re-pinned Luna’s hair into a coil on her head. Luna stood to change her gown.

      Nic frowned at Luna’s dress hem. “What the devil were you doing, kneeling in the dirt?”

      “I guess he didn’t tell you. They fought, rolling around in the dirt of the ruins—and Callen, Lord Densmore, was shot trying to stop the duel between Theo and Sir Kirby.”

      Nic stilled, biting her cheek. He hadn’t told her that. She lifted her chin. Well, she’d make him see that honesty was required if he wanted to prove anything to her. Not that he’d made any promises. But surely in time he would see…

      “If you’ll excuse me, I have to dress for dinner as well.”

      Nic returned to her room, feeling off kilter after Luna’s revelation. He physically fought with his brother? Why didn’t he tell her that?

      Did it matter?

      Yes. Luna had asked if she trusted him. Did she? She must, she was in love with him.

      Wasn’t she?

      Yes. She wouldn’t question that. Her feelings toward him were unmistakable, but he’d hid things from her, and she didn’t know how to handle that. She wasn’t sure she knew how to handle him.

      He still lay on the bed. His foot twitched as she drew near, and his eyes slowly opened. He focused on her and sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

      “How long have I been asleep?”

      “Not long. It’s time to dress for dinner.”

      He cocked his head. “Something is wrong.”

      “I just spoke with Luna.”

      “Oh.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me you fought with your brother?”

      “I did.”

      “There is a distinct difference between verbal argument and fisticuffs.”

      “Don’t say fisticuffs. It sounds like we’re two drunk old men toughing it outside a tap room.”

      “You may as well be,” Nic muttered.

      He ran a hand through his hair and got out of the bed. “I should go.”

      “You’re not going to explain yourself?”

      “What is there to explain?”

      “Everything!” Nic covered her mouth. She couldn’t shout at him, not when all the rooms around them were filled with her sisters.

      He scrubbed his hands over his face. “What do you want me to say?”

      “The truth. All of it. I want to believe in you. Please help me.”

      That desolate look returned to his eyes. “I don’t know how to be the man you need me to be.”

      “Start with not keeping things from me.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like the fact that your brother was shot trying to stop the duel.”

      He swallowed, shaking his head. “I’m sorry.”

      “For?”

      “Everything.”

      Every thump of Nic’s heart hurt. “Everything?”

      His eyes widened. “God, no. Not you, Nic. I should be sorry, for every kiss, for every touch. But I can’t. Being with you is the only bright spot in my life. To date. Not just these last few days. Knowing you… I wish I could have met you long ago, before I turned into the wreck I am today.”

      It wasn’t an I love you or a declaration… Or was it? Certainly not a proposal. But her heart soared. They were the most glorious words she’d ever heard. Had she ever meant that much to someone? Her sisters didn’t count. One had to love their siblings, or so she thought. She was learning so much from the Denham brothers.

      Take me with you.

      But she couldn’t say it. He was barely keeping himself together; he couldn’t take a wife with him while running from English law.

      She took a deep breath. “Tell me what you need from me.”

      “I just need you to be you. Be here for me as long as this party lasts. After that…”

      “You will leave.”

      “Whether I want to or not.”

      “Is there a slight chance you won’t?” Her hopes rose.

      “I don’t know what will happen. A wise man once told me that we don’t have control of our tomorrow.”

      Nic pouted. “I don’t like that.” She wanted certainty, she wanted to keep Theo, marry, have babies, all the things he’d mocked her for wanting. She wanted them with him. Right here in England. But she’d take it anywhere she could. Her eyes misted.

      He chucked her chin. “Don’t cry.” He kissed her softly. “The party isn’t over. I’m not leaving yet.”

      “But you will.”

      “And you will miss me?”

      She sniffed. “Yes.”

      “Good. I’ll miss you too. For the rest of my days.”

      It should have been sweet, but those words broke her heart in two.
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      Theo had done a lot of thinking, regretting, and drinking after leaving Nicolette. He wasn’t good for her, not in the proper sense. He was destined to hurt her when he left her behind, but he wouldn’t take a single moment with her back.

      He suddenly realized how resolute his own mind sounded when it came to leaving. He supposed that meant he’d come to a decision.

      He would go.

      But how was he going to tell his brother? How was he going to apologize for a lifetime of animosity?

      He wanted to let it all go. Leave with a clean slate and leave nothing behind…but his heart. He’d seen her into the Kirkland Maze with her sisters, Bernie and Odette. But he was waiting for Callen to return from the retiring room, otherwise he’d follow Nicolette into the maze and hope to get her alone.

      Callen stepped out the terrace doors and spotted Theo. They nodded awkwardly toward each other. Sometimes it surprised him how much Callen looked like their father. He had the same calm baritone voice, the same quiet stare. Sometimes, when Callen wasn’t looking, Theo would just study him and remember his father, as if he were watching him through a window to heaven.

      They could hardly stand each other’s company, but when Theo tried to stay away, he just couldn’t do it. He needed the reminder, even if the end result was awkward silence over breakfast or endless bickering. Callen was his only family, and he just couldn’t give him up, not to Luna, not to anyone.

      If he wanted to keep his brother, he’d have to make room for Luna. He understood that now. He didn’t like it. But he understood. His brother was in love, and Theo really believed Luna loved Callen in return. They were sickeningly obvious about it, at least to Theo. He had a slim hope of convincing Callen they could both stay and Theo could prove himself, or he’d beg Callen to leave with him and bring Luna.

      Callen approached.

      “I was hoping I might find a moment to talk to you,” Theo said.

      His brother raised a sardonic brow. “About?”

      “Well, our fight yesterday. It’s not sitting well with me,” Theo admitted. “You’re making all these decisions without me but including her in on them.”

      Callen bristled. “This is just like you to get jealous of not being the center of everything.” Callen nodded for Theo to follow him out of the formal garden and toward the Kirkland stables. Callen sat on the bench, looking weary, but better than he did at the start of the party.

      “How can you be jealous of Luna?” his brother asked. “Aren’t you tired of this? Don’t you want to do something different for a change? You can’t keep living the same life, following the same path that is literally leading you to the hangman.”

      Theo did want that. More than anything now. He had a lot to make up for. He shoved his hands in his pockets. “You keep saying that like you’re so sure he can hang me. Is that what you want to happen?”

      “Damn it, Theo, of course not. That’s why I want you to leave. I want you to go find a better life for yourself. Clearly, England isn’t serving you well. Find yourself a French girl to marry or some Italian soprano in Italy and settle down. Find something that makes you happy, that isn’t gambling or booze or a chorus line of women.”

      Theo ground his teeth. “Those things make me happy. And that’s not what’s killing me right now. It’s the fact you want to be rid of me. You found Luna and that’s great, really, it is. But now you’re just going to toss me aside? Stick me on the boat and wish me well? Out with the old, in with the new?”

      Callen glared at his brother and rested his elbows on his knees. “You know that’s not how it is. This is much bigger than that. I can’t keep doing this with you. I can’t. It nearly killed me. No matter what I try to do to help you, what I say, you’re never going to listen to me. You don’t want to, and I…”

      “You love her,” Theo blurted. He understood. He burned with the same need to stay with Nic. Christ. He loved her and he didn’t want to leave her, but he would as long as he was sure it was the right thing to do.

      “It’s quite obvious to me,” Theo continued, his heart racing. “And you think I’m going to destroy that too. As I’ve destroyed my life. That’s why you want to get rid of me. But I want to stay. I don’t want a new life in some damned foreign country. I want a new life right here. If you can have it, why can’t I?”

      “Because no one’s trying to hang me.”

      “I can fix it,” Theo pleaded.

      “How?” Callen asked with exasperation. “Are you going to fight Judge Blackwood in a duel? Maybe if you kill all three of them, Judge Blackwood, Kirby’s cousin James, then it will all be over. Is that your solution?”

      Theo cursed and turned his back to him. He didn’t know the answer; he was stumbling through all of this. He’d never felt this way before, so scared and hopeless, not since… Not since his mother and father had died. He just wanted one more chance. One good stroke of luck so he could have Nicolette, and in exchange, he’d be a better man. He’d do whatever Nic needed him to do.

      He ran a hand through his hair, took a fistful, and pulled on it before turning back to face Callen.

      “I just want the chance to change,” he confessed. “Take my swords, take my dueling pistols, leave me with the silk fan with which to defend myself, but don’t make me leave, Callen, please. I may act like I hate you, and if I’m being honest, most of the time I do. There are some things that happened between us that I just can’t forget and can’t let them go, but I don’t want to leave. You’re my brother. You’re my only family, and without you, there is no one left to put up with me. If you don’t care about me, no one does.”

      But that wasn’t true anymore. Nicolette cared. She would miss him when he was gone. It was his only glimmer of hope. “I want to stay here and…prove I am good enough to stay. That I can change. That I’m worth loving, damn it. I can do something good.”

      His brother seemed stunned by his confession. “Is that really how you feel?”

      “You don’t believe me after that bloody speech?” Theo asked, his voice breaking.

      “I want to believe you,” Callen said, “but you’ve only showed me all the wrong sides. If you’re turning over a new leaf or whatever you want to call it, it just might be too late. What do you expect me to do? I can’t watch you die. I do care about you, but I also don’t want to give up my own life for you. So what do I do to help you? I thought I was helping by getting you out of England and setting you up with money somewhere else, but you don’t even want to do that? So how can I help you? How can I help you and not give up the one thing that I want?”

      “Luna?” Of course he meant Luna. His mind struggled to stay on task. A darkness seemed to be spreading through him.

      “Yes. Luna.”

      “Marry her and we’ll take her with us,” Theo said. It was his last hope. He had to keep his brother in his life. If he was ever going to be good enough to return to Nic someday, hopefully before she married someone else, he needed Callen. Perhaps he needed Luna too. She was damn insightful and seemed to see through all his practiced charms.

      “What?”

      “She’s not my favorite of the sisters. I don’t like the way she talks to me, mostly because it’s too honest, and she’s right, which is rather annoying. But if it means you’ll still come with me, then I say bring her along with us. We’ll have our own little family. We’ll set up a villa in Spain, grow oranges, and I’ll be the best bloody uncle there ever was.”

      Callen shook his head. “I can’t ask her to leave England, to leave everything she’s ever known behind.”

      Theo knew he was grasping at straws.

      Please, he prayed. When was the last time he prayed?

      “I need you, Callen. So either we go or we stay. If I’m this close to death with your steady influence, I’d hate to see what I’ll be without you. You look like Father. It’s the only thing I can stand about you. It’s the only reason I keep coming back to you when I’ve reached the end of my own good sense. You even sound like him most of the time. And though I’ve never forgiven you for not bringing me home with you when they were ill to say goodbye, just looking at you makes me feel a little closer to him.”

      His brother’s expression changed to something unreadable but powerful. “Really? Because I see so much of him in you and not in myself.”

      Theo swallowed hard and had to glance away. Callen saw their father in him? He didn’t know how to take that. It wasn’t intended as a compliment, and yet something warm and fuzzy filled his chest.

      They were silent for a long moment. Theo took the time to breathe and settle his roiling emotions. He might be sick, or he might need a good strong drink, but either way, something would change today. It had to. He had to.

      “Enough of this,” Callen said. “We’ll figure it out but not today. Today, let’s just enjoy ourselves and let it go.”

      Theo nodded and Callen stood, and they walked back to the party.

      “How is your wound?” Theo asked sheepishly.

      “It’s fine,” Callen replied. “Your punches are soft.”

      Theo snorted. “I pulled them for your sake, on account of you’re so old and feeble. You’re an invalid.” What a relief it was to make a joke. The tightness in his lungs eased a bit.

      “I’m only thirteen months older than you, Theo. You’re just as old as I am. And I could hear your knees pop as you got up, so worry about your own body. I’m fine.”

      They were both chuckling as they reached the others, and Mr. Seyburn approached them, Luna by his side.

      She blushed as her gaze met Callen’s, and Theo was tempted to tease her, but he didn’t think they’d reached that level of civility yet. Maybe in a few months, once he’d earned a bit of forgiveness. He was officially reforming. It felt…odd, as if the world was tilted just slightly, and he was the only one who’d noticed.
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      Scandal. Of course, there would be a scandal. It was just as Nic had thought at the start of the party. She and her sisters were not prepared to mix with the social elite. Lady Kirkland’s garden party had proved just that. It had all started with a simple walk through a Kirkland maze.

      Harmless fun. But then Bernie got separated from them and cornered by one of Lady Kirkland’s guests. He’d tried to kiss her, and Bernie being Bernie had bloodied his nose.

      Some might think that was not so terrible.

      But others would. Marsden scandals were doomed to be of epic proportions. Which brought Nic to this morning, sitting on Anne’s bed with all the sisters except Bernie, who had disappeared from the castle before dawn.

      All her sisters talked at once, sharing what they knew or suspected happened at the party. Anne raised her hand to quiet them with her usual calm command. “All I know is that yesterday something occurred between Bernie and a guest of Lady Kirkland’s.”

      “We know about that,” Nic interjected, sharing a glance with Odette.

      Odette cleared her throat. “We were in the maze, and Bernie was separated from us. We could hear her, but we couldn’t find her. Then we could hear a gentleman speaking with her, and she called out to us. We tried to find our way back to her as swiftly as possible, but Lady Kirkland arrived before us, and Bernie had hit the man. I can only assume he tried to take a liberty. Lady Kirkland would not hear Bernie’s side and took her to Lord Kirkland’s study. She refused to let us stay with her. So we went in search of Violet to get help.”

      Nic chewed her lip. She should have stood up to Lady Kirkland and demanded to stay with her sister.

      “And I was in the house when Roderick left the study with Bernie and Chester to return to the castle,” Anne added. “Lady Kirkland said some unkind things. And now we are here. Father wants Bernie to marry this lad at Lord Kirkland’s insistence.”

      “This is ridiculous,” Georgie fumed. “He attacked her or she wouldn’t have struck him. She can’t marry a man like that!”

      Anne nodded. “We will do everything to protect her. I know Chester and Violet will too.”

      “What about you?” Jeanie asked from the foot of the bed.

      Anne frowned. “I will protect her too.”

      “No.” Jeanie hugged the bedpost. “What of you and Roderick? I’m still trying to believe my own eyes. He embraced you in front of everyone, and you declared you loved him.”

      Nic blinked. What? “When did that happen?” Nic whispered to Odette.

      “Outside the breakfast parlor. You didn’t see?”

      “I couldn’t see or hear a thing over the noise everyone was making.”

      “They declared their intent to marry, which saves us from having to marry anytime soon. I’m going to ask Mr. Seyburn to take me on an expedition.”

      “Are you mad?”

      Odette shrugged. “I want more from life than just to marry. Times are changing.”

      “Why don’t you marry Mr. Seyburn?”

      Odette blushed. “I shouldn’t have to marry just to be able to do things. I’m my own person. I have value beyond my husband’s name. I want to make a name for myself.” Odette put her nose in the air and Nic knew there was no point arguing the matter right now. Odette would do what she wanted to do. If only Nic could be so bold.

      “I do,” Anne said with a blush.

      “Since when?” Georgie asked. “For years, you’ve despised him. What changed?”

      Anne chewed her lip. “I don’t know what to say other than… We both changed.”

      “You saved us, Anne,” Georgie said.

      Nic didn’t feel saved. She still didn’t know what she could do to keep Theo in England. Her heart would not be enough to save him. Somehow, she would have to convince him she could go with him. She would have to do something bold. She was walking down the hall, back to the Queen’s Drawing Room, when Theo pulled her into a secluded alcove.

      “So, what happened during this sister meeting?”

      Nic shrugged. “Nothing much really. Did you know Anne and Roderick are engaged?”

      He frowned. “Yes, they announced it this morning. He’s been acting strange this whole party. You know…” He stroked his chin. “Do you remember when I said this party wasn’t for us but for two people specifically?”

      “Yes, you said it that first night we met on the beach.”

      “I was right. This whole party was so Roderick could woo Anne.”

      Nic blinked. “You think so?”

      “Maybe I could be a spy…”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      Nic shook her head. “This whole morning is giving me a headache.”

      He drew her close and kissed her temple. “What can I do?”

      She rested her cheek on his chest. “Odette says Anne has saved us from having to rush into marriage.” She felt his body tense.

      “Oh? Were you in a rush?”

      “No. But I feel like I need to do something. I’m drifting.” Perhaps it was she that needed to be anchored.

      He pulled back until he could look into her eyes. “What do you want to do?”

      Marry you.

      Instead, she just shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe something wild and a little bit reckless.”

      He grinned, but then it fell away. “I’m a reformed wild and reckless rake. I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

      “Truly?”

      He nodded.

      “There’s nothing you could recommend to make me…bold? Help me find my purpose?”

      His eyes narrowed slightly. “I’d like to show you something.”

      “You would?”

      He took her hand and led her through the narrow servants’ passages to the King’s Hall. From there, he took her to where he’d carved the letters of the names and crouched next to the wall, hooking his fingers underneath and a whole panel swung open like a door.

      Nic’s mouth popped open. “You found it?”

      He smiled smugly.

      “We should tell Odette and Mr. Seyburn.”

      “Not yet, let’s savor the discovery alone first. And leave the more daunting discoveries to Leo.”

      “Who is Leo?” Nic asked as she peeked into the dark tunnel.

      “Seyburn is Leo.”

      “I wonder if Odette knows his name.”

      Theo beckoned her closer, taking her hand, drawing her into the darkness, and closing the panel.

      Her heart pounded, and she couldn’t see anything. Theo held her shoulders, which was the only thing keeping her calm.

      “Your eyes will adjust in a moment,” he whispered close to her ear. He nudged her forward. “The path is smooth stone, and there is light toward the end.”

      Nic took a deep breath and let him guide her forward. Her eyes did adjust, but there wasn’t much to see but the tunnel itself. The stone beneath her feet gave way to soft dirt, and she could smell the ocean. Speckles of light grew brighter, and she could plainly see a curtain of ivy covered the entrance to this end of the tunnel. They stepped into the sun.

      “That’s it?” she asked.

      He scowled. “What do you mean, that’s it? We just traversed the whole length of the castle in a tunnel that may not have been opened for a hundred years.”

      “But…there was nothing in it.”

      “What, like corpses or treasure? I didn’t want to mention it, but we trampled a little rodent graveyard toward the end there.”

      Nic grimaced. “I didn’t want to know that.” She turned and surveyed their location. “It leads to the ruins, how interesting.”

      “You don’t sound that interested.”

      Nic sighed. “No, I suppose I’m not. It’s Odette who’s curious about these things.”

      He rubbed his hands along her back, and Nic wished she could dive into his embrace once more.

      “What does interest you?”

      Nic bit her lip. “Music.”

      “So, pursue music.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Nothing worth it ever is. I’m learning that the hard way.”

      “I’m stuck. I don’t know how to break out of this mold I’ve made for myself. Help me.”

      “Tell me how and I’ll do it.”

      “I don’t know how. You must tell me. How do I be bold?”

      He pressed his lips together into a flat line. “This doesn’t feel right. I can’t just tell you. You have to break yourself free of it. You have to do something that shakes your very core and proves that you can be more, do more. You have to scare yourself but also prove you can survive the fear and overcome it. There is nothing more frightening than that first step.”

      “What do I do?”

      He grinned. “I think you know.”

      She did. She could predict what he was going to say, and her pulse shot off like a bird from its nest.

      “You’re going to tell me to sing, aren’t you?”

      He nodded. “In front of people. Strangers.”

      “Not my family?”

      “No. Too easy. I want you to see your effect on a blank canvas audience. It’s the only way you’ll come to believe in yourself, to push yourself beyond the fear.”

      She shivered, half excited, half afraid. But as long as he held her, she felt like she could do anything.

      “And where do I find these strangers?”

      “You leave that to me. Meet me tonight on the back stairs after you retire. Dress warm and for riding.”

      She took a deep breath. “I thought your wild and reckless days were over.”

      “The night I have planned for you is relatively bland compared to my usual exploits.”
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      Nic met him on the back stairs, dressed in her warmest clothing. He took her hand and led her out to the back of the house as the clock chimed ten. Everyone had retired early, shaken by Bernie’s disappearance. The air was misty as they trod the path down to the stables and slipped inside. Theo saddled two horses and led them out the stable doors while Nic held them open.

      “Won’t they notice the horses are gone?”

      “I left a note. The stable lads are used to my antics,” he said.

      Nic just shook her head.

      “Are you proficient in riding?”

      “I can stay on the horse as long as he’s not moving too quickly,” she said.

      “Don’t worry, it won’t be a very long ride, and it will be across rather level grassland.”

      “Just where are we going?” Nic asked.

      “Eyemouth,” Theo said.

      “Eyemouth! Across the border?”

      “It’s a quaint little fishing village with a large taproom and excellent ale.” He grabbed hold of her waist. “Are you ready?”

      “No, not at all. I don’t think this is a good idea.”

      “You’re scared. That’s to be expected. I promise if you let yourself go, this evening will be fun.”

      Nic sighed. He gave her a little squeeze on her hips, and she could no longer feel the chill in the air.

      “Up you go,” he said. He lifted Nic to her horse, and then he mounted his own.

      “You won’t have to do much. That’s my horse, and he’ll follow me wherever I go,” he assured her as he faced forward and kicked the horse into motion.

      “We have that in common,” Nic said under her breath.

      The ride was relatively fast, and even though her hands and cheeks had grown cold by the time they reached Eyemouth, she was almost enjoying herself. She’d never done anything as wild as this, and if all went well tonight, she’d have a memory to last for a lifetime. If it didn’t, she’d be adding scandal to her family, and that didn’t sit well with her. They reined in before a sizeable bustling inn. The sign read The Seven Sins Inn, painted in red letters.

      “Oh, my,” she whispered.

      Theo helped her dismount, and a groom led the horses away.

      He escorted her to the shadows, away from the brightly lit windows.

      He cupped her cheeks. “Keep the hood of your cloak on. You can’t look like an innocent. In there are all kinds of men, mostly fisherman. They likely won’t care, but just to be safe, we’ve got to give you a little bit of a…disreputable appearance.”

      “How do we do that?”

      He slid her hood back, and he pulled some of her hair out of its secure top knot and draped strands loosely around her face. “Now this,” he said, and he kissed her, sucking her bottom lip into his mouth and raking his teeth across the tender flesh before his tongue slid deep into her mouth.

      Nic melted against him, her wits scattering, her blood turning to warm honey. Abruptly he broke the kiss.

      “Good,” he said, replacing her hood. “Now you look like you’re up to something naughty. Stay on my arm. Don’t make eye contact with anyone unless you intend to speak with them,” he warned.

      She nodded, unable to gather her fragmented thoughts. Theo ushered her into a room filled with the scent of beer, sweat, and mostly men aged by the sea air. A girl weaved through the tables, picking up and dropping off mugs of ale. Nic could smell yeast in the air as if bread had been baking all day.

      Theo guided her to a table by a happy popping fire and took a seat, but he did not let her take the chair across from him. He pulled her onto his lap, and as the barmaid swooped in, he ordered them two cups of ale.

      “I’ve never had ale,” Nic said.

      “Truly?”

      “Only water, lemon water, tea, wine, and once champagne,” she admitted with a slight shrug.

      “You’re in for a treat tonight. The owner of the Seven Sins brews his own. In fact, he brews seven distinct flavors. Pride, Greed, Lust, Envy, Gluttony, Wrath, and Sloth.”

      Nic raised a brow. “And which did you order us?”

      He grinned. “Lust.”

      She shook her head at him, but she couldn’t fight a smile.

      Two frothy cups of liquid were set on the table, and Theo plopped down some coins for the barmaid. Nic hadn’t even thought to bring money. She didn’t have any to bring, but she was a little uncomfortable relying on his largess. He kept one arm slung around her hips as he picked up his mug of ale.

      “Try it,” he said before putting the foamy brew to his lips.

      Nic picked up her mug and took a sip, surprised by the sweet and fresh taste of the ale. “This is good. I like it.”

      “Drink up, you’ll need it for our next trick,” he said.

      Oh, right, the singing. Nic was going to sing for these people. She surveyed the crowd and took two large gulps the ale, filling her tummy swiftly, the drink hitting her blood with warmth. A silly sensation spread through her, and she finished her mug far quicker than she thought she would. Theo ordered them some food. The barmaid brought them a plate of braided loaf and a wedge of cheese with a knife. Nic was suddenly ravenous and eager to occupy herself with something other than the idea of having to sing for these people.

      They paid her little attention. The only music in the room was an old man in the corner who lightly played the bagpipe softer than she’d ever heard. The noise of talking and laughing filled the room with strange music that was quite pleasant. Men relaxed after a long day of work, though given the time, they really ought to be home in bed. But who was she to judge? She was out here too, being wild and reckless, drinking a lusty beer on the lap of a man who made her feel all sorts of things. Lust being one of them.

      It was now or never. Who knew how long this night would last. She’d never see these people again. She soon might never see Theo again. What did she have to lose?

      Him.

      So what did it matter whom she sang to or who heard her? Was she more afraid of that than the end of the party, the end of this…whatever it was she and Theo had? She did not yet have the faith to believe that it could be forever, not if she couldn’t even bring herself to sing for these strange yet kind-faced men.

      She raised her cup. “To my first visit to Eyemouth,” she said.

      “You should say it like this, hey-mooth.”

      She laughed. “Why?”

      “That’s how you say it with the Scottish accent,” he said. “Hey-mooth.”

      “Hey-mooth,” she repeated and then giggled again.

      She set down her beer. “I’m ready.”

      His eyes widened. “You’re ready? Already?”

      “The longer I sit here waiting, the harder it will be.” She popped a bit of bread into her mouth and chewed and swallowed. “I want to be bold. Theo, teach me the ways of your wildness.”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Do you know what you’re going to sing?”

      “I do. I thought about it earlier.”

      “Do you want me to start you off?”

      Now her eyes widened. “You’re going to sing?”

      “I won’t be comparable to you, but I’ll warm the room,” he said. “You never know, they may join in.”

      She took a deep breath. “All right. Warm up the room for me.”

      He grinned and she slid off his lap to the chair he’d occupied, while he stood and set one boot on the opposite chair.

      He lifted his mug to the room. “Come every man give his toast, fill up the glass, I’ll tell you mine. Wine is the mistress I love most: This is my toast—now give me thine.”

      His even baritone filled the room with the cheerful song, and many faces turned to him with grins. The chatter quieted as they listened.

      “Well said, my lad ne’er let it stand, I give my Chloe, nymph divine; may love and wine go hand-in-hand: this is my toast— now give me thine.” Another man sang—or rather—shouted back.

      Nic covered her mouth and her broad smile. The other men were joining in?

      The inn keeper lifted an accordion from below the bar and began to play.

      “Fill up your glasses to the brink. Hebe let no one dare decline; T’was Hebe taught me first to drink; this is my toast—now give me thine.”

      Theo led them in song, and now almost every man sang.

      “Gem’men, I give my wife, d’ye see; May all to make her blest combine, so she be far enough from me; this is my toast—now give me thine. Let constant lovers at the feet of pale-faced wenches sigh and pine; for me, the first kind girl I meet shall be my toast—now give me thine.”

      Theo grinned down at her while the men sang, their voices tinged with their Scottish brogue but not so heavy that she couldn’t hear the words.

      “Spirit, my lads!” the men roared.

      Nic covered her ears and laughed.

      “—and toast away, I have still one with yours to join; that we may have enough to pay: This is my toast—now give me thine!”

      The room erupted in laughter.

      Theo offered his hand and helped Nic to her feet. The room quieted as they took note of this. Theo scooted the chair from the table and bid her to stand on its round seat.

      “Now you’ll have their attention,” he said.

      Indeed, the room quieted as she stood looking over the taproom. Nic took a shaky breath and prayed that her voice would cooperate. Many eyes turned to her, faces she’d never seen before, ruddy cheeks, scruffy beards, and smiles of encouragement.

      Nic knotted her fingers together. “Oh, weep not sweet maid, nor let sorrow oppress thee, thy, innocent bosom should banish all fears—”

      Someone hollered from the back. Nic drew a nervous breath. “Kind heaven will protect, fair virtue caress thee—” The barman began to play along with the accordion. He must know the song.

      Her voice grew stronger. “And angels will pity such beauty in tears. But some cruel tyrants compassion ne’er perish and look without pity on beauty in tears. But some cruel tyrant’s compassion ne’er cherish in all their dark actions ambition appears they suffer the wretched to languish and perish and look without pity on beauty in tears.” The room grew still as every gaze focused on her, and her trembling hands stilled as something rose within her, giving power to her words.

      “How blest is the heart that with charity flowith, and tranquil the bosom which virtue reveres. How sweet is the balm which kind pity bestoweth. To soften the sorrow of beauty in tears. But some cruel tyrants compassion ne’er cherish. In all their dark actions ambitions appears, they suffer the wretched to languish and perish, and look without pity on beauty in tears.”

      The room erupted with applause, and Nic saw one man wipe his eyes. She smiled, and the applause grew louder. Theo handed her down and moved the chair back to its place. Nic sat and the barmaid brought more ale to the table.

      The applause died down, their adoration fleeting as they returned to their own drinks, but Nic buzzed with an energy she couldn’t name as she wrapped her fingers around the cool mug.

      “I can’t believe I did that.”

      “But you did it,” Theo said. “Believe it. How does it feel?”

      “It feels wonderful, amazing, it feels…like I could fly.”

      “That is generally how wildness feels,” he toasted her and took a sip of his ale.

      “What do we do now?” Nic asked.

      “We enjoy ourselves before the cold ride back and let the ale fortify our blood so that we may not shiver,” he said.

      Nic did just that. They drank and they talked and filled their tummies with bread and cheese until Nic couldn’t eat or drink anymore. The room tilted with cheerful dismay as she tried to stand. Theo took her arm and pulled her close.

      “Perhaps that third cup wasn’t a good idea. Are you able to ride?”

      She nodded and grinned at him. “I feel like I could do anything right now.”

      He gathered her close. “The night is young, but I should get you home or rather back to the castle.”

      She nodded. It was time. She knew they ought to go even though she didn’t want to. She wanted to stay here with him, to make this night last. Theo headed to the bar and paid the bill. Nic collected her cloak, Theo helping to drape it over her shoulders. They went to the door and Theo pushed it open.

      They both froze.

      Lightning flashed, illuminating every drop of rain that fell. The courtyard had turned to a great big mud puddle.
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      How are we going to ride in this?” Nic asked.

      “I can’t in good conscience have you ride through pouring rain and a thunderstorm.” Theo closed the door as the wind whipped raindrops into their faces.

      “What do we do?”

      They both looked around the room. This wasn’t a taproom that would stay open all night. Half the occupants had already gone home, and others were gathering their coats now. He couldn’t keep her here in the taproom. They had to go somewhere. Theo checked his pocket watch, and it was nearly midnight. He muttered a curse.

      “What do we do? Nic asked again.

      “We have to stay, at least until the storm passes. I can’t put you in danger like that.”

      “Very well, we’ll go back to the table and order some tea.”

      “The taproom will close soon. They’ve already begun to clear the tables and pick up the chairs.” Nic turned and surveyed the room. The barmaid yawned as she snuffed the candles on the mantle and the inn keeper was wiping down the bar top.

      “We will have to stay the night?” Nic asked. Her stomach fluttered.

      His lips set into a grim line. Theo nodded. “Wait here.” He went to the innkeeper and spoke with him quietly. He exchanged some coins for a key and returned to Nic’s side. “Come this way.”

      “Did you get two rooms?”

      He half smiled. “What would be the fun in that?”

      “Theo…” Her heart began to pound. “We can’t…share a room,” she whispered as they climbed the stairs.

      “I promise I will be on my best behavior,” he said, “but I didn’t bring enough coin for two rooms. I’m sorry. I didn’t plan for this. I can promise you that.”

      “I know you wouldn’t plan for this accident. You’ve been rather diligent about—about not—” She bit her tongue. They seemed to be walking a narrow path between right and wrong regarding her virtue, but spending the night together, that might be a step too far.

      He slid the key in the door and pushed it open. “We can make it work. We might not have to be here all night, just until the rain stops and the skies cease thundering. The storms are usually pretty quick here, aren’t they?”

      Nic nodded, her heart in her throat as she entered the room. Theo closed and locked the door and began to make a fire in the grate. Nic lit a lamp and looked around the small room. There was one bed barely large enough for two people, but the sheets on top looked clean and the pillows newly fluffed. The room was rather plain but foreign. She’d never stayed in an inn before. She sat in the chair by a window and peeked outside. The rain steadily fell, and the sky above flickered with flashes of light. She could hear the rumbling now.

      “Maybe it will pass quickly,” she said.

      “No doubt it will,” Theo replied. He stood and brushed his hands. “Remove your cloak and get comfortable. We could be here for another hour. Are you cold?”

      She shook her head and removed her cloak and gloves, hanging them on a peg beside the door. He removed his jacket, and then he filled a glass from a pitcher of water.

      “Drink this.”

      Nic focused on the single glass. This room was only meant for one occupant, and yet there were two. She looked up. Her racing heart felt like a little bird stuck in her chest. She accepted the glass and took a sip of cool clean water.

      “Thank you,” she said.

      “You appear frightened. I’m sorry, again I did not plan this.”

      “I know you didn’t, it’s all right. I’m just nervous, that’s all. I’ve never done this before, and I think the ale’s worn off.”

      “I think you might be right,” he said. “That’s good. I can’t have you riding back drunk or you’ll fall off the horse, and in the darkness, I won’t be able to see you.”

      “That’s a silly thing to say,”

      “But it’s better to sleep in here than sleep in the grass on a cold wet night,” he said.

      “I am tired,” she replied. “I might be able to do it.” She yawned and lay on the bed.

      He took the chair. “I’ll sit here. Close your eyes. I’ll wake you as soon as we can leave. I promise you’re safe.”

      “I know I’m safe with you. I trust you, Theo, I do.”

      “I’m not sure I’d advise that,” he said with a chuckle. “I brought you to an inn across the Scottish border, and now we are alone in a room with a bed.”

      Was he nervous? Did he feel the tension of possibility? She took a deep breath. Isn’t this what she wanted? To be alone with him? To be with him no matter the cost? She moved to lie on the bed, leaning back on her elbows and spreading her fingers over the fine eyelet coverlet.

      “I trust you. I know you would never hurt me. You helped me see things about myself and do things I thought I could never do, and for that I am grateful, but I do want more.”

      He picked up the chair and moved it toward the fire.

      He should rest.

      “Rest with me,” she said. “You also had three drinks and will have to ride through the wet night.”

      “I cannot lie on the bed with you,” he said. “Look what happened last time. Look what can happen again.”

      She sat up and brushed her hand across the soft fabric. “We’re here alone and no one knows. Let’s be wild and reckless.”

      He sat in the chair and ran a hand through his hair. “Nic, please stop. I’m trying to reform.”

      “Reform tomorrow,” Nic pressed. She ached to be close to him.

      He glanced at her, his eyes hot, reflecting the licking flames. “What do you want from me? Do you want me to be bad or good? I didn’t bring you here for this.”

      I want you to be mine.

      Holding the words back hurt her throat. “Come here, Theo.”

      He stood. His expression hardened, as if it hurt him to obey her but he did. He came to the bed and joined her, lying on his side as he faced her.

      “You said you wanted to believe in me. Do you believe that I want you?”

      She nodded, feeling breathless.

      “Do you believe I want to be a better man?”

      She nodded again, her hands itching to reach for him.

      “Then I can’t have you. I can’t do what I want to do to you. I can’t taste your lips, your skin, the very essence of you.” As he spoke, it was like an invisible hand touched each place…lips, her breasts, between her thighs. There was need in her blood, making her body hum with heat and desire. Making her push a man to the brink. She reached for him, but he caught her hand and set it down between them, covering her fingers with his.

      “I can’t be wild and reckless with you anymore. I care about you, but I have to leave no matter how much I want to stay, Nic. I have to leave even if I weren’t escaping Judge Blackwood. I think I need to change, just like you needed this night to force yourself out of your shell. I need to leave England. I need to miss my home and appreciate everything I have.”

      “But I need you, more than I needed to sing for those men, I need you.”

      He closed his eyes and winced. “Don’t say that.”

      “But it’s true,” Nic urged, scooting closer. “I know you’re leaving. I understand that you think you need to leave. I understand the pressure you’re feeling to make a change, and that’s good, Theo. It really is. I believe you can do it, but tonight, while the rain keeps us here locked together, kiss my lips, touch my skin, show me how much you want me, and I’ll show you how much I want you.”

      She ran her hand up his chest to the collar of his shirt. He hadn’t bothered with a cravat tonight. She slid her hand under to the hot skin of his throat. She felt him swallow against her palm.

      And because he still hadn’t opened his eyes, she closed the distance between them, rolling her body into his and sealing her lips to his.

      His arms came around her, one hand sweeping down the length of her body and hooking her knee to drag it up to his hip. Nic shivered with relief. For one split second, she feared he’d reject her and she didn’t think her heart could take it. His tongue thrust inside her mouth, tangling with hers. Each breath she drew felt like she shared it with him. His scent filled her head, intoxicating her more than any ale, and she wanted to be free of all restraint or clothing, her fears, her expectations. She wanted them both to be stripped of everything until only they remained in their rawest forms.

      He pulled up her skirts, his wicked hands diving underneath and stroking her cleft, his fingers dipping inside her core. She moved her hips against his hand, greedy, gluttonous, lust-crazed but it wasn’t enough. She needed more, she needed to feel him skin to skin. She reached for the placket of his breeches, slipping past his guard and curling her fingers around the silky fevered hardness.

      He groaned into the kiss, and she pumped her hand the way she had moved over his body before in the barn, up and down, his flesh pulsing in her hand, his hips thrusting. They broke the kiss, panting together, using their hands to love each other’s bodies. But it was still not enough for Nic. Her dress scratched her skin, his shirt abraded her arms. She wrenched his shirt from his breeches and began to yank it off.

      He sat up and yanked off his shirt and then returned to her, his hands going to the back of her dress. She grinned with wild abandon. He shook his head at her but he smiled. Nic wrenched her dress over her head. His hands immediately moved to her breasts, cupping, molding, his thumbs sliding over her nipples through her shift. She joined her arms around his neck, pressing her body to his.

      What if this is it, she thought desperately. What if this is my only night with him?

      She cast off the last of her restraint as she pulled away to remove her shift. He stilled, his gaze wandering over her naked form, his jaw flexing, his cheekbones standing out in relief. His eyes blazed with a new emotion, far stronger than she’d ever seen on him before.

      “Nic…” he said, his voice strained.

      “I’m in love with you,” she confessed before it was too late, before passion stole her voice, or he tried to slow them down. He had to understand how much this meant to her.

      “There is no place I’d rather be than right here with you. There is nothing else I’d rather be doing. Nothing else exists outside this room. There is no one else for me but you.”

      His eyes caught hers, ravaged with emotion.

      “I will not regret being with you,” she continued, “but I will regret every moment not spent with you, every conversation not had. I love you, no matter what happens after this, I love you.”

      His throat worked in a hard swallow, and he reached for her, his hands sliding reverently over her skin, over her back, and then her hips. He cupped her bottom as he brought her up against him, against the hard ridge of his arousal. Nic pushed his waistband low, shoving his breeches down his hips until his erection branded her belly. He slid off the bed and removed his boots, breaches, and stockings, and returned to her fully exposed. She ogled him freely, imprinting this image of him on her mind. She needed it to last forever. This could be the only night for her to know everything about him, and she wanted all night. Hours would never be enough. She wanted to learn every freckle, every hair that grew on his body.

      A sparse patch of black hair covered his chest, narrowing to a fine trail leading to his groin and a nest of black curls from where his long thick erection jutted out between them. She took hold of him again. Nic was not afraid. He’d tell her what she didn’t know and show her what she needed to do. His hips flexed toward her with every pull of her hand, and his hands returned to her, gently sliding over her hips between the crevice of her body and probing the slick folds of her sex. She moaned as he stroked the sensitive peak, bucking her hips against his hand, rolling them, closing her eyes, gasping, and falling into him.

      They were on their knees on the bed, and he laid them down, spreading her legs wide and licking his fingers before returning them to her core. He kissed her, dragging his lips and tongue over her neck and breasts, sucking her nipple into his mouth.

      Nic cried out, begging him with her body. Her release coiled tightly inside her, but she wanted more. She wanted him to be wild, as crazed with need as she felt. He brought to life every sensation in her body, including the memory of his mouth on her most private of places, and she got an idea. She pushed him back, coming over him, but instead of straddling him, she moved lower, dropping kisses and licks to his chest. Nic teased his nipples with the swirl of her tongue.

      He muttered something under his breath as his hardness strained in her hand. Clear liquid dripped from the tip. She squeezed him, and he groaned as she moved her hand up and down. She watched his face, emotions flickering across his features. He dragged his teeth across his lip, his eyes rolling up, and she’d never felt more womanly or powerful as she watched him experience pleasure at her hands.

      She moved lower, peppering the muscles of his stomach with kisses, learning the contours of his body, until at last, she reached his heavy length. She wasted no time and gave him no chance to stop her. She kissed the rounded tip, and his hips bucked. She swirled her tongue around the top and then down the length of him.

      “Christ, Nic,” he said. “You’re going to break me.”

      She grinned against his skin, and then she took him into her mouth as deeply as she could, gripping the base with her fist and dragging her mouth up.

      He shuddered beneath her ministrations, his hands fisting in her hair.
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      Outside the winds and rain rattled the windows, lightning and thunder shaking the sky. Inside, Nicolette Marsden was shaking him to his very soul. He couldn’t handle this. He was ready to spill his seed into her mouth, but he could not do such a thing to her. He eased her away from his groin before she could protest—because he knew she’d protest—his little wanton minx. He flipped them over, pinning her to the bed with his hips and sealing his mouth over hers. Driving them both mad with fierce pleasure.

      She rolled her hips against him, his cock sliding between the slick folds of her flesh, hungry to be inside her. But he fought with his own damaged, wildly spinning moral compass. His conscience bidding him to think this through. What was he going to do? Every fiber of his body wanted to sink inside her, to lay claim to her body like he knew she wanted him to. He could feel it in her kiss, in the way her hands clawed his back.

      She wanted him.

      She’d said she loved him.

      He hadn’t said those words back, and he wished he had but he’d been too stunned. If she knew how he felt, how his love for her conflicted with everything in him that was trying to be better, it would only make things more difficult. He was going to break both their hearts, at least for a time. Until he could find a way to fix the issue and return to her. His head, his heart, and his prick screamed to take her. To let this one night be the beginning of a new tomorrow. He’d wake a new man with a woman’s love. He had a reason greater than any other to be better than he was before.

      He dug his hand between them, massaging her sensitive peak, still not completely convinced that this was the right thing to do. But he was going to do it because sometimes the right things felt like the wrong things, and the wrong things felt like the right things. Such was life.

      For perhaps the last time, he was going to be selfish and utterly satisfied with his selfishness, as long as it included hers.

      She was ready, slick with need, scalding him with her body’s arousal. He fit himself to her entrance, easily sliding into her. Nic squirmed and begged him with her body. She held his head and kissed him wildly, her knees coming to his hips, and he sank into her welcoming heat, driving through the subtle tension and tightness of her untried flesh. She barely winced. Her hips kept moving in their mad rhythm, her moans of pleasure filling his head as he pumped slowly at first, testing the give of her body and ensuring she was not in pain before increasing the tempo and the strength of his thrusts.

      Theo could feel his release on the horizon. This would not last long but damn it, it would be good because he loved this woman, and while he couldn’t save her from every pain, whether he was defiling her in a shabby seaside inn or leaving her behind on the shores of England, this would be good.

      Nic sighed his name and held him tightly to her. She welcomed him with her body and her heart, and Theo had never felt so whole, so complete as he did right now, joined with her, driving into her for all the world as if he had the right. As if he was her husband and this would be the start of their beautiful family. For tonight he wanted to believe that. The regrets of tomorrow could wait. Theo reached under her and caught her bottom in his hands. Their breaths merging, heart pressed to heart, their bodies joined in the most primal way. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and her fingers dived into his hair.

      Nic cried out his name, her body going rigid and then soft beneath him. Her inner muscles gripped him tightly, milking his release from him.

      Theo shuttered and moaned, “Oh, Nic,” thrusting hard and then slow as he spilled his seed inside her, not letting a single thought enter his mind about the repercussions of what he was doing. He blocked them all out.

      Together they reclaimed their senses, their pulses settling, their sweaty bodies cooling. He lifted the coverlet over them, and Nic tucked into his side, murmuring softly, her hand resting over his heart.

      “It was wonderful,” she said, “lovely. I’ve never felt this blissfully tired before.”

      She closed her eyes. He rubbed her back, letting the weight of her words fall over him as he stared up at the ceiling of the Seven Sins Inn. Those dreaded thoughts were hammering on his conscience with a battering ram.

      Not yet. Let me enjoy this a little while longer.

      He didn’t want to regret this moment or think anything close to remorse. It could come tomorrow. He willed himself to go to sleep at least for a little bit. If he was hearing correctly, the wind and rain had not let up, and they’d have to leave before dawn.
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      Theo awoke before dawn, the night coming to him in a blazing memory of mixed emotions. He wanted to stretch, but Nic was still pressed to his side, gloriously naked, and his prick was very aware of that fact. His first instinct was to sink into her heavenly softness, but he knew he couldn’t.

      The reckoning he’d been waiting for had come at last. He’d perhaps done the vilest thing he’d ever done. He’d deflowered an innocent woman without the benefit of marriage.

      But he was prepared to pay any price. An idea had come to him last night while he was falling asleep. The fuzziness of slumber slowly drifted away, and the idea became more real and the more he thought about it, the better it felt. It was perhaps the most selfless thing he could ever do for her even though it wouldn’t completely erase her heartache.

      After dressing, Theo gently shook Nic’s shoulder until she woke and stretched, the cover sliding down and revealing her perfect small breasts, rosy-tipped nipples begging for his kisses, but he resisted.

      “What time is it?” Nic asked, her voice rough with sleep.

      “Not yet dawn. We have to get moving.”

      She sat up, holding the coverlet over her breasts. “Nearly dawn? We stayed all night?”

      He looked outside the window. “It rained all night, but the storm finally passed. It will be a wet slow ride back to the castle after we marry.”

      There was a beat of silence.

      “I beg your pardon? What did you just say?”

      Theo glanced over his shoulder at her. “We will be marrying this morning,” he stated.

      Hope lit like her face better than any sunrise. A sight he’d never forget.

      Nic wanted to marry him.

      He didn’t know when or how that had come about, but he never wanted to forget that moment when pure joy had shown in her eyes at the mention of marriage.

      He strolled to her side. “I’m going to marry you, Nic. After last night, it is the only sensible thing to do.”

      The joy dimmed. Damn it, he’d said something wrong.

      “Sensible?” she repeated.

      “Perhaps it was the wrong word,” he said, “but it doesn’t make it any less true.”

      She huffed angrily.

      “We’re in Scotland. We may as well make the most of it.”

      “You mean fix your mistake?” Her eyes narrowed. “You want to marry today before returning to the castle?”

      He rubbed his face. “We have to be back before breakfast, so no one knows.”

      “I stand corrected, you want to marry today secretly.”

      He’d been thinking a lot about this, planning how he would protect her from any and all repercussions, including Judge Blackwood. There was no telling how he might try to use Nic to get to Theo or make trouble in her life.

      “I still have to leave,” he said.

      And thus, he began the breaking of her heart.

      “Judge Blackwood will come after me any way he can. He’s a righteous arse, who uses religion and whatever doctrine or obscure law he can take out of context to justify his deeply rooted hate for privileged people like me who can get away with most anything. But if Kirby dies and it’s known that it’s my third duel, privilege of peer won’t protect me. He can persecute me for murder, and he will hang me. I have to leave England until I can figure out a way to stop him.” Theo laughed half-heartedly. “He’s old. I’m rather hoping he dies soon.”

      Nic scoffed. “Why does our marriage have to be a secret? Why can’t I go with you?”

      “Because I care about you too much. I don’t want you to have to leave your home, your family, everything you know, just to follow a blackguard like me. I don’t even know where I’m going. I don’t have a place to live as of yet. You’ll be better off here and safer. If our marriage is a secret at least until I’m gone, then Judge Blackwood won’t try to use you to get to me. I will write to you when I can, but I won’t be able to tell you where I’m at until I end this business with Judge Blackwood.”

      “You’re not making any sense,” Nic said.

      Theo swallowed. “I want to marry you. I am in love with you, Nic. That’s all the good sense I’ve got. Those two things are the most precious and important. Everything else in my life is a mess. I don’t want you to be part of it, so please, just understand that this is the way it’s got to be. I need to keep you safe. I need to provide for you with my name, with my small fortune, but I also have to leave you here, and I know neither of us are going to like it.”

      Tears gathered in her eyes and rolled down her cheek.

      His heart felt cold and heavy. “Please tell me you understand.”

      “I understand,” she said weakly.

      “You believe that I love you?”

      She nodded.

      He cradled her face, lightly kissing her lips. “I love you. Leaving you will be the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do. I nearly killed a man. I’ve destroyed my relationship with my brother and have to try to rebuild it again, but leaving you will be my biggest regret, and I mean to make up for it. I have no intention of staying away from you, from the life we may have created last night. To think that I could have a future with you, marriage, children, a home of our own. Well that sounds like heaven to me and I want that.”

      “I want that too,” she said, fresh tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please don’t leave me.”

      “I have to leave you to be the man that you deserve. I have to leave.” Theo didn’t know if that was true deep down, but he didn’t know what else to do. He wanted to stay, but most of the things he wanted were wrong. He’d spent his life indulging most, if not all, his desires and look where it had led him. He’d avoided pain and responsibility as much as possible.

      But he was learning the right things, the good things, were often terrible, but in the end worth so much more than swiftly passing and easy-to-come by pleasures. Leaving Nic was terrible, but he must leave. That was the simple conclusion he made at least for a time, to make things right with his brother, to thwart judge Blackwood, until something could be done. He had to leave and he had to do it alone.

      He couldn’t even take Callen with him. If he had to leave Nic behind, he needed Callen to stay with her, to protect her.

      “Marry me, Nicolette. I know it doesn’t seem like something you ought to do right now, but I will make it up to you. One day we will be together again. Can you wait for me?”

      She took a shuddering breath. “I have to. The best things are worth waiting for.”

      Theo was overwhelmed by emotion as he kissed her again, longer, deeper, a kiss to seal their promise. But he couldn’t get carried away.

      “Hurry and dress. We have to marry as soon as possible.”

      “And this all has to be secret?” she asked as she pushed off the bed.

      “It does until we stop Judge Blackwood.”

      “I hate judge Blackwood,” Nic growled as she put on her shift and then stepped into her dress.

      Theo grinned as he pulled on his jacket. “I think that covers wrath. Have we covered all the sins in one night?”

      “What about pride?”

      “I know I was damned proud of you last night.”

      “Greed?”

      He brushed her hair aside and kissed the back of her neck while doing up the back of her dress. “We covered greed, lust, and glutton last night.”

      “Envy?” she questioned, tilting her head to the side as he kissed her shoulder.

      “I envy the cloths that touch your body when I cannot.”

      She giggled. “What about sloth?”

      “I know I’d like to be a sloth and stay in bed with you all day.” He sighed. “We have to go.”

      Theo watched her finger comb her hair and re-pin it atop her head. Gathering the last of their things, they left the inn as the first streaks of dawn lit the sky. The future was uncertain. Weirick’s words came back to Theo.

      “We don’t have control of our tomorrow.”

      But at least they had today.

      Today he was marrying the woman he loved, even if tomorrow he had to break her heart.
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      They roused the innkeeper, Mr. Riley, from his bed. He wasn’t bothered, and he was awfully cheerful to participate in a dawn wedding. He woke his daughter, Clair, the barmaid from last night, and his wife to serve as witnesses.

      Nic had managed to restrain her tears while they prepared to say their vows, but inside her heart was breaking. She was marrying the man she loved, but he would leave her. She might be left with a babe to hold in his place, but she wasn’t certain that would be enough.

      She stood across from Theo, their hands wrapped in a silk ribbon as they recited their vows.

      Theo didn’t have a ring. It was the only moment that Mr. Riley seemed to disapprove. Clair was quick to act, running outside and returning with a long-stemmed flower of clover. She looped the stem and tied it. And that was what Nic wore as they finished their ceremony.

      “I promise you will have something better as soon as we return. You may choose from any of my mother’s jewelry or buy something of your choosing,” Theo said to her.

      Nic blushed and nodded.

      He cleared his throat and slid the flower over her finger. “With this ring I thee wed, with my body I thee worship, with all my worldly goods I thee endow in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost, Amen.”

      Now it was her turn once more. “What God joins together let no man put asunder.” Her voice cracked.

      

      “Forasmuch as this man and this woman have consented to go together by giving and receiving a ring, I therefore declare them to be man and wife before God and these witnesses in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost, Amen,” Mr. Riley finished.

      Theo kissed her sweetly on the lips, and in his eyes, she thought she saw understanding. It was difficult for him, too. As happy as they wanted to be, their wedding would forever be layered with sadness.

      Mr. Riley wished them well, and they rode out of the inn courtyard on their horses, fresh morning wind whipping white clouds across the lavender sky. They would have to hurry if they were to make it back in time.

      With Theo’s back to her, Nic cried the whole way, mourning the loss of the future she could not yet grasp, and letting the wind wipe away her tears. They returned to the castle and stabled the horses just before the stable lads woke and snuck back into the castle, avoiding the scullery maids as they built up the fires. Nic went to her room and tore off her dress, jumping into her bed mere seconds before the first knock. She lay there as Hildy did her work and then left.

      Nic cried some more. This was not the wedding she had hoped for; she never imagined her wedding day like this. She claimed a headache, took a breakfast tray in her room, and stayed in bed until Odette came searching for her. She had to at least pretend to be normal if she was going to keep this heavy secret. Anne had said something to that effect yesterday when they discussed Bernie’s scandalous absence. Bernie was still missing, but they knew she was safe and somehow under Lord Chester’s protection. He was their neighbor, and as an only child, he’d come to act as an older brother to all of them while growing up. But over the years, his friendship with Bernie had grown closer, which did not please his parents.

      Nicolette was too exhausted with her own dilemma to give it much thought.

      Theo came to her that night, and they made sweet and slow love. While her body broke apart into stars of ecstasy, it was another blow to her heart. Another memory to keep her warm at night while he was away. By the following day, she was too exhausted to think of an excuse why she wanted to hole up in her room, heartbroken, her eyes swollen and red. Theo had spent all night with her and left before the first rays of dawn, which seemed to be symbolic of their whole relationship.

      In the shadows, hidden in shame.

      But she didn’t feel shame. She felt joy one moment and then despair the next, but never shame. Never regret.

      Nic just wanted more than she could have right now, and she didn’t know how to reconcile those things or how to pretend anymore. Or how to face her sisters when her heart was ripped open and bleeding everywhere, metaphorically speaking.

      But as she woke and dressed, the house seemed to hum with activity, and she left her room to see what the disturbance was.

      Bernie was back after two days. The castle was rife with speculation, and even her mother had come to visit them to ensure all her daughters were well and cared for. Nic had taken refuge, like a chick under her mother’s wing, and yet she couldn’t bring herself to tell her mother what had happened. She’d never kept a secret from her sisters. They always supported each other. But this was different. It wasn’t just her secret. And Theo’s safety hinged on her silence.

      There was already so much going on. She didn’t want to create more of a fuss. She was married secretly, possibly with child, and yet all she wanted to do was crawl back to her bed and hope Theo would come hold her. There were only two remaining days left of the house party, and Nic prayed they would somehow stretch into forever.
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      Theo sauntered into his brother’s room without knocking the day before the ball. He half expected to find Luna there. His brother jerked with surprise in the midst of dressing, but he was alone.

      “I’ve come to a decision. And no, I don’t want any of your input,” Theo said. He was prepared for an argument, to defend his decision, but he supposed that was habit after all these years.

      Callen raised a brow and finished buttoning up his waistcoat and his jacket. Then he reached for his gloves. “Very well. What is your decision?”

      Theo drew in a breath. His chest felt so tight of late it hurt, but he had to do this. He’d rehearsed what he would say to be as convincing as possible. “I’m leaving. I think I’d like to see Barcelona. From there I’ll move on to Italy, maybe Greece, and see which climate suits me better.”

      His brother tried to hide his surprise and delight, but Theo could see the flash of relief that crossed his features.

      Good. It affirmed he was doing the right thing. Maybe.

      “I think all three of those locations have similar climates, but it’s totally up to you,” Callen said. “I imagined you somewhere in the Mediterranean, where the waters are rumored to be crystal blue.”

      “You know me so well, brother,” Theo said sardonically. They’d come a long way in the last two weeks, but something about his brother accepting Theo’s casual reasoning so quickly smarted his pride. He couldn’t let pride get in the way of what was right, though. His ego had stepped back for once.

      “Are you sure about this?”

      No. Not at all.

      Doing good was as alien to him as living abroad would be. Making all these decisions based on the needs of others was exhausting. But then he thought of Nic, and he knew he had to do something. A new fear had grown in him. Caring about her made the threat Judge Blackwood posed more real, as real as the length of rope the Judge wanted to hang him with.

      Theo didn’t even know if Kirby was dead, but still. The mere possibility. He was already going to leave her for a time. He didn’t want to make her a widow too, not for a long time, not until their children and grandchildren were grown. Theo refocused on his brother, no doubt thinking similar things, dreaming of his nights with Luna, the glorious future they could have.

      Theo cocked his head and hid a smile as he regarded his brother. The love sick fool was doing it right now. “If you think you’re hiding your excitement, you’re fooling no one, but I don’t blame you. If I could trade places with you, I would. But I know this is what I have to do. My actions have caught up with me at last. I’m too tired to defend them now. I appreciate you not openly gloating, but you’re right, and Luna’s been right. A lot of things have happened that have shown me how wrong I’ve been, how selfish and stubborn, and it’s time I redeem myself the only way I see how—short of letting Judge Blackwood hang me.”

      His brother flinched. “Let’s not talk of that anymore. What’s the plan? When do you want to leave?”

      His stomach knotted. The next steps would be doubly difficult. No more talking of leaving. He’d have to do it. “I don’t want to spoil the party, nor do I want to attend the ball. I think I’ll go and speak with Captain Marlowe today and see how soon we can leave.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Callen said.

      “That’s not necessary, and I’d rather do it alone. I need to stand on my own two feet.” He paused, catching sight of his own reflection in Callen’s bedroom mirror. “Perhaps my age has caught up with me. At least I can do this,” he said. “I know I can. I’m going to prove it to myself that I can.”

      “I’m proud of you, Theo.”

      Theo’s breath caught. His throat tightened.

      “I know how hard it is for you to make this decision, but it means the world to me, and I will see you again,” his brother continued. “We’ll come visit you at your villa. I’ll write instructions for Captain Marlowe. We’ll set up a bank account and a way to send letters to each other that Judge Blackwood and his investigators won’t be able to find. This isn’t the end for us. It’s the beginning of a new life.”

      Theo swallowed back his emotions. It certainly was. His brother didn’t know how much.

      Theo tried to sound unaffected by his brother’s words and scoffed. “Calm down, brother. It isn’t as though I’m leaving on a convict ship. I wasn’t pleased before but have given it a great deal of thought, and I can make the best of a bad situation. Touring the continent isn’t so bad. I’m sure I’ll find many ways to amuse myself, but I promise they won’t lead to duels or fisticuffs. I’m officially too old for those things.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Callen said. “I wish you the best.”

      Theo nodded and left, returning to his own room. He wasn’t fit to be seen. His eyes bloody hurt, like they’d been jabbed with hot pokers and were leaking. He closed his door and wiped his eyes, looking down at his fingers. They glistened with tears.
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      Theo’s internal clock woke him just before dawn as it had two days before. But his day would be like no other going forward. He held Nic in his arms, both their bodies bare, caressing each other even in sleep. He cradled her breast in his hand as his erection firmed against her bottom. She stretched, arching her back. He did not know if she was yet awake as she let out a dreamy sigh. He moved his hand down her front to the slit between her thighs and the honeydew petals that awaited his touch. She was warm and wet.

      He nearly groaned. He adjusted her hips, sliding his manhood between the globes of her bottom into her silky heat and seated himself in the home he would miss every waking moment when he was gone.

      His throat thickened with emotion as he thrust, slow and deep, feeling her body come alive, her sleepy sighs turning to breathless moans. She reached back, combing her fingers through his hair as she tilted her hips toward his, rocking back against his thrusts. A quiet cry broke from her lips as she came to a sweet release and Theo followed her.

      He squeezed his eyes closed.

      This would be the last time he’d hold her like this. Their last kiss, last time to make love in this bed. He was sure he had planted his seed inside her, and in nine months, she’d have his babe. He had no way of knowing for sure, but he just felt it in his bones. He prayed he’d see her again before that time came, and he’d watch her eyes light up with joy as he took her in his arms and promised to never leave her again.

      He swallowed and he rubbed his gritty red eyes. He slid from the bed, and she curled into a ball. He heard her sniff, and then she began to cry in earnest. They’d talked last night. She knew what his plan was for the day. He dressed quickly, unable to face her when his own pain tore at his heart and burned his eyes. He faced the window, where a light rain tapped the window.

      He swallowed. His throat tight. He forced his lungs to draw a deep breath.

      “Blow on ye wind, descend soft rain, to sooth my tender grief” he whispered. Those were the first words she’d ever sung to him.

      “Your solemn music lulls my pain and yields me short relief,” he softly sang.

      “Oh, my heart, my heavy, heavy heart,” she sang in reply from the bed, her voice low and gravelly with her pain, still beautiful but haunting.

      He wished he had his violin to accompany her. They’d perform a sad symphony.

      “Swells as ‘twould burst in twain. No tongue can e’er describe its smart, nor I conceal its pain.” She finished with a soft sob.

      He returned to the bed and stroked a hand over her silky sable hair. “I’m sorry,” he said. He’d said it so many times now the words sounded pathetic.

      She reached out and grabbed his hand, squeezing it. “Don’t go. We can face whatever happens next, just don’t go.”

      Pain lanced his heart. She cupped his hand to her face and kissed his palm.

      “I love you, Nic. This is not goodbye or forever. I will return to you.”

      “It feels like forever,” she said.

      “But it won’t be. I promise you. Do you believe in me?”

      She nodded her head.

      “Say it. Say the words.”

      She sniffed, sat up, and looked him in the eye. “I believe in you, and I love you.”

      He tried to smile reassuringly but it hurt. “Then I’ll see you when I return.” He put his hand over her hip. “I think we will have plenty to celebrate.” His hand moved to her stomach. “You will never be alone. Callen will take care of you and Luna, you know. She’ll be rather bothersome when she finds out.”

      “I know. She can be so annoying.”

      “Let her be annoying,” Theo bid, “and let her take care of you. Find us a house and decorate it however you want. We can live as close as you want to your family, just not under the same roof,” he teased.

      She let out a pained laugh. “How does one go about purchasing a house?”

      Theo shrugged. “I don’t know, but Callen will help you and look after you. I’ll leave him a letter with all the arrangements. You should not want for anything.”

      “I shall miss you every day.”

      “And I will miss you more.” He turned to leave, pivoted back, and swept her up in a kiss, lifting her from the bed and into his arms. He’d never felt more doubt than he did right now. How could leaving her be the right thing? But in the back of his mind, he knew it was just his selfishness talking, his old habit of avoiding pain. He prayed it was just that. Old habits dying hard.
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        * * *

      

      Nic couldn’t leave her room. She couldn’t compose herself. Odette came and tried to lure her out. The duchess wanted them all for a special tea. Tonight was the ball, and the idea of dancing, even music, sounded like pure torture. When she wasn’t crying, she was seething with anger, at Theo, at Judge Blackwood, even at Luna and Lord Densmore. And as if summoned from her thoughts, Luna barged into her room.

      “That was rather rude,” Nic mumbled.

      “If you really wanted to be alone, you would’ve locked the door,” Luna returned. “I know what’s bothering you.” She pulled the stool from Nic’s dressing table and sat before Nic.

      Nic folded her arms, her feet tucked up under her bottom in the wingback chair by her hearth. She marshaled her thoughts and tried to organize what she could and couldn’t say.

      “I’m sure you do,” Nic said. “He’s leaving and he needs to—I know he needs to. He told me about the duel and Judge Blackwood, but that doesn’t make me feel any better. He won’t take me with him.”

      Luna gasped. “How could you even think it? It isn’t as though you’re married or in love, are you?”

      Nic clamped her mouth shut and shook her head; she fisted her shaking hands. “I’m not supposed to tell you. He made me swear.”

      “Who? Theo?”

      “It doesn’t matter. A promise is a promise and I”—her voice broke—”I made him a promise, and if I hope to ever see him again I have to keep it, at least until he’s gone. He says it’s not safe.” And Nic had no choice but to believe that. She just didn’t know what she could do to help him other than believe in him.

      Luna regarded her. She was too perceptive. Nic was not going to be able to lie convincingly but she had to try.

      “Is there something you want to tell me?” Luna asked. “Is there some way I can help you?”

      Nic swallowed and bit down on her lower lip to stop it from trembling.

      “Nic, I’m so sorry you got caught up in his schemes.”

      Nic pushed out of her chair and strode away. “I didn’t get caught up in his schemes. I’m not a child. I am in love with him, as much as you hate to hear it, but I know he has to go to save his life. He has to leave England, but he won’t take me with him, and I will just be left behind.”

      “But hopefully not left behind with a child?” Luna asked.

      Nic faced Luna, her eyes welling up again. She truly hoped so. And Theo did too. They would be a family, but only if he could come back. Or she could go to wherever he was? She’d considered a thousand different scenarios but she’d only be happy by his side.

      “Bloody hell,” Luna murmured. “If it is true, you must tell me. If you know when your next courses are, let me know as soon as they start or if they don’t.”

      “It won’t matter either way.” Nic covered her face with her hands and sobbed. “I just want him.”

      “I know you do. I understand, Nic, I do. I truly do.”

      Nic turned and flopped onto her bed, her body racked with sobs. She couldn’t breathe, and she didn’t think she had any more tears in her body, but more always came. Luna rubbed her back, and after a moment, she fetched her a glass of water.

      “Drink this.”

      Nic peered up at her sister, reminded of the Seven Sins Inn when Theo had brought her a glass of water. She took a sip.

      “Thank you.” She laid her head down again, and Luna hummed a lullaby and stroked her hair. She didn’t think it possible, but her lids grew heavy until she couldn’t hold them open, and just for a moment, her head and her heart didn’t hurt. Sleep claimed her.
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      Later, Luna returned to check on Nic, encouraging her to dress for the ball. Nic managed to hold herself together during the forced conversation about things other than her and Theo. It was almost working. She could breathe again, and even make a joke or two with Luna while they did their hair. Normally it was Odette who she was closest to, but right now, she and Luna had the most in common. They’d both fallen in love with Denham men, and Luna, in her own way, knew Theo just as much as Nic did. In time, Nic would tell her everything, and she’d need Luna more than ever.

      Her door burst open, and for a brief heart-stopping moment, Nic thought it was Theo, returning to her.

      “Callen? What are you doing here?” Luna asked.

      Her heart pounding, Nic’s eyes burned with tears.

      Callen focused on Nic. “I was looking for her, actually.”

      “Me?” Nic asked.

      “Do you know where Theo is?”

      Nic drew in a shaky breath. Surely enough time had passed, hadn’t it? “He’s gone. He left this morning.”

      Just like you wanted.

      “I don’t take your meaning,” Callen said.

      “You wanted him to leave so he left,” Nic accused. “That’s the end of it, isn’t it?”

      “No, it’s not,” Callen said. He dug through his coat pockets. “Sir Kirby lives, and Judge Blackwood has been reined in. Theo can stay.”

      Nic gasped, her knees giving out as all the energy left her body. She dropped to the stool. Luna put a hand on her shoulder.

      “What does that mean? Judge Blackwood has lost power?”

      “He is under investigation by other government offices. And it seems Sir Kirby has been reformed in his convalescence and has cut the purse strings. Judge Blackwood and his son James have no more influence over him, nor do they have the funds to keep up their lifestyle. I think Theo will be the last thing on their minds right now.”

      He can stay but… He’s already gone.

      “But you can’t be certain, can you?” Luna asked. “Shouldn’t he leave to be safe?”

      Nic sobbed into her hands. It was too late. It was exactly what she wanted, and it was too late.

      “She’s been upset all day. I think he seduced her,” Luna said.

      “No, you don’t know that.”

      Nic lifted her head. She didn’t want to hear them discussing her like some poor victim who’d been ravished. She was his wife. He loved her. “It’s too late. He left. He went to the ship this morning.”

      “Is that what he told you?” Callen asked. “He told me the same thing, but he was going to arrange his leaving, not actually leave.”

      “That’s what he wanted you to think,” Nic said. “He said he’d leave you a letter explaining everything, but he didn’t want you to find it until it was too late to stop him.”

      His brother’s expression froze in shock.

      “By that expression, I’m guessing you haven’t found any letter,” Luna said.

      Nic watched them bounce questions off each other, cocking her head to the side. They really were meant for each other, just as Theo was meant for Nic. She took a deep breath.

      “Coombs only just arrived. Theo doesn’t know any of this. He doesn’t know he doesn’t have to leave,” Callen said.

      “Where’s the ship?” Luna asked.

      “Down in the village harbor. But if it’s set sail already, there’s no way I can stop it.”

      “Perhaps he already made the arrangements, and it’s still there. Where would he put a letter to you that he didn’t want you to find until much later?”

      Callen focused on her and blinked. “My evening jacket.”

      Callen bolted from the room in a comical fashion. Nic and Luna shared an astonished glance.

      “You stay here and get ready for the ball. I’m going to see if I can help him.”

      Nic jumped to her feet. “But I want to help!” she called after Luna, but Luna was already through the door and gone. Nic couldn’t chase after her in a dressing gown, so she did as Luna said and got dressed.
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      Theo sat in his cabin, watching Selbourne Castle get smaller and smaller. He gripped the round window with white knuckles and hoped it wouldn’t be very long before he was moving toward it.

      There was a commotion on the deck. He could hear everything, every step of the crew, muffled voices, but one voice sounded oddly like Callen, if he were hearing it through a wooden deck.

      Theo left his cabin and went up on deck. A small crowd had gathered around one man acting like an overbearing aristocrat.

      “What the devil, Callen? What are you doing?” Theo asked, stunned to see his brother on board, sweaty, disheveled, and out of breath.

      “Sir Kirby,” Callen panted, “is alive.”

      “Coombs is back?” Theo couldn’t believe it. Did Kirby live? Could he go home? His mind whirled with questions and hope.

      Callen nodded, still trying to catch his breath.

      “But what about Judge Blackwood?” Theo asked, stepping closer.

      “We have to get off the ship,” Callen demanded.

      “We can’t,” a crewman said.

      “You can,” Callen returned. “Name the amount of money that will make you turn the ship around.”

      Captain Marlowe appeared, stepping beside Theo. “What’s happening now? What’s this? You’re coming too?”

      “No, I’m trying to get my brother and I off,” Callen said with agitation. “His wife and my bride will be waiting for us.”

      His wife.

      Theo had never heard more beautiful words. And he didn’t have to leave. He could return to shore right now. His heart exploded with joy.

      “We can’t do that,” Captain Marlowe said. “We can’t just stop the ship. We can try, but we’ve got a good wind, and even if I close the sails, we’re in a swift current. This is a narrow inlet. You go out, you go in, but you don’t turn around in the middle of it.”

      “What are you telling me? I’m proposing to the woman I love tonight, at the ball that is starting very soon.”

      Captain Marlowe shrugged. “Propose tomorrow,” he said.

      Theo began to chuckle. It was just like his brother to make demands instead of taking action. “How much do you love her, Callen? Because I love Nicolette, and if there is even a slight chance I don’t have to leave her behind, heartbroken as I left her, I’m going back. Are you coming with me?”

      Callen nodded.

      Theo went to the railing and grabbed a rope, hoisting himself up to stand on the top. He turned back to his brother with a grin.

      “We don’t have control of our tomorrow.”

      But today was a different matter. A noose had stood between him and Nic, but now it was only a stretch of water.

      “Theo, don’t—”

      Theo swan dived into the ocean, his brother’s words dying on the surface of the water as he cleaved into the cold sea and swam up to the surface. He whipped his hair out of his eyes and drew breath. He left like a new man, stronger, faster, and he wasn’t going to wait. He glanced back to see his brother reluctantly following. Theo laughed and began to swim toward shore.
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        * * *

      

      They stood in the ballroom. Nic had Theo’s letter folded in her gloved hand for no other reason than it was the last thing he’d touched before leaving. His valet, Coombs, had brought it to her and told her what he’d learned of Sir Kirby. He’d shown her that letter too.

      Sir Kirby had survived, and he’d had a change of heart, apologizing for his card cheating, his actions during the duel, and promised he’d never bother them again.

      She wished the man well.

      “I cannot believe you married him,” Luna whispered to her, interrupting her thoughts.

      Nic shrugged. “I have no regrets.”

      “Really? You ought to.”

      Nic smiled. If Callen returned with Theo, she’d be spending the night with her husband. No more secrets. It was already a relief that Luna and Callen knew. It was more real.

      “How can you be smiling right now?” Luna argued.

      “If there is a single chance he will return to me, I’ll dance naked across the room,” Nic said. Across the King’s Hall, which was also the ball room, two dark-haired men entered from a side door. Every nerve ending in Nic’s body came alive. She could hardly breath.

      It was him. She just knew it. Every fiber of her sang with sheer joy.

      “I just hope you are aware of the kind of man you married. How long have you been—”

      Nic grabbed Luna’s hand and squeezed her into silence.

      He locked eyes with her across the room, and all the people in between them disappeared. He looked every inch a gentleman, dressed in his black-and-white evening attire, his hair slicked back, his eyes more gold than green right now and entirely focused on her.

      Nic let go of Luna and moved toward him, but she couldn’t feel her feet. She was floating, her happiness lifting her from her slippers. He took her hands, the glow of his eyes warming her from her curls to her toes.

      “Mrs. Denham, may I have this dance?”

      She swallowed, tears of joy threatening. She didn’t want them. She’d done enough crying. She wanted to smile and dance, laugh, even sing, and then make frantic wicked love with this man. But… There was time now. For all of that and more.

      “You may, Mr. Denham.”

      Music began, and all her sisters took to the floor with their partners.

      “Is this a waltz?” she asked. She’d never waltzed, not in front of people, only in practice.

      He nodded, never taking his gaze from hers. “You look beautiful.”

      “So do you.”

      They began to move, spinning in slow circles. “You came back?” she whispered.

      “I’ll never leave you again.”

      “But what about all your reasons for leaving, to reform, to appreciate what you have?”

      “I’m afraid you’ll have to help me reform my ways and repent for my sins.”

      Nic grinned. “But not all of your sins. Some of them are quite lovely.”

      He smiled slowly, heat spreading through her body as he pulled her closer, too close for the rules of propriety, but for Nic, not close enough.

      “Which sins do you suggest I keep?”

      “Oh, let’s see. Lust is my favorite, but greed and gluttony have their perks too.”

      He chuckled. “Are you feeling lustful, my new bride?”

      She nodded. “And greedy. I can’t get enough of you.”

      “Hmm. That sounds like gluttony as well.” He spun her, leaving her breathless.

      She clung to him, going to her toes to whisper in his ear, “I think it means I love you.”

      “That’s not a sin,” he whispered back. “I love you too. That’s all the reforming I need.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Seven Lovely Sins! Please take a moment to leave a review of this book. I sincerely hope you enjoyed Nic and Theo’s love story.

      We are now almost finished with this family saga with only two sisters left!

      Eight Rules For Engagement and The Nine Lives Of  Lord Knightly will be released this fall. Join my newsletter and never miss a new release. Turn the page!
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      Become a VIP Reader for exclusive chapter excerpts, free bonus scenes, and discounted book news. Click here to become a VIP Reader.
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        * * *

      

      If you only want to hear about New Releases, click here.

      Contact Dayna at daynaquince.com

      Facebook

      Twitter

      Instagram
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