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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, England, 1818

         

         The wedding hadn’t happened yet, and already the marriage was a disaster. 

Kieran Ransome and his family stood beneath the portico of St. George’s before entering the church’s vestibule, and as his mother briefly lifted his sister’s veil to brush away a stray lock of hair, he caught a glimpse of Willa’s face. Her cheeks were ashen, her lips drawn into a thin, tight slash. The countess twittered and fussed with Willa’s gown, yet his sister barely uttered a word. 

Last night, the family had enjoyed a prewedding supper, and Willa had been almost mute then, as well. She’d had two and a half glasses of wine instead of her usual one, picking at her food rather than displaying her typically robust appetite. The groom had slumped in his chair, offering up grunts when spoken to, and had declined Kieran’s offer of a post meal drink at their favourite chophouse. 

Something was clearly wrong. 

“Something’s clearly wrong,” Kieran’s brother Finn whispered into his ear. 

Kieran shot a glance toward their father, the Earl of Wingrave, who stood close by, chatting with Simon, his eldest son. Alice, Simon’s wife, hovered at her husband’s side. The earl and the countess ignored each other, which was unsurprising, but what did astonish Kieran was the fact that no one seemed to notice how anxiety emanated from the bride like a silent scream. 

Ordinarily, Willa charged ahead into everything— 

places, discussions, opinions— yet this morning she was rooted in place. 

“Do you think she wants to cry off?” Kieran asked lowly. 

“Difficult to blame her,” Finn returned. “Dom’s been an utter ass these past weeks. Hell, the way he’s been carrying on,  I wouldn’t marry him.” 

“She’d jilt Dom?” 

Finn exhaled, and a rueful expression crossed his face. “I wouldn’t take that wager, little brother. 

Remember how she insisted on eating a handful of sand when we told her she shouldn’t?” 

“She was five years old at the time.” 

“If anything, her stubbornness has only increased in the intervening years.” 

Kieran couldn’t argue against that. He’d initially believed that Willa and Dominic Kilburn were perfectly matched. Two more obstinate beings didn’t exist with arguments that involved slammed doors and broken porcelain. Yet Kieran had also seen the adoring way in which Willa and Dom looked at each other, how they always had their hands interlaced as if unable to bear a moment without touching. Surely, they would have a happy, if tempestuous, union. 

He wasn’t so certain of that any more. 

Something he  did  know for a fact was that churches made him deucedly uncomfortable. They were physical manifestations of temperance, solemnity, and quiet reflection— all conditions he studiously avoided. 

Merely standing outside St. George’s caused restless energy to pulse through his limbs, and it was all he could do to keep from leaping onto the back of a passing dray and riding off toward a tavern or the theatre or anywhere that wasn’t soaked with staid gravity like this house of worship. 

God knew he had no intention of ever standing up as a bridegroom in one of these places. 

“Christ,” he muttered to Finn, “I haven’t seen this side of the daytime in years.” 

“Tompkins owes me five quid,” his brother answered. “He said you wouldn’t make it, let alone show up sober. But I knew that you’d make an appearance, if only to gorge yourself at the wedding breakfast.” 

“Thank you for your faith in me,” Kieran said dryly. Louder, to his family, he said, “As groomsman, I’m off to check on Dom. I’ll offer my early felicitations for joining his cursed line to ours.” 

“On this day of all days,” his father said distractedly, “spare us your histrionic pronouncements.” 

His mother rolled her eyes, though it was difficult to say whether it was her son or husband who irritated her the most. 

Giving the earl an ironic salute, Kieran wrested open the church doors. He raised a brow as Finn fell into step beside him. 

“I’ve a wager with myself to see if you are struck dead the moment you set foot inside the church,” 

Finn explained genially. 

“There will be two charred spots on the floor, then. Yours beside mine.” 

The moment the doors opened, Finn threw Kieran a rude hand gesture, eliciting gasps from guests seated in nearby pews. Kieran shared a grin with his brother. 

“A new part of the Ransome Brothers mythos,” 

Finn murmured as they walked down the aisle toward the chancel. At least, Kieran  believed it was called a chancel, but he couldn’t be certain, as he hadn’t been particularly attentive when schooled on the aspects of faith. 

All of London’s elite packed St. George’s, drawn from the country’s most esteemed and respected families. The groom’s side of the church was filled with titans of industry and commerce, since Dom’s kin was part of that world, and their elegant garments easily rivalled those worn by the aristocracy. 

Yet both the nobility and those with newly made fortunes stared uneasily at Kieran and Finn as they walked down the aisle. Perhaps they, like many in the city, had read of the Ransome brothers’ exploits in the scandal rags. Everyone was eager to hear of someone else’s misbehaviour, if only to feel marginally better about their own paper thin lives and spongy morality. 

Kieran threw a roguish smile to the guests, delighting in the way the ladies’ hands fluttered at their throats and the gentlemen puffed out their chests. What did their discomposure mean to him? 

One particularly engaging woman on the bride’s side caught his interest, her fingers dancing along the lace of her fichu, her lips curved upward in an intrigued smile. Kieran winked at her, and she batted her lashes. 

“Hell.” Finn’s chuckle was dry. “Only you would attempt to arrange an assignation in a bloody church.” 

“I join a long and storied tradition of defiling houses of worship. But I’ve found someone even more captivating. Get a look at the neck on the one in the second row, groom’s side.” 

It was a most enthralling neck. Sweetly curved, with just a hint of soft, chestnut hued down where the hairline began. Kieran’s mouth watered as he imagined gently nipping his teeth into that neck and hearing the lady’s shocked, thrilled gasp of pleasure. 

Some men loved breasts, others were enthralled by arses or legs. But Kieran could write stanza after stanza on the allure of a woman’s neck. 

The lady in question turned to the person seated beside her, presenting her profile. 

Damn— Kieran knew her. 

He swore aloud, earning him more censorious looks from nearby guests. 

Finn laughed again. “Mentally seducing our best friend’s sister. A new nadir has been reached.” 

“Don’t tell Dom,” Kieran muttered. 

Though Dom accompanied him and Finn for nightly carousing, Kieran was the one who truly engaged every variety of wickedness known in London. For all his boisterousness, Dom remained on the side, placing bets, bellowing songs, yet eschewing female company. He  did  have a habit of getting into spontaneous brawls. 

Given that Dom knew exactly what kind of a rogue and scoundrel Kieran was, he’d never countenance Kieran contemplating debauchery with his younger sister. 

As if sensing Kieran’s salacious regard on her, Celeste Kilburn turned in her seat, her gaze catching his. Her eyes widened slightly, then she offered him a tentative smile. 

He did his best to return it as though he hadn’t been mentally disrobing and seducing her moments earlier. 

It was a neutral smile, verging on fraternal. Several years ago, Celeste had returned from finishing school as a striking woman, no longer a girl. From the time of her début to now, she was also the model of proper decorum, faultless in her behaviour. 

He always made certain to give Celeste a wide berth. Doing so remained the only thing in the whole of Kieran’s existence that could be considered wise or safe. 

Celeste tipped her head toward the front of the church, and he followed her direction, expecting to see her brother standing in front of the altar. That was usually the way with grooms, or so he believed in his limited experience, since he was never invited to weddings— or anywhere where respectable people congregated. Today was his first sortie as a groomsman, since Simon had asked a friend from Oxford to be his attendant, so he knew little about his responsibilities in this arena. 

Instead of seeing Dom standing nervously but eagerly in his nuptial finery, awaiting the appearance of his bride, Kieran only saw the robed vicar. The vicar  did  appear somewhat uncertain, his attention shooting back and forth between something behind him before returning to the crowd, offering the assembly a smile. 

It was the reassuring quality of that smile that gave Kieran pause. Just what was the vicar trying to reassure everyone of? 

Warily, with Finn beside him, Kieran approached the vicar. He half expected the older man to glow with holy righteousness, or perhaps smell of frankincense, but the bloke was an ordinary man who had missed a tiny patch of whiskers underneath his ear during his morning shave, and he smelled of the starch of his robes mingled with mundane sweat. 

“Something amiss, Reverend?” Finn asked. 

“You seem to be short one groom,” Kieran added. 

“Nothing at all is amiss,” the priest said heartily. Then, in a voice low enough so that only Kieran and Finn could hear it, he added, “Are you two . . . 

gentlemen . . . closely acquainted with Mr. Kilburn?” 

“If by close,” Kieran answered, “you mean have I seen him drunkenly challenge three sailors to a brawl and win? The answer to that is yes.” 

The priest stammered and turned lobster red, as Finn choked on a laugh. 

“I’m also his attendant,” Kieran added. 

Once he had recovered enough to speak, the reverend whispered, “The groom is faring poorly. I put him in the vestry to collect himself, but when I suggested summoning a member of his family to assist him, he vehemently declined. Well, I assume that by throwing a footstool at my head, he was declining my offer.” 

Though lobbing small pieces of furniture at holy men did sound like Dom, doing so on his wedding day raised an alarm. 

“Perhaps Mr. Kilburn might respond better to his groomsmen,” the priest continued. 

“Take us to him,” Kieran said. 

He and Finn followed the reverend through a small door near the chancel, and then through a narrow hallway, before they reached another door. Crashes and swearing came from inside, and a noise that sounded like a man attempting to hurl his body against something heavy. 

The vicar shot Kieran and Finn a worried look, most likely concerned that his vestry— whatever that could be— was in the process of being destroyed. 

He knocked on the door gently. 

“Mr. Kilburn,” the reverend said tentatively. “It’s Reverend Hodgson, and— ” 

“Piss off,” Dom shouted within. “I don’t want any of your homilies, and your wine is swill.” 

Reverend Hodgson blanched. 

“Let me handle this.” Kieran placed his hand on the vicar’s shoulder and urged the man away from the door. He pounded his fist against the wood and bellowed, “Dom. It’s Kieran and Finn. Stop acting like a ruddy ass and open the sodding door.” 

There was a long pause, before his friend muttered a grudging “Come in.” 

“Best to wait with the congregation, Reverend,” 

Finn said. 

The man shot Finn a grateful nod before dashing away, seeking sanctuary in his own church. Once the vicar was gone, Kieran opened the door— 

slowly, in case Dom had gotten his hands on some of the church’s silver and attempted to hurl it at Kieran’s or Finn’s head. 

Cautiously, Kieran stepped into the vestry and let out a low whistle. “I thought the damage you did to the Twin Bastards Tap-house was bad.” 

“Jesus, Dom,” Finn added, “did you  kick this bookcase apart?” 

There was no answer except a low, animal groan that originated from a man crouched in a corner of the chamber. The man had to be Dom because few people with such massive shoulders wore exquisitely tailored coats straight from Bond Street. 

Those shoulders were a legacy of Dom’s formative years spent labouring in the London docks. 

“Fucking bloody hell,” Dom growled without rising. “What a goddamned disaster.” 

It was a measure of how agitated Dom had to be because he’d reverted to the rough Cockney accent his family had tried to erase from their speech. The Kilburns had been mostly successful in eradicating traces of their humble beginnings, but when Dom was deep in his cups or especially upset, he reverted to the pronunciation he’d spoken with for the first eighteen years of his life. 

“Ain’t you going to chastise me for cursing in a church?” he threw over his shoulder. 

Kieran chuckled. “If you’re seeking penance, you’ve invited the wrong brothers into the vestry.” 

He approached his friend warily, as one would approach a maddened bull. The question remained whether or not Kieran would have to shoot Dom to put him out of his misery. “Done a fair job of levelling the church, though, so I commend you for that.” 

“I don’t possess the observational brains of a Bow Street runner,” Finn said slowly, picking up a few pieces of a shattered table, “but it appears you’re a trifle agitated.” 

Dom made another bestial noise. 

Carefully, as if he was truly facing a feral animal, Kieran laid his hand upon Dom’s shoulder. Dom immediately shook free of his touch. 

“Don’t be kind to me,” he snarled. “Don’t you fucking dare be kind to me. I don’t goddamned deserve it.” 

Kieran shared a mystified, worried look with his brother. Given that Finn made and lost fortunes at the gaming tables by hiding his emotions behind an unreadable façade, the fact that he didn’t bother to hide his concern served to ratchet up Kieran’s own unease. 

Kieran drew in a breath, trying to catch a whiff of spirits that surely wafted up from his friend. If Dom was cup shot, it might explain his behaviour, since, with enough strong drink in him, he had a tendency to become even more pugnacious. Mystifyingly, no smell of whisky or gin clung to him. 

However, a touch of alcohol might help steady what surely had to be a common case of anxiety before a wedding. Reaching into the inside pocket of his coat, Kieran pulled out a slim flask and tapped it against Dom’s back. “A better medicine than being bled.” 

Dom took the flask in his shaking hand and swiftly downed a swig before he handed it back to Kieran, who took his own sip before offering it to Finn. 

“Don’t drain it, you son of a bitch,” Kieran muttered as his brother tipped his head back to drink deeply. 

“How dare you call our mother a bitch,” Finn said, throwing the now empty flask at Kieran, who snatched the vessel before it struck his chest. 

A clock on a shelf struck a quarter to the hour. 

Given that the wedding was supposed to happen in fifteen minutes, the fact that the groom was hunkered in a ravaged vestry and continued to make incoherent sounds of distress did not bode well. A little inducement to get started might be in order. 

“You should see Willa,” Kieran said cheerfully. 

“Pretty as a raven against a snowfield. All this turmoil will have been forgotten once she’s your wife.” 

At the mention of his future bride’s name, Dom leapt to his feet, and threw his fist into a nearby cabinet. The furniture trembled and listed, but Kieran shoved it upright before it could collapse. 

“It’s a mistake,” Dom growled. “This whole thing is one enormous sodding mistake.” 

For a moment, Kieran was stunned into silence. 

“Like hell it is,” he finally said. “You and Willa are mad for each other. Have been for years, even before her come out. Whenever she walks into a room, you stare at her like a lion eyeing a gazelle. 

Unless . . .” He straightened as an alarming prospect struck him. “You don’t want her any more.” 

“I’d kill for her,” Dom snarled. 

Kieran silently exhaled. At least there was no shortage of deep emotion between his friend and Willa. Since childhood, Kieran had witnessed the distance between his parents, and their icy disdain for each other. They never addressed each other directly, and when they did, it was always “my lady” or “my lord,” but never their names of John or Aoife. Only when Kieran overheard a pair of housemaids gossiping did he learn that the match between an English earl and an Irish heiress had begun as a tempestuous love match, until in time they’d come to despise each other. 

He’d had vague memories of his parents’ loud arguments, which had terrified him as a small boy. 

But by the time Willa had been born, his mother and father had barely acknowledged each other. 

That selfsame chill frosted the entire family. Simon had been treated decently, as he was the heir, but Finn and Kieran were afterthoughts— which was fine because it permitted Kieran all the freedom he desired. 

Willa, though, was like a flame burning through the frost. She didn’t sit in the biting silence that reigned in the family, and was surprisingly adored for it. Whomever she was going to marry would have to be able to hold his own, or else be flattened like so much grass beneath her bootheel. Dom seemed to be the perfect match for her. 

As the daughter of an earl, Willa  had to marry, yet there was no expectation for Kieran to do the same, and thank God for that. How could he anchor himself to one woman when there were so many people out there in the world? 

“Then go out there and marry her, you dolt,” 

Finn said. 

“I can’t.” Dom shuddered as he covered his eyes with his hand. 

“Why the fuck not?” Kieran demanded. 

“She’s too goddamned good for me.” 

Kieran stared at his friend in disbelief. “This can’t be the same man who swaggers into each ballroom as if every person within it isn’t fit to button the fall of his breeches.” 

“It’s the truth, you bastard,” Dom snapped. 

“Even if she wasn’t a sodding earl’s sodding daughter, she’s so much better than me. In all possible ways, she’s better than me. I’m just some bloody longshoreman, and the things I’ve done— ” 

“Who hasn’t got a bit of mud on them?” Finn asked mildly. 

“You wouldn’t understand,” Dom threw back. 

“Both of you, to the manor born, never knowing what you got to do to survive. The depths you got to sink to in order to lift yourself up. How can I touch her, with these”— he held up his hands— 

“that have committed the worst crimes? How can I be the right kind of husband for her? The right kind of  man? She’s ruining herself by becoming my wife, and I can’t live with myself, knowing that. 

“Don’t you see?” He turned imploring eyes to Kieran. “Marrying her is the worst thing I could ever do to her. She’ll be miserable. Worse. I’ll destroy her, and I ain’t going to let that happen. But if I call it off, I’ll be wrecking her reputation.” 

Kieran absorbed his friend’s anguished words. 

The pain within them had been tangible, like running a hand through a bowl full of broken glass. 

There were things about Dom’s past Kieran didn’t know, but he’d seen the raw hurt that flashed in his friend’s eyes, and could only speculate that he’d endured some of life’s worst. And it pained Kieran to see Dom so wretched on this day, which should have brought his friend happiness. 

“A moment,” Kieran said, motioning for Finn. 

When his brother stood close, he whispered, “I’d say he’s talking rubbish, but he and Will  have  been driving each other mad. The fights. The tears. Do you think he’s right? That she’d be miserable as his wife?” 

“Entirely possible,” Finn murmured. “And if the marriage is a catastrophe, there’s no undoing it. 

She’ll be shackled to him for life. Like Mother and Father.” 

“If she didn’t want him, though, she could have cried off.” 

Finn fixed Kieran with a dry look. “And own that she’d made a mistake in her selection of bridegroom?” 

The two brothers were silent as they contemplated their only sister ruining her life because she was too obstinate to admit an error in judgement. 

Kieran remembered the day she was born, and how he’d snuck into his mother’s bedchamber to get a glimpse of Willa as she’d lain in her cradle. He’d been prepared to hate this new squalling creature who’d demanded the household’s attention, but he’d taken one look at the red, wrinkled thing who, within hours of her birth, already tried to pick up her head— and that determination had made him fall in love with her immediately. 

That hadn’t prevented him from tormenting and teasing her mercilessly over the years, but between siblings, what was a little ink in the hand whilst napping? It didn’t mean he wanted her to permanently lash herself to a man who might obliterate any chance of her happiness. 

He’d seen what had befallen his parents, and the way that poison had leeched into every branch of the family. 

Was that what awaited Willa? God, he prayed that wasn’t so. 

But . . . her reputation if Dom jilted her . . . 

There was a tap at the door, and the priest said hesitantly, “Beg your pardon, sirs, but we’re to begin the ceremony shortly.” 

A strangled groan tore from Dom. 

“Five minutes,” Kieran called through the door. 

After a long pause, Reverend Hodgson said, “As you wish, sir.” 

Kieran understood what had to happen. It was appalling but perhaps there was no choice. 

He and Finn shared another look, one fraught with the unspoken communication that they had shared over the course of their lives. For all Finn’s ability to disguise his thoughts and emotions, Kieran had twenty seven years of experience as Finn’s younger brother, so he knew how to read Finn. 

Should we?  Finn silently communicated to Kieran. 

 There’s no other choice,    Kieran answered wordlessly. 

Finn stared at Kieran.  There may be hell to pay. 

 Better that than the alternative. Besides, we’re doing Willa a favor. She’ll be grateful. 

In a whisper, Kieran added, “We can’t consign our sister to what’s surely a tremendous mistake, and following down the path our parents took.” 

“But she’ll be too stubborn to take the necessary action to prevent it from happening,” Finn added darkly. 

Kieran nodded at his brother, then took a breath, preparing himself for what needed to come next. 

“There wasn’t room for all of us in the carriage without crushing Willa’s gown, so Finn and I rode here this morning,” Kieran said, turning to Dom. 

“My horse is in the mews.” 

The would be bridegroom gaped at him. “The hell are you saying?” 

“Move quickly, and don’t attract attention to yourself.” Kieran gestured toward a door that led to the outside. 

Walking to the door, Finn pushed it open and glanced out. “No one’s about so now’s the time.” 

Dom swung his head back and forth between Kieran and Finn as he seemed to gauge whether or not the brothers were in earnest. Kieran gazed back, trying to imbue his expression with all the gravitas that the rest of Society seemed to believe he lacked. 

A rare look of terror crossed Dom’s face, followed by a flash of sorrow. 

“The world will know  she changed her mind,” 

Kieran said. “It’s a scandal, but not so bad as  you jilting her.” 

Dom immediately nodded. “No one will blame her when you let everyone know I was a drunken lout with the manners of a starved dog.” 

“You  are  a drunken lout with the manners of a starved dog,” Kieran noted. 

“Say whatever you have to,” Dom answered. “Drag my name through the mud, only make certain she emerges clean from this whole debacle.” 

“You’ve only heard the insults I’ve spoken to your face,” Kieran replied. “Rest assured I will be inventive in the ones I say behind your back.” 

Dom’s expression turned stony before resolve took its place. He strode to the threshold, pausing briefly to look back at Kieran and Finn. “It’s the right thing to do. For Willa’s sake.” 

“For Willa’s sake,” Kieran answered. She would be safe, and protected. He had to ensure that happened. Pointing toward the door, he said, “Go. Finn and I will take care of the rest.” 

“Tell Willa  .  .  .” Dom swallowed hard. “Tell her . . .” 

With one last glance, ripe with agony, he hurried out. A fine rain had begun to fall, staining the shoulders of what would have been his wedding coat as he raced toward the mews. 

Finn shut the door, and crossed his arms over his chest. “Suppose we ought to tell Willa that she’s rejecting her groom.” 

“She’ll thank us. Surely Mother would have thanked anyone who kept her from marrying Father.” Kieran glanced around the vestry. “Looks like Rome after being sacked by the Visigoths.” 

“The Vandals sacked Rome.” 

“Who  didn’t  sack Rome?” Kieran glanced warily at the door that led to the church. 

Something tightened along his limbs, and it was only as he headed out of the small, devastated chamber and toward where his sister awaited a wedding that was not going to take place, that he could name the feeling: dread. 


        
         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
                  
            Two weeks later

         

         Steps approached the door, and the handle rattled as the person on the other side fitted their key into the lock. From his position flanking the door, Kieran exchanged a nod with Finn, who stood on the other side of the entrance to the rooms they shared with Dom. Out of readiness, Kieran had deliberately worn some of his older clothing, lest one of his favourite garments be torn in the scuffle. His allowance as a third son was generous, but he’d rather not dip into it in order to repair an extant coat. 

The door swung open, and though the light was low, there was no mistaking the size and shape of the man who crossed the threshold. 

“Now!” Finn commanded. 

Kieran flung himself at the man, and Finn did the same. Both he and his brother spent several days a week at a pugilism academy, yet even after extensive work maintaining their strength and physical condition, it took both of them to wrestle the newcomer to the ground. 

“What the fuck is this?” Dom snarled. “Get off me.” 

“We’ll stop,” Finn panted, “if you agree to come quietly.” 

“Come quietly  where?” Dom demanded. “What the blazes is going on?” 

“The honour of your presence is requested.” It wasn’t easy to attempt an explanation when busy trying to avoid a behemoth’s massive fists in significant parts of one’s anatomy. 

“If you agree to be docile,” Finn added, evading an elbow to the windpipe, “we’ll get up. And afterwards, we’ll all go to the Eagle for some pints, and everything will be rosy.” 

“After  what?” Dom’s struggles didn’t cease. 

“Can’t tell you that,” Kieran said. “But it’s going to be quite simple and easy and utterly painless.” 

After a few more futile attempts to throw Kieran and Finn from him, Dom stopped struggling. “You could’ve just  asked me to accompany you somewhere.” 

“Given that no one has seen you in a fortnight,” 

Kieran said, his words breathless, “and the last time we did, you were running like hell away from the altar, we weren’t certain what your response might be.” 

“An ambush in our shared rooms seemed the most sensible option,” Finn noted, also winded. 

“Entirely sensible,” Dom echoed sardonically. 

The fire popped in the grate as the three of them lay on the floor, valiantly attempting to regain their breaths. A moment passed, and then another. Finally, they staggered to their feet. 

Briefly, Kieran debated whether or not to make his friend change his rumpled garments before they headed off on their errand, but now that he and Finn had managed to capture Dom, it was best not to dally. Already, Finn was scribbling a note, presumably to send ahead to the interested parties. The sooner Kieran and his brother delivered Dom to the destination, the sooner they could resume normal life. 

“Best we move along,” Finn said, heading to the door. 

When they reached the pavement outside their rooms on Henrietta Street, Finn gave the note and a coin to a waiting boy, who raced off to deliver it, while Kieran hailed a cab. 

“Don’t think about it,” he warned Dom as his friend eyed the stretch of road, clearly considering flight. 

“I’m bigger,” Dom said on a sigh, “but you two are faster.” 

A cab pulled up, and Finn called to the driver, 

“Cavendish Square.” 

Dom’s brows climbed. “We’re going to your family home? Won’t  she be there?” 

“Willa’s abroad,” Kieran answered. “She left the day after the wedding.” 

Seemingly resigned, Dom got into the cab, with Kieran and Finn following. Silence reigned in the vehicle for a long while. It was early evening, and the lamplight cast flickering patches of illumination into the interior of the cab, giving Kieran more of an opportunity to study his friend. Dom truly did look like he’d been to hell, and had yet to make the return journey. Dark circles ringed his eyes. 

Within the span of a fortnight, he appeared to have dropped half a stone, his face haggard and gaunt, the image of a man who had loved and lost. 

Watching others tumble into that morass of emotion was the closest Kieran had ever come to it. 

Truthfully, it wasn’t that he couldn’t feel it himself, but there was always a new person, a new sensation and adventure, and tethering himself to anyone for any extended period of time simply didn’t make sense. Better to remain unencumbered, open and ready to experience anything that came his way, and whatever and whomever he sought out. 

Love also had a disastrous habit of turning rancid, as he’d seen with his parents, and now with Willa and Dom. While the initial pleasure might be great, in the aftermath love cooled and congealed like spilled blood. The stronger one loved, the greater the despair that followed its inevitable retreat. 

“How is she?” The question tore from Dom as if he’d had to lure it out like an animal from its hiding place. 

“She’s . . .” The last time Kieran had seen Willa had been a fortnight ago. He and Finn had gone to her as she’d waited in the vestibule, their family standing with her as they prepared to begin the ceremony. Finding the right words had never been problematic for Kieran, but at that moment, facing his little sister to tell her that he’d assisted in the flight of her groom, he’d been unable to speak. It hadn’t made sense. He and Finn had acted in her best interest, and yet as he’d stared at Willa in her wedding finery, the veil obscuring her face but the gauzy fabric rising and falling with her quick breaths, for the first time, he’d doubted whether or not they had done the right thing. 

Willa had lifted her own veil and stared at him. 

Her face had been pale as paper, and written across that paper was terrible, icy resolve. 

He’d wished she had railed at him. Thrown something as she shouted opprobrium. But she’d been still and quiet in a way he had never seen in all of Willa’s twenty three years. 

“I’m sorry, Will,” Kieran had managed to croak. 

“Sorry? Sorry for what?” his mother had demanded, her Irish accent thickening with her distress. 

“Dom is gone,” Willa had said. “And Kieran and Finn helped him go.” 

“He says to tell everyone you called things off,” 

Finn had answered. 

“As if that makes everything better,” the earl had snapped. 

Willa hadn’t spoken to him again after that. 

They’d left the church and she’d gone up to her room, not coming out all day and all night. In the morning, when Kieran and Finn had stopped by for breakfast, she’d left, with only a note from their parents saying they were seeing Willa off. 

“I don’t know how she is,” Kieran answered, realizing that Dom waited for a reply. “If she’s sent any letters home, none have been to me.” 

He shifted on the cab’s seat, but the squabs were worn from countless passengers, and the uneasiness twisting in his belly remained. 

“I’m to be met with a firing squad, I suppose,” 

Dom said lowly. 

“All I know is that we’re to deliver you to the Green Parlour,” Kieran said. “Though it’s doubtful you’ll be greeted by a row of rifles. My mother’s fond of the wall coverings in the Green Parlour.” 

“Comforting,” Dom muttered. 

Yet surprisingly, when the cab stopped briefly to permit a wagon to pass, Dom didn’t attempt to leap from the vehicle and run away. It was almost as if he was reconciled to whatever punitive measures were likely waiting for him. Or perhaps, in some way, he welcomed them. 

A taut silence fell, and Finn attempted to fill the quiet with chatter about a new gaming hell that had just opened on Moreton Place in Pimlico. Kieran hadn’t been to it yet, but he joined in the conversation. It was a way to pass the time, and kept his thoughts from shifting toward that morning in the church, and the awful stoicism on Willa’s face when she’d learned that her groom was gone, and that he was responsible. But he’d done the right thing, saving her from a lifetime of misery. Hadn’t he? 

The cab finally stopped outside Wingrave House, and Finn tossed a coin to the driver as they emerged. 

From the street, the earldom’s city residence radiated importance, evidenced in the lights that blazed from many windows. Kieran had never given the amount of illumination much thought, until the first time he’d brought Dom to his family’s home, and his friend had cursed in wonderment that they could afford so many candles, and so much glass in the casements. 

Of course, Dom’s family’s fortune nearly matched that of the earl, but he hadn’t been born into wealth. 

Kieran, Finn, and Dom marched up the steps that led to Wingrave House’s front door, which opened to reveal Vickers, the butler. 

Tension collected in helixes in Kieran’s stomach, though he’d no reason to be uneasy. All he had been tasked to do was bring Dom, so his friend ought to be the anxious one. Yet that apprehension trailed after him as he walked the well known hallways of his family home. He glanced at Finn striding beside him, but if his brother shared his discomfiture, he did his usual expert job of hiding it. 

Kieran didn’t envy his brother’s ability to conceal how he felt. Unlike Finn, he didn’t spend the majority of his time at the gambling tables, so he’d no need of such disguising. And life was simply too delicious to spend suppressing your responses to it. 

Voices came from up ahead in the Green Parlour. 

It was a strange symphony of the smooth, cultured timbre of his father, his mother’s more musical tones that still bore the lyricism of her native Galway, and the heavier, rougher angles of Ned Kilburn’s East London cadence. At the sound of his father’s voice, Dom’s steps faltered, but he kept moving toward the parlour like a man unflinchingly determined to meet his fate. 

Kieran stopped in the doorway of the chamber. 

His father stood in front of the fire, hands clasped behind his back in his typical posture, whilst his mother sat on the divan, with the usual amount of distance between herself and her husband. Neither of his parents greeted Kieran, and he realized that this was the first time he’d seen them since the wedding. 

They hadn’t met for their weekly stilted Thursday night dinners after that day, and he’d received no summons. 

“Father,” Kieran said, coming into the parlour. 

“Mother.” 

Heavy lines bracketed the earl’s mouth as he pressed his lips together, and his mother barely inclined her head to receive Kieran’s kiss on her cheek. Ice crystallized along his spine. Relations between him and his parents had never been especially warm, yet this was a new tier of distance. 

“Mr. Kilburn,” Kieran added with a nod toward the other man. 

The grunt that Ned Kilburn gave him was almost identical to Dom’s. Though the elder Kilburn was approaching middle age, his shoulders remained wide as a marathon, and despite his costly clothing, it was an easy feat to imagine him hauling cargo in London’s docks. The man had made his fortune leasing warehouses to shipping companies, his beginnings humble but his ambition extraordinary. 

His glance at Kieran was icy, just as it was when Finn greeted him. Yet his eyes blazed when his son entered the parlour. 

“Da,” Dom growled. 

Another grunt came from Ned Kilburn. 

Kieran eyed the cut crystal decanter on a small table against the wall. It was decently full, and his father’s cellar was excellent, but there wasn’t time to down a glass. The sooner Kieran left this room, the easier he’d breathe. 

“Our responsibilities end here,” he announced. 

“Dom’s been delivered, so I bid you all good night. 

Finn, shall we?” He bowed, but the smirk he gave his parents surely undercut any of the bow’s deference. 

Yet as he and his brother made to leave, Vickers appeared in the hallway, closing the door in his face. 

Kieran stopped abruptly, blinking at the butler’s disrespect. True, Kieran had never been a model of filial decorum, but the servants had always been polite and deferential, even after he and Finn had moved into their bachelor lodgings. 

He pulled open the door to find two hulking footmen blocking his exit. 

Spinning around, Kieran met the blisteringly cold stares of his parents. “You set a trap for three.” 

“Yet again with your dramatic pronouncements,” 

his father clipped. “But, yes, my son, there’s to be a reckoning. All of you, sit.” 

Dom slouched into a chair, and Finn draped himself on a divan, but Kieran remained standing. 

He planted his feet wide, folding his arms over his chest. His father’s face pinched in displeasure— a look Kieran knew as well as he knew his own boots. 

“I’m assuming the duo in the hallway are here to enforce your will,” Kieran drawled. “Such physical intimidation is beneath you, Father.” 

“What  is beneath me,” the earl snapped, “is the fact that two of my sons assisted in their own sister’s jilting.” He glared in turn at Kieran, Finn, and Dom. 

“The whole town’s talking of what happened,” 

the countess said tightly. “Fortunately, we were able to avert the absolute worst scandal by letting it be known that the groom arrived intoxicated to his own wedding, causing Willa to halt the ceremony.” 

Dom’s expression remained stony, yet a muscle in his jaw flexed. 

“Even so, it’s on everyone’s lips,” the earl went on. “Surely you’ve noticed.” 

“The places I go aren’t much concerned with the doings of polite society,” Kieran noted. In the rare moments that he was out during daylight hours, he might have observed genteel folk steering wide of him and whispering to themselves, but that wasn’t especially noteworthy. 

“A good thing Lady Willa isn’t suing for breach of promise,” Mr. Kilburn added, glaring at his son. 

“She’d be well within her rights to do so. Instead, she’s gone on holiday until the whole ruddy mess has quieted. Bad enough that we’re not born into the gentry. Scandals like this only reflect poorly on folk like us.” 

“What the deuce were you thinking?” the earl demanded. “Causing a scandal of such immense proportions?” 

“And hurting your sister so abominably,” the countess added with a glare at her husband. 

Mr. Kilburn threw in, “And leading my son into making such a bloody huge mistake?” 

“I made my own decisions,” Dom snarled. 

“Abetted by these two overbred miscreants,” Mr. 

Kilburn said sourly, shooting a look at Kieran and Finn. 

A moment passed, and Kieran saw that the questions weren’t rhetorical. When his parents stared at him, he blurted, “Why aren’t you asking Finn? He’s older.” 

“We know better than to expect anything intelligent from him,” his father said dismissively. Though his mother almost never agreed with the earl on anything, she nodded at his disdainful comment. 

Despite his parents’ wounding words, Finn looked unperturbed, but Kieran knew better than to trust the lack of emotion in his brother’s expression. 

“Don’t talk about Finn like that,” Kieran said hotly, hating the way his parents spoke of and to Finn as though he were a dullard. 

“Don’t deflect,” the countess replied. “What made you do such a horrendous thing as to aid Mr. Kilburn in jilting your own sister?” 

“We were  helping.” Kieran waved toward his parents. “It was clear that Willa and Dom were headed down the same disastrous path as you two. 

We had to keep that from happening.” 

His father reddened, and burning colour also appeared in his mother’s cheeks. 

With a wary glance toward Mr. Kilburn, the earl said, “Our marriage is none of your concern.” 

Finn laughed bitterly, but said nothing, his gaze directed toward the middle distance. 

“It’s clear that we’ve let you all have your own way far too often,” their father continued, “and the results were nearly disastrous. It’s time for a remedy.” 

“Remedy,” Finn said, sitting up with a frown. 

“Ameliorate. Put to rights.” Their father made an impatient noise, not an uncommon occurrence whenever he conversed with his second son. Kieran’s father strode back and forth in front of the fire, and spoke in an uncompromising voice. “We’ve given you handsome allowances so that you haven’t had to seek employment. Clearly, however, such indulgent actions have yielded a crop of thorough scoundrels. No longer. The time has come for all of you to reform, beginning immediately.” 

Before Kieran could open his mouth to object, Mr. 

Kilburn spoke. “It’s a simple process. To demonstrate that you’ve changed for the better, you’ll need to marry.” 

A disbelieving laugh escaped Kieran, and Finn swore under his breath. Dom was as still and wordless as granite. 

“And not simply marry any jade you meet in the sordid places you habituate,” the countess said. 

“Your brides must be  respectable. That, above all. 

These women must be of the most faultless moral character with nary a reproach against them.” 

Kieran gave another stunned bark of laughter, causing both his parents to scowl. 

“Me, marry.” He chuckled. “Granted, neither of you are known for your wit, but surely you’re
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