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CHAPTER ONE


The end . . .

Those words never failed to captivate Calliope Croft with their power.

Holding back a sigh, she read the last page once more. Oh, perhaps twice. Then, she hugged the little book to her bosom, sending the story through the fur lining of her redingote and directly into her heart. The tale was over, and yet to her, the end signified a well-deserved beginning.

With the thought, her gaze drifted across the carriage, past the snowy rolling hills of Lincolnshire beyond the window, to where her brother and his wife napped. They’d been married nearly six months now. An arm around his bride, Griffin rested a cheek atop her head, while Delaney nestled against his shoulder.

If one ignored the fact that her brother snored like a bear and that her sister-in-law’s open mouth had formed a spot of drool on his greatcoat, the image they created was actually quite romantic.

Calliope took complete credit for her brother’s state of matrimonial bliss. A smug grin flitted across her lips as she looked down to the couple’s joined hands.

One day Griffin might even thank Calliope for having abandoned Delaney during a summer storm in an effort to hurry along their endless courtship. After all, some trials must be borne for the sake of a perfect ending—as every great romantic novel had taught her.

Unfortunately, real-life happily ever afters were far too rare.

After a final quixotic squeeze, Calliope placed the book inside her satchel. Somehow, her gloved finger caught against the hidden pouch she’d sewn into the lining. For a moment, she went still. Did she dare reach inside?

Just once more, she promised.

Then again, Calliope always told herself it would only be once more. After five years of keeping this secret, she was ashamed of how many once mores there had been.

Her heart quickened. The rapid pounding in her ears was loud enough to awaken Endymion from eternal slumber. Worried her brother and his wife could hear it too, she cast a surreptitious glance across the carriage.

Still asleep. Good. It was safe to indulge just once more . . .

Taking a sip of air, she quietly lifted her treasure out of the satchel. Then carefully, she unfolded the thin, yellowed parchment that was so well loved it resembled a square of tea-stained linen.

My love,

I am wrecked!

How can a single glance wield such power? Oh, but not even a glance—for you were turned away at first and all I saw were dark honey tresses spilling down the elegant curve of your neck. They pressed the barest of kisses to your shoulders. My own lips tingled.

Even though I did not know your name, there I stood, transfixed by a foreign sensation. In that moment, I was a voyager witnessing land after a lifetime at sea, and blind to the rocks jutting up between us. My only desire was to breech any distance in order to stand by your side. I longed to see you turn, lift your gaze to mine, and recognize the soul that had inexplicably crashed into yours.

Alas, before the tide could draw me in, you bestowed your smile upon another. The beauty of your face, alight with gaiety, speared through me with the green saber of jealousy. And yet, as I drew ever closer, the sight anchored me as well. For in your gaze, I saw no passionate glow from within. Instead, standing before me was a creature who yearned for something more but kept her wish carefully concealed.

We are the same, my love.

And this is love—I am certain. Nothing less dare swim through my veins at the thought of you. I feel at once as an anchor would—solid and unyielding—but also tethered to your hand. You are the line, the vessel, the sea, and the light that guides me to the shore. Your name is now a song that lives inside my heart—the siren call that compels me to dash myself upon the rocks of matrimony. Yes, matrimony!

This is no easy declaration. It would mean the end of this life. But to begin another with you—only you—would calm the churning sea within me.

Look for me, dear siren. My love. Call me to your shores and we will be united forever.

Yours irrevocably,

Calliope let out a breath. Her heart always paused for two full beats when she reached the bottom of the page.

In the place of his signature, the parchment had been ripped—either by accident or by design, she did not know. Frayed and browning from years of her fingers tracing that jagged crescent-shaped edge, she still wished she knew the name that had once been there.

Oh, but what was the point of wishing? She could cover a meadow with the falling stars to which she’d whispered in the dark.

In the end, wishing had not given her back the last five years of her life.

When she’d first received the letter, she’d cast aside everything for him. She’d fallen in love with him—whoever he was—and all because of these words. They’d opened something inside her. It was as if the cover of her own book had lifted for the first time, rousing a story from the depths of her dreams.

Tempted by the kind of passion she’d only read about in novels, she’d wanted to experience that kind of love with a desperation she still didn’t understand. Even now, her hands trembled as she refolded the letter and replaced it to the hidden pocket.

In the same moment, Griffin stirred. His snore cut off abruptly.

Calliope jerked her hand out of the satchel. Thankfully, her brother wasn’t paying attention to her and did not see. He shifted his hold on Delaney to peer out the window and rubbed a hand over the glass.

“We are almost to Stampton,” he said quietly, without removing his gaze from the landscape. “Perhaps we should visit our cousin as we travel northward to Scotland. I received a letter from Aunt Augusta before we departed London, informing me that Pamela and Brightwell are at Fallow Hall.”

Brightwell—her cousin’s new husband and the man that Calliope had refused five years ago because of that letter.

Griffin waited. His gaze turned to Calliope. He was the only other person who’d known about the letter. Amongst tears and blubbering, she’d confided in him, confessing that she couldn’t possibly marry Brightwell when she loved someone else.

And look how splendidly that turned out, Calliope’s inner narrator mocked.

Offering a nod, Calliope encouraged Griffin to continue. She hoped it appeared as if she wasn’t bothered at all by the mention of Brightwell.

“Apparently, Brightwell’s friends have recently taken up residence at Fallow Hall and offered the quietude of the country for Pamela’s . . . recuperation,” Griffin said with the arch of a speculative brow.

Calliope remembered how Pamela had stayed in bed for over a fortnight because of a thistle in her finger. She hadn’t been able to lift a thing on her own, even with her uninjured hand. Often, Calliope imagined that Pamela believed herself born to be queen. Yet when no princes had courted her—or dukes, marquesses, earls, or viscounts—she’d settled for being the wife of a baron. Brightwell was of a nature to accommodate her every whim, so it truly was a perfect match. At least, for Pamela.

Calliope’s lips pursed. “The carriage accident was over a month ago. Aunt Augusta assured mother that Pamela wasn’t injured.”

“True. I have corresponded with her physician as well.” A curious smirk hid beneath Griffin’s stern expression. “And he states that she is well enough to return home once her mental faculties have returned.”

Ah, now she understood the reason behind the smirk. Not only was Pamela used to being pampered, but she also was a bit scatterbrained.

Calliope tried not to grin. “Had the physician been acquainted with our cousin before the accident?”

“No.” His deadpan expression caused a giggle to bubble up her throat.

“With enough inducement, I’m certain our cousin could remain wherever she was treated well . . . for a very long time.”

“Yes,” Griffin said with a nod. “However, Aunt Augusta can no longer stay with her. According to her letter, there was a horrendous beast of a dog who abused her prized Pekinese abominably, forcing a hasty retreat to Springwood House.”

Aunt Augusta had been known to exaggerate on occasion for the sake of spoiling all creatures in her charge. Therefore, Calliope wasn’t entirely certain this news warranted alarm. In fact, her aunt had once accused Calliope of abusing both Poppet and Lambkin when she’d refused to feed them the first bite of her tart.

“Without her mother’s attention, it stands to reason that Pamela won’t stay much longer in Lincolnshire. There can be little amusement for her in a house with her husband and his friends.”

“I’d come to the same conclusion,” Griffin said but with a trace of wariness in his tone.

Unfortunately, Calliope understood the source. Her brother watched over every limb of their family tree. Even before it was assumed he would inherit the earldom from their great-uncle, Griffin had possessed an innate sense of protectiveness. Right now, if Calliope’s intuition was correct, he was battling between his duty to look in after their cousin and his desire to avoid causing Calliope distress.

Even though Brightwell was likely an excellent spouse for her cousin, Calliope couldn’t help but think that he’d almost been her very own husband. Until that day in Bath five years ago when she’d said I cannot instead of I will.

She often wondered if she’d made the right decision.

Calliope drew in a breath and answered her brother’s unspoken question. “I haven’t seen Pamela since her wedding. It would only be right if we stopped by Fallow Hall while we are in Lincolnshire.”

“If you are certain,” he said. When she gave him a firm nod, he continued. “Then we shall make our journey on the morrow and remain for only a few hours.”

With that settled, he turned to press a kiss into Delaney’s auburn curls. “It is time to wake up, Mrs. Croft.”

He whispered the words with such affection that Calliope blushed.

Feeling like a voyeur, she pretended a sudden desire to check the state of the coals inside the brass foot warmer. No rise of warmth penetrated her Limerick gloves. Regardless, she lifted the lid only to find a bed of finely sifted ash. Closing the lid, she sat back. Then, adjusting the heavy woolen blanket over her lap, she reached for the fur muff on the seat beside her.

Beyond the fogged carriage windows, heavy gray clouds shrouded the snow-covered countryside. The scenery should have appeared picturesque. Not bleak and desolate. But suddenly that was how she felt. Bleak, desolate . . . alone. In fact, if she were the lead character in one of the novels she read, she might expect castle ruins looming in the distance. Although, much the same, barren trees and scraggily shrubs marked the rutted landscape like scars along the Great North Road.

Since the clusters of evergreens did not suit a bout of melancholy, she chose to ignore their beauty and wallow for a moment longer. Because if one thought about snow-laden boughs, one naturally thought of sleigh rides. And no one could be unhappy while whisking through the brisk winter air with snowflakes kissing one’s cheeks.

Calliope’s sigh fogged up the glass, obscuring her view completely. Perhaps she never should have refused Brightwell’s proposal. She’d genuinely liked his company. When he’d begun to court her all those years ago, she’d known the likely outcome.

Calliope blamed the letter. And perhaps her own somewhat overly romantic nature.

She could have made a life with Brightwell. Instead, she’d let him slip through her fingers. She could have had a sleigh-ride partner for the rest of her life.

If she were the lead character in her own novel, she would have found the man who’d stolen her heart in a letter, married him posthaste, and lived happily ever after.

But sadly, her life hadn’t turned out that way. She never found the man who’d written the most beautiful letter in existence. She’d spent years looking for him, compiling a series of lists in a journal on every gentleman of the ton who fit the criteria, and even those who did not.

In her opinion, her love-letter lover would possess:

 

1. A poet’s soul.

2. A passionate nature.

3. An undisguised yearning in his gaze.

4. An inclination to marry

 

Or in the very least . . .

 

5. Ink on his fingertips.

 

She’d conducted surreptitious interviews with every dance partner, every sister, every maiden aunt and mother. Oddly enough, there had been numerous candidates, likely because she possessed a rather idealistic view of the world. Or at least, she had.

Until her love-letter lover had written to someone else.

When the first of the infamous Casanova letters appeared, her heart had broken. Other debutantes began receiving letters as well, six in all. While Calliope had kept hers a secret, the others had not. Their letters had been recited during calling hours with a great deal of sighs, fanning, and even a few swoons.

Yet while the other letters lacked the transformative intensity that hers possessed, she knew—after seeing them with her own eyes and noting the distinctive lettering—they were all written by the same hand.

That was when Calliope had realized that the ton’s Casanova was a glutton. A heart collector. Soon, it had become all too obvious that Calliope had been a fool for refusing Brightwell.

She’d often wondered if—upon his closer inspection—the anonymous author had found her nose too wide, her brows too straight, her lips too plump, and her brown eyes too plain. To each of those flaws she would concede. She believed, however, that her forehead sloped nicely to the edge of her blonde hair, and her ears were not too small. Those self-redeeming qualities notwithstanding, the result had been the same.

She’d been nothing special to him.

After the soul-crushing realization took hold, she no longer entertained the notion of having a Season. The love in her heart had turned from sweet to bitter. Afraid of breaking that fragile organ again, she gave up on marriage.

Now, five years later and on the shelf—a veritable spinster—she still wished to discover his identity. But not to marry him.

Absolutely not.

Instead, she wanted to expose this cad to the entire ton and make him pay for all the hearts and promises he’d broken.

Perhaps, one day, she would have the chance.

Gabriel Ludlow, Viscount Everhart, collapsed against the cushions of the sofa and gritted his teeth. The splint around his lower leg was a damnable nuisance. A month had passed since he’d broken the bone above his ankle, and he wasn’t certain which bothered him more—the steady ache from the injury or the constant pinching from the cure.

Damn, he needed another drink.

Reaching forward to massage his leg between the slats of wood, Gabriel answered the challenge his friend had issued a moment ago. “Forget it, Montwood. Only a fool would wager against you. You have a peculiar way of winning when it suits you.”

“Aye.” Rafe Danvers nodded, the firelight glancing off his dark, angular features. Lifting a finger away from the glass in his hand, he pointed to the man in question. “I’ve seen you at the tables too many times to gamble with you, as well.”

Renowned for his charm, Lucan Montwood ignored their comments and tossed the cork from another bottle into the fire. Lying on the floor in front of the hearth, the lanky gray dog that had made his home here in recent weeks didn’t even flinch.

Arching black brows over amber eyes, Montwood considered the label of a rather costly scotch. A slow, appreciative grin followed.

Gabriel knew firsthand that it was costly. His own father, the estimable Duke of Heathcoat, had railed at him over the price. The tirade had expanded to encompass an entire life of imprudent choices. “A waywardness that is unbecoming to the heir of a dukedom.”

No stranger to these lessons in castigation, Gabriel shouldn’t have been bothered. Yet his convenient deafness during these moments had abandoned him of late. He was actually starting to hear his father. Bugger it all.

“Then in celebration of the departure of our most recent guest, I offer a toast—”

“Thank the Lord that Brightwell’s mother-in-law left today,” Danvers interrupted.

Montwood continued without missing a breath. “To Fallow Hall, where the rent is cheap and the friends are wealthy.”

“And good riddance to those ankle-biting terrors she kept with her.” Danvers bumped the rim of his glass against the bottle for another finger or two. In truth, the three of them had stopped counting the amount of fine spirits they’d consumed. It was more a measure of how close to filling without spilling that mattered now.

Filling without spilling? Gabriel rolled his eyes to the cornices outlining the domed ceiling overhead. This wasn’t a good sign. He always started to rhyme when he’d had a too much to drink. Although, he distinctly recalled several instances in the past when he’d imbibed in a greater quantity and it hadn’t taken hold so soon.

He blamed the Dowager Duchess of Heathcoat. Being under the constant scrutiny of the ton’s most formidable dragon had turned him into a one-bottle man. A sad day, indeed.

But there was nothing he could have done differently. At the time, she’d threatened to have his father cut him off. Completely and without a shilling! Well, except for the six thousand pounds he lived on each year. Still . . . What a fine threat, and from his own grandmother too.

Now, safely tucked away in the wilds of Lincolnshire, he could once again be himself. He’d had his fill of reforming. Especially when it had served no purpose, other than to make his father expect more from him. Until more had become too much.

Gabriel lifted his glass as soon as Montwood filled it to the brim. “To Fallow Hall—where neither brides nor babes may ever roam!”

The two other bachelors cheered “Huzzah!” and tossed back another swallow.

Danvers tipped the glass a bit too far and wavered on his feet. Swaying, he dropped into an upholstered armchair at his back. Yet with an outstretched arm, he managed to save the liquor with nary a splash and gave a low whistle.

Gabriel saluted his fellow one-bottle man.

Montwood made the rounds, topping them off, his pouring hand suspiciously steady. “Alas, there is a bride in residence already.”

“Not mine. Never mine.” The gratitude in Gabriel’s voice echoed down from the ceiling. “Brightwell”—absent from their party, the poor bugger—“is stuck with that baggage. I was merely being charitable to allow an old friend and his wife a bit of respite.”

“The carriage accident was a month ago,” Danvers pointed out needlessly.

Gabriel was all too aware of how long ago the accident had been and how long their guests had been in residence in the east wing. Far too close to his own suite of rooms. For that reason, he spent most of his time here, in the north tower.

The map room had been his haven in recent weeks. Framed atlas prints adorned the walls, each one hosting places he’d been or new ones he’d yet to explore. At the back of the room, a spiral staircase curved up toward an open loft filled with books and journals of fellow travelers, in addition to enormous volumes of charts he was eager to inspect.

He was itching at the prospect of another expedition. The need to be aboard a ship, with the wind in his face and England at his back, filled his thoughts. That was something he was good at—running away. Staying one step ahead of guilt and responsibility.

“Not to add bumble broth to our merriment,” Montwood interrupted, his tone ominous, “but the physician suggested continued bed rest until Lady Pamela’s”—he coughed—“mental faculties return.”

Gabriel didn’t appreciate the reminder, but laughed nonetheless. “Though I have not been acquainted with Lady Brightwell overly long, she’s been rather bird-witted the entire time. If bed rest will aid her, then surely another glass of scotch will prevent me from becoming foxed.”

“Aye!” Danvers nodded and squinted in agreement as if Socrates had just spoken.

Montwood held his empty glass to his eye as if it were an enormous monocle. “Ah. A mystery solved at last! The reason Everhart hasn’t married is that he would prefer a bluestocking for a bride.”

Gabriel frowned. This conversation rang with too many familiar notes, bringing to mind the demands of his father. “This tomfoolery has gone on long enough. It is time for you to take your rightful place in society. No more gadding about, wasting your life on games, expeditions, and light-skirts. Find a sensible girl, settle down, and become a responsible adult.”

But at what cost? Turning into the same shell of a man that his father had become?

“I will never marry,” he said, and likely with more vehemence than his friends deserved. Neither seemed to notice, however, because they were too busy laughing.

“Ha!” Montwood challenged. “You are your father’s heir. You must marry.”

Unruffled due to years of weaving away from that type of bare-knuckled blow, Gabriel shrugged. “Let my younger brother be the responsible one.” Clive was nearly thirteen. Plenty of time left for their father to groom him into the perfect ducal candidate.

With the thought settled in his mind, Gabriel pointed with his drink, amber liquid sloshing. “Danvers is the only one of us who must marry. He is his father’s only son.”

Danvers’s grin faded. “Not I. My father holds no title to hand down to me, nor a name that garners much respect among the ton. Unlike yours. Besides, with my sister married to your cousin”—he pointed back to Gabriel as if the fault for the marriage lay with his side of the family—“my parents will have scores of infants to coddle, with the first arriving shortly.”

At the mention of the anticipated arrival, another enthusiastic—and somewhat slurred—toast made the rounds. “To Rathburn, his bride, and his babe!”

Before Gabriel knew it, he was looking at the bottom of another empty glass. Montwood was quick to remedy that situation. Making himself more comfortable in the corner of the sofa, Gabriel was careful to keep his leg propped on a pillow. He thought of Hawthorne Manor and how downright blissful his cousin had been during their last visit.

Absently, Gabriel scratched his leg through the slats. “The marriage noose fits Rathburn’s neck quite well.”

“And so it shall remain,” Danvers added with a fierceness that suggested he still thought of his sister in leading strings. His friend was a veritable beast when it came to protecting his family. Those who knew him best understood that his claws were reserved for enemies, but for everyone else, he was full of stuff and fluff.

Stuff and fluff? Gabriel stared down at his drink. Perhaps he should make this one his last.

“I seem to recall a time when Danvers welcomed the knot.” Montwood sat forward, extending the bottle to add another splash to each glass. It seemed he was baiting both of them now. “But your betrothed decided to tie her rope around a rich American.”

“Precisely why I will never marry,” Danvers declared with only the slightest slur. He rose a bit unsteadily to his feet, made his way toward the hearth, and crouched down to pet the dog. “Fortune hunters, the lot of them.”

The dog thumped his tail in agreement.

Gabriel remembered the day that Rafe Danvers had been left standing alone at the altar. His betrothed had set her cap on a fur trader from the former colonies and then set sail across the pond. Montwood shouldn’t have reopened the wound.

“Quite right.” Montwood topped off his own glass. “I say we pledge our troths to bachelorhood.”

“Hear! Hear!” Danvers held onto the mantel as he stood.

Seemingly encouraged, Montwood held his drink aloft. “Let nary a woman break our bonds.”

They all drank to that.

“Let them pine for our—or rather your,” the amber-eyed snake-charmer corrected, pointing first at Danvers and then at Gabriel, “fortunes, and waste away on the doorstep of this grand edifice.”

“To Fallow Hall!”

A friend of theirs, Lord Knightswold, had won this property, and countless others, in wagers throughout the years. After his recent marriage and subsequent desire for a family, he wasn’t interested in keeping a property that not only was named for the deer that grazed the lands but also hinted at infertility. Therefore, he’d offered to let the property for a small sum and even encouraged Everhart, Danvers, and Montwood to purchase it from him. For now, however, Gabriel’s fellow bachelors were content with impermanence.

“And for a little fun, we’ll make a wager.” Montwood was uncharacteristically verbose this evening. Among the three of them, he was usually the most reserved when not required to perform for a crowd. “The first of us to marry must pay a grand forfeit.”

“To forfeits!” Danvers drained the last of another glass.

“How grand?” Gabriel was sure he’d asked the question, but the skeptical, almost austere tone of his voice made him look over his shoulder, expecting to see his father standing there. He shook his head to clear away the echo. Nonetheless, the way his friend seemingly steered the conversation back to this avenue of wagers pricked his suspicions.

Montwood grinned like a cardsharp. “Enough to make it memorable. Enough to make it . . . irresistible. After all, it wouldn’t be much of a wager if we weren’t plotting against one another.”

At that, Danvers stepped back into their circle, sudden clarity alive in his dark gaze. “For us to plot against each other, it would have to be an extravagant sum.” And yet, apparently, he wasn’t opposed to the idea. They all knew he’d give his right leg to buy a certain estate he’d had his eye on for years.

“Enough for you to buy Greyson Park, my friend,” Montwood said with the persuasive charm that had kept him in the good graces of the ton, even though his own family had cut him off without a shilling. “Enough for Everhart to buy . . . well, whatever his latest whim might be.”

Gabriel winced at the unexpected sting. Though why it stung—when he’d done nothing to dispel the mark of the aimless wanderer he carried with him—he had no idea. Still, he felt compelled to fire back a shot across Montwood’s bow. “And enough for you to pay off the mysterious debt of which you never speak?”

Montwood flashed a grin that was more teeth and less charm. “Precisely.”

Gabriel tested the depths of the water in which they were suddenly wading. “One thousand pounds, then?”

“A trifling sum!” Montwood scoffed. “Knowing the vulgar riches you both possess, I wouldn’t wager for five times that amount.”

“Not for five thousand pounds? That is my yearly income.” Danvers laughed as if in disbelief and then sketched a courtly bow. “Would you wager as Prinny does for a mere ten, Your Highness?”

“I believe you have the right of it. Ten thousand is quite a savory number.” A calculating gleam stole across Montwood’s gaze. “Besides, it isn’t as if you need to worry. We’ve all declared never to marry.”

Never. Until this moment, Gabriel hadn’t fully appreciated the utter finality of that particular word. He cleared his throat. “Perhaps a set period of time would make the wager more interesting. Say . . . a single year?”

“Better and better.” Montwood rested his glass on a low table, stood, and extended his hand. “Then our wager is set.”

“Perhaps clarification is in order. This is a grand sum, after all.” Danvers appeared more sober by the minute as he raked a hand through his unruly dark mane. “To be clear—for the following twelve months we will each be pitted against the other in the hopes of being the last bachelor standing.”

“Simple enough,” Montwood said with an encouraging nod, his ready handshake tucked away for the moment.

If Gabriel had learned anything during his years of friendship with Montwood, it was to be well versed in all the rules beforehand. “In theory, the last bachelor earns ten thousand pounds, when the two of you pay me five thousand pounds apiece. Correct?”

“Interesting theory.” Montwood’s grin said that he accepted the challenge. “The figures, however, are spot on.”

Danvers frowned. “If our wager is set to declare one bachelor the winner, it hardly seems fair if there are two of us left who gain nothing.”

“Very true,” Montwood said, stroking his chin. “After our year has ended, the winnings should be split amongst the winners. Therefore, a solitary loser would have to pay ten thousand pounds. Such a loss makes the stakes higher, doesn’t it?”

It did, indeed.

“Of course, it goes without saying,” Montwood continued, “that there can be no betrothals or binding declarations during this time. Also, no elicit affairs with women whose reputation would be ruined; ergo, no debutantes, spinsters, cloistered nuns, et cetera.” The last bit earned a chuckle.

“What about a betrothal that happened prior to this wager?” Even though Gabriel purposely kept his gaze on Danvers when he spoke, the anticipated answer was more for himself. Little did his friends know that he was once a very foolish young man. Five years ago, he’d fallen in love at first sight. Or rather, imagined he had.

Fallen? No, the act had been much harder than a simple fall. He’d plummeted. The earth had disappeared from beneath his feet and kept him falling endlessly. Then one night, drunk on the very thought of her, he’d proposed marriage in a letter.

If that letter was still in her possession—and if it should ever see the light of day—then he stood to lose more than a fortune. Life as he knew it would end.

His father refused to fund any more expeditions or endure any more scandals. His grandmother, whom Gabriel loved dearly, held propriety in high esteem. Maybe it was the guilt of his more recent actions niggling at his brain, but he couldn’t let her down again.

A debt of ten thousand pounds? Well, that would certainly brew a scandal and scream a lack of propriety.

But if he won? With ten thousand pounds, he could fund his own expedition.

“Since Danvers’s bride married another, his prior betrothal no longer counts. It would be different if she were yet unmarried,” Montwood answered offhandedly. Then his gaze sharpened on Gabriel. “Unless . . . you’re asking on your own behalf? Could it be that there is a bluestocking in London who’s shaken the insouciant foundation you’ve so carefully crafted?”

If Gabriel ever were to come clean about the proposal he’d made and explain the details, now was the time.

Yet knowing his friends as he did and weighing the odds of a likely encounter with Miss Calliope Croft—in addition to her discovering that it was he who wrote the letter—Gabriel felt little need for concern.

Certainly nothing that would induce him to enlighten his all-too-curious friends. “Of course not.”

“Then it appears, gentlemen,” Montwood said with a grin, “we are all agreed.”

Gabriel was the first to extend his hand, confident that nothing would go wrong.






CHAPTER TWO


The carriage jolted, startling Calliope from the pages of her book. Outside the window, the scenery dipped sharply but quickly righted again. Apparently, they’d hit a cavernous rut on the road to Fallow Hall. Thankfully, the carriage continued to roll on without event.

Across from her, her brother tapped the carriage’s folding head with his walking stick and spoke with the driver, while her sister-in-law roused from another nap.

“I cannot believe that I fell asleep again,” Delaney said on a yawn, her auburn hair in wild disarray. “I am positively the dullest traveling companion. Calliope, you must forgive me. I promised you a grander adventure than your sisters and mine would have in Bath, and so far I’ve given you nothing letter-worthy.”

“This is already a grand adventure, for I have never been to Scotland or on the road that would take me there.” Calliope shook her head by way of reassurance. “I’ll have plenty of new sights to remark upon when I do write to them.”

Even if their entire party had slept through the journey, Calliope would have preferred it to returning to Bath. Especially since Bath only reminded her of refusing Brightwell’s proposal. A clear reminder that some endings do not bring about wonderful new beginnings.

“Besides,” she continued. “I can also inform my sisters that Griffin is a frightful snorer. The endless years of teasing and torment we will bring unto him are worth their weight in gold.”

“A bear snorer, to be sure.” Delaney laughed, her violet eyes bright with mischief as she finger-combed wayward curls away from her glowing cheeks. “But I find the rhythmic cadence pleasing. If I were to walk past his cave on a winter’s day like this, I would be reassured by that sound, knowing I would come to no harm.”

Closing the flap in the roof, Griffin scoffed, pretending a great offense had befallen him. “Wound this hibernating bear and suffer the consequences.” He reached out as if he meant to tickle his bride but then stilled as his gaze drifted to her middle. A resplendent smile transformed his face into an expression Calliope had never before witnessed on him. Instead of tormenting his wife, he took her hand in his and brought it to his lips for a kiss. “But not quite yet. Perhaps there is a reason you’ve been sleeping so much of late.”

Delaney brightened like a flame and settled her free hand over her stomach before she beamed at Calliope. Immediate understanding dawned.

A baby?

“We aren’t certain,” Delaney said as if she’d heard the unspoken question. “I know how much the news would please your mother and father. For now, however, it should be our secret.”

“Of course.” Calliope found herself nodding and grinning and then nodding some more. The perfect beginning. “Although I must mention that Mother’s happiness would exceed any that mankind has ever known if she were to have a grandchild before her younger sister, Augusta.”

Knowing it was the truth, they all laughed.

Then, in Calliope’s ever-wandering mind, a vision of herself sitting for hours upon hours, cuddling and reading to a little bundle, filled her with such joy that she began compiling a mental library.

If truth be told, she’d had the list tucked away for years now—a list that hadn’t always been intended for a niece or nephew . . .

“Calliope,” Griffin said, drawing her gaze away from the fogged window to see that he was now standing outside the carriage, extending his arm to assist her.

She blinked and rubbed a hand over her eyes. “Have we arrived at Fallow Hall already?” Only a moment ago, they’d been having a conversation about a new baby. How could they have arrived so quickly?

“You’ve drifted off on another of your journeys.” His brow furrowed. Mother had called them spells at one time, before a physician informed her that Calliope was nothing more than a daydreamer.

Calliope shook her head. “It’s merely the effects of a long day’s ride and the chill in the air.”

Stepping out of the carriage, she stopped short. There, on the stone landing, was none other than Lord Brightwell. His pale features and attire stood out in sharp contrast to the dark door behind him. The last time they’d all been standing together like this had been at Pamela’s wedding breakfast.

“Brightwell,” Griffin said in greeting. “It’s good to see you again. I hope our spontaneous visit will not cause trouble.”

Brushing an errant forelock from his brow, he nodded to both Griffin and Delaney. “I’m certain our hosts would agree that your timing couldn’t be better.”

Their hosts were the three gentlemen who rented Fallow Hall. Calliope knew little of Rafe Danvers or Lord Lucan Montwood. As for Lord Everhart . . .

Once upon a time, she’d been in the same circle of friends with him, but that had ended abruptly. In fact, Everhart had ceased their acquaintance on the same night she’d refused Brightwell’s proposal.

“I heard Danvers mention the damage.” Brightwell gestured to Rafe Danvers, who was a short distance away, speaking to the driver while examining the wheel of their carriage. “For your sakes, I hope it is an easy repair. For my wife’s sake, however, I hope for an extended visit.”

Then his gaze shifted to Calliope. In that moment, her refusal seemed like a living, breathing entity between them. Adjusting her grip on her satchel, she felt the tension in her muscles climb up her arms and settle at the base of her neck.

“Miss Croft,” Brightwell said with a familiar smile. “How serendipitous that you should be among the traveling party. Your cousin will be most pleased by the news.”

“Thank you, Brightwell”—she paused, correcting the too-familiar address—“Lord Brightwell.” Years ago, he’d just been Brightwell. He’d been her friend, and in their close circle no one bothered with formality. Now, it was impossible to refer to him as such. Adding the title helped to remind her of the choice she’d made.

She’d chosen a letter over him—and thus, a broken heart.

Sweat dripped from Gabriel’s brow as he neared the top of the circular staircase. If he’d have known that hopping on one foot up stairs took such skill, he would have added it to his regimen ages ago. Apparently, neither broadswords nor boxing had anything on hopping. He suddenly had a new respect for his younger half-sister, Raena, and her tendency to hop and skip from one room to the next—as long as she wasn’t caught by her mother.

“Only months away from town and you’ve already gone soft, I see,” a familiar voice called up from the open doorway of the map room. But it wasn’t Montwood or Danvers.

In bewildered disbelief, Gabriel ducked his head to peer down behind him. “Croft?”

“The one and the same,” Griffin Croft answered. “When we were last at Gentleman Jackson’s saloon, you knocked me on my arse. I thought I’d return the favor with an unexpected visit.”

“You have succeeded.” Gabriel turned to make his way back down, one step at a time. Croft and he were more sparring partners than friends. In fact, this was their first social call of any sort. One did not typically make friends with the man who’d blackmailed you and threatened to end your life, after all.

Normally, Gabriel wasn’t of a superstitious nature. Yet after the drunken wager he’d made last night—along with his thoughts concerning Croft’s sister—he was beginning to wonder if he ought to be.

Then again, there was a perfectly obvious reason for the visit. “I imagine you’ve come to see how your cousin fares.”

Croft offered an absent gesture as he stepped into the room. “Since we are journeying to Scotland regardless, I would have been remiss not to at least entertain the idea . . . although, knowing my cousin, I feel I should ask how Fallow Hall fares instead.”

We. That was all Gabriel heard. The perspiration on his skin cooled considerably. Was the “we” simply Croft’s referring to his wife? Or was he traveling with one or more of his sisters as well?

Croft’s amusement abruptly transformed into frown. “Say, how bad is that break? You’ve gone pale.” He stepped forward as if to offer assistance, but Gabriel waved him back.

“It’s nothing. In fact, I should be able to remove the splint within a fortnight.” To prove that he was fine, he descended the length of the penultimate curve, the sole of his boot clanking against each iron tread. “So, you’ve come here with your bride, then?”

Before Croft could answer, Danvers strolled into the room. “I went to tell Montwood that we have guests, but he has disappeared again.”

“He has a knack for doing that whenever I am around,” Croft said. “And in my opinion, he should keep to that habit.”

Danvers laughed. “Strangely, you are not the first to have said that. Apparently, Montwood collects ill favor as one collects snuff boxes.” He walked over to the mahogany sideboard and poured a dram of Irish whiskey into each of three glasses. “But all in all, he isn’t a bad fellow.”

Croft accepted a glass with a salute. “Perhaps you would think differently if he’d threatened to elope with your wife.”

“Then I need never worry.” Danvers tossed a nod in Gabriel’s direction as he set the third glass on the oval table in front of the sofa. “Nor Everhart, I imagine.”

“True,” Gabriel agreed, but the word came out dry, parched. He sensed a need for the fortifying drink but didn’t trust his good leg to hop down the final two steps and across the room to get it. Unfortunately, that was also where he’d left his cane.

Croft tossed back his drink. “Gentlemen, my curiosity is piqued by your certainty.”

“Some may call it an oath. While others . . . ” Danvers added as he returned to the sideboard, “might call it a wager.”

“Do not tell me you’ve tossed your coin into the same pot against Montwood.” Croft shot to the heart of the matter quickly. When he looked from one man to the other, he shook his head and laughed. “For your sakes, I pray it was a small sum.”

Danvers shrugged. “This is no card trick; therefore, no risk involved. It comes down to a choice of will or won’t.”

The words were stated with such simplicity that it was impossible not to believe them.

Croft shook his head again. “The same way you choose to take each breath, I suppose? I will breathe—I won’t . . . ”

Gabriel swallowed. Hard.

He knew precisely what Croft was saying. Gabriel had once felt so consumed by love that he’d had no choice in the matter. Or at least, that’s what he’d imagined at the time. Thankfully, he need not worry about being so foolish again. Croft’s interference had helped Gabriel come to that realization five years ago.

They’d been at Vauxhall Gardens. Croft had accompanied his sister on an evening tour. Gabriel, Brightwell, and their small circle of friends were also among the party. When the fireworks distracted the group, Croft had pulled Gabriel aside, shielding them from the others. “You have wounded my sister, Everhart, and for that I could easily kill you,” he’d said in a lethal hiss. “If anyone harms my family, I repay them tenfold.”

Gabriel remembered taking an involuntary step back. “I don’t know what you mean, sir.”

“I am speaking of the letter. Yes, that letter.” And that was when Croft had taken him by the throat. “If you thought that
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