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      DUNEGARD CASTLE, NEAR BALLYMENA, IRELAND – JULY, 1888

      It was widely known throughout County Antrim, and Ireland in general, that the O’Shea family were wicked, scandalous, and unruly in every way imaginable. Particularly the ladies of the family. Young ladies with the surname O’Shea had been causing trouble and upsetting apple carts for generations. That went double for the untamed sisters of Lord Fergus O’Shea, Earl of Ballymena. All four of them. They were headstrong, opinionated, and a bit too enamored of the freedom their brother allowed them when he was away in England.

      The sisters had taken up residence in a seaside cottage, where they had the audacity to live independently, in spite of being the daughters of an earl and ladies in their own right. They insisted on cooking their own meals, washing their own laundry, and keeping their own house. It was unspeakably scandalous. When asked, the eldest sister, Lady Shannon O’Shea, would argue that every woman, regardless of her rank, needed to master domestic skills, otherwise they would be completely at the mercy of others. And the O’Shea sisters had no intention of being at the mercy of anyone. Because one never knew which way the wind would blow when it came to the fortunes of the aristocracy, particularly the Ascendancy. So the sisters took their lives and their upkeep into their own hands, flouting convention, scandalizing their neighbors, and generally shocking both high and low with their wildly unusual views of the world and a woman’s place in that.

      But all that was about to change.

      “It has come to my attention that I have been remiss in keeping my eye on you,” Fergus said with a frown, addressing his sisters from his wheelchair in the family parlor of Dunegard Castle one summer morning. “And since I only have one eye left, it’s even more important to use it wisely.”

      Marie O’Shea felt a wave of intense anger, in spite of her brother’s jovial mood. She would have murdered the English dogs who attacked and nearly killed her brother several years ago, if the main perpetrator hadn’t already been killed. Fergus was still as handsome and wily as the Devil, but he would forever be confined to a wheelchair now, in spite of the efforts of his friend and personal physician, Dr. Linus Townsend, to teach him to walk with crutches, and he’d lost an eye in the attack as well. Although he did look rather roguish wearing an eyepatch. His wife, Lady Henrietta, certainly thought so. She stood by Fergus’s side now, grinning far too much for a woman whose husband was taking his sisters to task.

      “Therefore,” Fergus went on, “on the advice of the esteemed Lady Coyle here—” he gestured to the stoic, grey-haired lady standing on the other side of his wheelchair—a woman who saw it as her business to oversee the lives of every eligible young lady in the county, “—I have decided to evict you from your seaside home.”

      “What are you saying?” Shannon said, her expression turning stormy.

      “You can’t be serious,” Chloe, the youngest sister, followed, crossing her arms.

      “I knew something horrible would happen,” Colleen, one of the middle sisters, along with Marie, said with a sigh.

      “I should have put my foot down years ago,” Fergus went on. His mouth twitched into a wry grin. “That’s a bit of a challenge for me these days as well.”

      “Fergus, how can you joke at a time like this?” Marie said, stepping forward and planting her hands on her hips. “You’ve never had a problem with the four of us living at the cottage before this. We’ve always just gotten along, minding our own business, not hurting anyone.”

      Lady Coyle snorted. “Not hurting anyone?” she repeated incredulously. “What about the emotional distress you have all caused the residents and shopkeepers of Ballymena?”

      Marie blinked and stared at the woman. “We haven’t done anything to any residents or shopkeepers.”

      “We do a lively trade with them,” Shannon seconded her. “And more than a few of the pubs in town have appreciated our beer.”

      “And we will never reveal our secret recipe to a soul,” Chloe said with a sparkle in her eyes.

      Lady Coyle huffed as though the sisters had insulted her dignity and shook her head.

      Fergus couldn’t seem to stop grinning, but fought to school his expression all the same. “Surprisingly, several of the residents of Ballymena are unhappy with ladies of the local aristocracy making and selling beer. They aren’t too pleased with the lot of you wading in the sea with your skirts tied up around your waists either.”

      “Or with the four of you dragging that telescope out in the middle of the night where men on their way home from the pub can see you,” Henrietta added with a grin.

      “What do those lecherous pigs care if we have an interest in astrology?” Chloe asked.

      “Astronomy, dear,” Shannon corrected her.

      “Oh. Yes,” Chloe said, looking sheepish, as though she had meant what she said. She was a Gemini, after all.

      “If you ask me, there are quite a few people around here who should be minding their own business,” Marie said, arching one eyebrow at Fergus. They’d done perfectly well with him away in England. As much as she loved her brother, part of her wished he were back there now.

      “I don’t mind if you all have minds of your own and use them,” Fergus said with a shrug, “but as it turns out, others do.” He shot a sideways glance to Lady Coyle. “Furthermore, it has been brought to my attention that the lot of you are perilously close to being on the shelf. Shannon, you’re just shy of thirty.”

      Shannon opened her mouth to protest, but before she could say anything, Lady Coyle hissed, “It’s unconscionable that none of the four of you are married, and at your ages. As I have explained to your brother, there are more than enough men of suitable title and fortune eager to marry the sisters of an earl, no matter how lively they are. The time has come for all of you to wed.”

      The sisters gaped and snorted in offense, shaking their heads and huffing.

      “I don’t object to marriage,” Marie said, narrowing her eyes at her brother. “I’d rather like the excuse to have a man in my bed.”

      Lady Coyle groaned and pinched the bridge of her nose. Marie’s sisters laughed.

      “Come to think of it, you’re right there,” Colleen said.

      “I wouldn’t mind a strapping, virile man at all,” Shannon agreed.

      “As long as he’s a Leo,” Chloe added. “Or Aquarius. I suppose Aries would do.”

      “Good. It’s settled, then,” Fergus said, a little too forcefully, as though the sisters had just walked blissfully into a trap. “Pack up your things and bring them back to the castle immediately. I’ll have all your old bedrooms prepared for you.”

      “Now hold on just a moment,” Colleen led the protests.

      “This isn’t fair,” Marie huffed.

      “We’re perfectly fine at the cottage,” Shannon said.

      Fergus held up his hands against the onslaught of protest. “Enough of that, now, ladies,” he said, silencing them all. By his side, Henrietta had to hide her mouth in her hand to stifle her laughter. Marie bristled at the gesture, but Fergus went on before she could say anything. “I’m determined to marry you four hellions off,” he said. “And to do that, even though it might kill me, I’m going to have to host gatherings and invite suitable men from respectable families to do things like dine with us.”

      “Ugh.” Chloe grimaced. “I despise the word ‘respectable’.”

      “Yes, I can imagine you do,” Lady Coyle said in a flat voice.

      Fergus sent her a weary look, then focused on his sisters once more. “You’ll all move back to the castle. We’ll entertain and do all the things an earl and his family should do.” Marie and the others groaned in protest. “But,” Fergus went on, holding up a hand, “because I know how much of a trial this is for you, I have a peace offering.”

      “What sort of a peace offering?” Shannon asked, one brow raised.

      “Michael,” Fergus called toward the hallway, summoning his head footman.

      Michael appeared in the doorway a moment later, as if he’d been waiting around the corner, listening for his cue in a stage production. He wasn’t alone when he entered the room, though, and he wasn’t empty-handed. Marie gasped and pressed a hand to her stomach as Michael and the other footman, Sean, entered the room, each of them wheeling two bicycles with them.

      “Dear God above, those aren’t what I think they are,” Colleen said, leaping toward the footmen.

      “Bicycles,” Chloe squealed, following her. Her expression lit to absolute joy. She immediately snatched one of the newfangled contraptions from Michael and gazed at it, enraptured. “Oh! These are the new safety bicycles Mr. Starley invented. I’ve been reading about them everywhere. They’re becoming all the rage in smart circles.”

      “Oh, good heavens,” Lady Coyle groaned as though she might faint. “Lord O’Shea, what have you done?”

      Marie didn’t wait around for the answer. She and Shannon rushed toward Sean, taking the last two bicycles from him. Marie’s heart raced as she pored over the amazing invention. She’d played with bicycles where one wheel was enormous and the other was small, but both wheels of the machines Fergus had purchased were the same size. They were part of the new design that involved a chain to turn the wheels. The bicycle in her hands was clearly meant for a woman to use, as the chain had a metal covering to prevent skirts from catching in the mechanism.

      “It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” she gasped, running her hand over the leather seat.

      “It’s clearly a bribe,” Shannon said, though she couldn’t pull her eyes off her bicycle.

      “You are correct, dear sister,” Fergus said. “I am giving each of you one of these machines in exchange for your cooperation in moving back into the castle and marrying men whom I deem suitable.”

      “You’re not going to pick them out for us, are you?” Colleen said, snapping her head up and narrowing her eyes.

      “Only if you make it necessary,” Fergus said. “Otherwise, I’m more than willing to take suggestions.”

      Marie snorted at that, but her heart was still too full of her new plaything to pay much mind to her brother. She wondered how difficult bicycles were to ride. She’d seen illustrations, read instructions, and figured she’d do all right, but there was only one way to tell.

      “I want to take it for a ride right this very moment,” she said, glancing to her sisters.

      “So do I,” Chloe gasped with equal excitement.

      “Go right ahead,” Fergus said. “Provided you ride those things down to the cottage to pack your belongings and have them sent back to the castle.”

      The sisters stopped perusing their bicycles and snapped straight. Marie had been right to sense a trap earlier. That trap had closed around her as certainly as if she were a rodent who had just had its neck snapped.

      “Do we have an agreement?” Fergus asked. “Those bicycles in exchange for your residence at the castle?”

      The sisters exchanged looks. Marie knew immediately they’d all been had. The problem was, Fergus had chosen exactly the right bait for his trap.

      “All right,” Marie answered first. “You win this time, dear brother. I agree to move back into the castle for the purpose of marrying me off. As long as whatever man you find who might be willing to marry me accepts Lucifer along with my hand.”

      “Lucifer?” Henrietta asked, still having a difficult time not laughing.

      Marie smiled at her bicycle. “That’s what I’m going to call it.”

      Her sisters laughed. Lady Coyle looked as though she might faint.

      “Let’s take them outside and see if we can ride them,” Shannon said, wheeling her bicycle toward the door.

      “Yes, I’m determined to master this,” Colleen agreed and followed her.

      They all turned their bicycles around and pushed them toward the hall. Before leaving, Marie called over her shoulder, “Thank you, Fergus. You’re going to regret this.”

      “Don’t you mean I’m not going to regret this?” Fergus asked.

      Marie laughed mischievously. “No, you will absolutely regret it.”

      Judging by the sound Lady Coyle made as the sisters left, taking their bicycles out to the front drive, she believed Fergus had made un unforgivably grave mistake.

      It was the perfect day to learn how to ride a bicycle. As soon as the four of them reached the front drive, they leapt into the task. The bicycles were clearly designed for ladies with skirts, though perhaps not as many petticoats as they all wore. Marie solved that problem by hitching up her skirt and removing the frilly petticoat she’d donned when the four of them were called to their audience with Fergus. She managed to make poor Sean blanch in the process. But immediately she discovered that it was far easier to mount and pedal a bicycle without a copious amount of fabric around her legs.

      “It’s not as difficult as I thought it would be,” she called to her sisters as she propelled herself forward, making a large circuit of the front drive. “As long as you can keep your balance, the faster you go, the easier it is.”

      “I’ve heard that about a few other things,” Shannon said with a wicked wink, pedaling her bicycle shakily.

      The others were getting the hang of things, but slowly. Chloe didn’t seem comfortable sitting on the seat. Shannon stopped what she was doing to examine the bicycle to see if there was a way to make the seat lower. Colleen looked as though she could balance, but she wasn’t moving fast enough, and her bicycle kept careening to the side. By contrast, the more Marie rode around in the circle of the drive, the more confident she felt.

      “Well, I’m off,” she said with a spritely air as she made a final loop around the drive. “I’ll see you lot back at the cottage.”

      If her sisters protested over the way she broke free and pedaled away from the castle, Marie didn’t hear them. She shot down the long stretch of the drive that led to the front gate and the road, then picked up speed, flying on down the slight incline of the road.

      It felt very much like flying as well, or what she imagined flying might be like. The wind whipped through her hair, pulling ginger strands out of the careless style she’d pushed it into earlier. She should have been wearing a hat, but she hadn’t bothered to fetch hers before rushing outside with her bicycle, and she was glad for it. There was something magical about speeding along the road, sunlight glowing down on her, the green of the landscape around her meeting the blue of the summer sky. She could smell grass, wildflowers, and the salt of the sea. Sunlight baked her, and the more she pedaled, the warmer she became. Her heart thundered against her ribs with the effort of riding, but she loved every moment of it. If Fergus had given them the bicycles as a peace offering for taking away their freedom, he had the bad end of the bargain. Marie had never felt so free in her life.

      The feeling lasted all the way until she reached the cliffs and sheltered coves of the sea. That was when she realized that, as beautiful as the world was and as joy-filled as her heart felt, stopping a bicycle was more of a challenge than starting one.

      “Oh, dear,” she muttered to herself as she stiffened, staring down at the bicycle under her and wondering if there were some sort of braking mechanism. She should have checked before pedaling into high speed. The handlebar seemed to have something of a brake on it, but she was too afraid of crashing to squeeze it with any enthusiasm.

      In the end, she did the only thing she could think to do. She steered off the road toward a stretch of sandy beach. At the very least, the sand would cushion her fall if she ended up flying over the handlebars in her efforts to stop.

      The grass dividing the road from the cove went a long way to slow the bicycle, and by the time she rolled out onto the sand, she’d lost enough speed to risk squeezing what she thought was a handbrake. Sure enough, the bicycle stopped completely. Marie let out a yelp as she jerked forward, then crumpled to the side as she lost her balance. She and the bicycle fell in a tumble of metal and skirts.

      “Are you all right?” a rich, tenor voice called from the direction of the water.

      Marie yelped again, embarrassed to have been caught crashing, and glanced around furtively. She saw no one close by on the sandy beach or near the small cliff that sheltered half of the beach from the road. The road was clearly empty, which meant the voice could only be coming from the water itself.

      Sure enough, as she scrambled into a crouch, ready to stand, she spotted a man, just over waist-deep in the sea. He must have been kneeling, as he wasn’t far out enough for the water to be that deep. His bare chest glistened in the sunlight, highlighting lean, toned muscles and whorls of dark hair that stuck damply to his skin. He had dark, curly hair on his head to match, dancing eyes, and a broad smile with surprisingly straight, white teeth. The sight of him thrilled Marie more than the bicycle.

      She stood straight as quickly as she could, brushing sand from her skirt. “I am quite all right,” she said, her own smile growing. “Just taking Lucifer for a turn about the countryside.”

      “I take it Lucifer is your bicycle,” he said, his grin more mischievous than ever.

      “Not that it’s anything to you, but yes,” she said, crossing her arms and striking a bold pose as she ogled his bare chest. The man knelt there in the water, fine as you please, not seeming to care that she was taking in the full sight of him.

      “Oh, I see.” His smile widened. “How interesting for a woman to name a bicycle after a fallen angel.”

      “It takes one to know one,” Marie said, unable to tear her eyes away from him.

      He laughed. The sound was luxurious and exciting. It did things to her insides. Things that were exacerbated by the way the waves washed in and out around the man’s waist, giving her hints of far more than she should be looking at now and then. The bounder wasn’t wearing drawers.

      “And you’re certain you’re not injured in any way?” he asked, continuing to tease her with his eyes.

      “Perfectly uninjured in every way,” she told him. “And yourself?”

      “Oh, I’m grand,” he said, inching forward a bit and looking as though he might stand. “I was worried that you might have hit your head, you see.”

      “My head?” Marie blinked, lowering her arms.

      “Seeing as you seem unable to gather your wits about you or look away, like a well-bred young lady should.”

      There was something tantalizing and challenging about his comment. Whether he was genuinely hinting for her to give him a moment of modesty so he could wade out of the water to fetch his clothes—which she now saw sitting in a pile farther down the beach—or daring her to keep looking, she couldn’t quite tell. So she chose to keep looking.

      “My head is right as rain,” she said, then nodded to the parts of him below the water. “Is yours?” She said a quick prayer of thanks for all the rough language she’d learned through selling their beer to the local pubs.

      “Perhaps you should judge for yourself,” he said.

      And then he did the wildest and most shocking thing Marie had ever witnessed in her life. He stood up.

      Water cascaded down his perfect form, sluicing over fine, strong hips and thighs, highlighting his narrow waist, and making him glisten like a mythical creature. But that was nothing to the sight of the dark hair around his groin and the bold, masculine shape of his balls and penis. The water must have been cold enough that he wasn’t in any sort of an aroused state, but Marie hardly cared. There it was, bold as you please, kissed by sunlight, an impressive cock. The man had the audacity to rest his hands on his hips and grin like a fool as she drank in the sight of him, either not caring that he was on full display for her or reveling in it. Indeed, when she finally managed to get her eyes to snap up to meet his face, the man looked downright proud of himself for standing there as God made him. And God had made him well.

      “It would appear that we have a bit of a dilemma on our hands,” he said, his voice lowering to a sultry timbre.

      Marie almost didn’t hear him. She was too busy staring. Her day had just turned far more interesting than she’d bargained for. “What dilemma is that?” she asked, pretending nothing was amiss, even though she could feel her face heating.

      “We haven’t been properly introduced,” the man said, obviously well-mannered and polite. Except for the whole shameless nudity thing.

      He started toward the beach, veering off as though he intended to fetch his clothes. Marie wasn’t having any of that, though. She abandoned Lucifer in an instant and darted across the sand, intent on reaching his clothing before he did.
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      Christian’s heart shot to his throat—or perhaps an organ slightly lower—as Lady Marie O’Shea dashed toward his clothes on the shore. He knew who she was, of course. By sight and by reputation. He wasn’t certain whether she recognized him. He’d been away at university and then on a tour of the continent, after all, and had only just returned home a few months earlier. And besides, a lady like Marie O’Shea would have no reason to know who the younger son of an earl of middling importance was.

      She was after his clothes. That was all that mattered. He picked up his pace, splashing through the shallows toward the beach, cock swinging freely, trying to decide whether he hoped he reached his clothes before her or not. He wasn’t in the habit of lying to himself, and frankly, he appreciated the look of bold interest that Lady Marie had given him. Appreciated it and more. If not for the cold water, he might have given her more to look at. There was still a danger of embarrassment on that front, but Christian didn’t care. He was who he was, and he loved that about himself.

      “Ha!” Marie shouted as she pounced on his clothes. She gathered them into her arms, then wheeled back as if she would hold them hostage indefinitely. “Now you’re in a pinch.”

      Christian splashed his way out of the water and across the beach to stand several yards in front of her, hands on his hips, cock hanging. He paused to catch his breath and grinned at her, then shook his head. “And what sort of a pinch is that?” he asked.

      She didn’t even try to hide the fact that she was staring at him, so he didn’t hide how much he liked it. It certainly wasn’t the first time he’d engaged in conversation while swinging free. Although there was generally a great deal more alcohol involved, and he hadn’t been in that position since Italy.

      Marie swallowed hard, then snapped her eyes up to meet his again as she hugged his clothes. For a moment, she wore a startled look. Then she burst into a sheepish laugh. “Do you know, I forgot completely what I was going to say.”

      “Yes, I have that effect on people,” he said with a wink.

      “Do you, now?” she asked, arching one eyebrow.

      “I think it’s because of my blistering wit and magnificent intelligence.” He shifted his weight slightly, standing as though they were meeting in a ballroom and he was fully clothed.

      Her lips twitched and her eyes danced with humor. “I suppose you’re exactly the sort of lad people like to invite to their parties, then?”

      “That goes without saying.” Christian shrugged. Her gaze dropped to his groin again. He knew full well she was a lady, but that didn’t cool his urge to handle himself to see how she reacted. He refrained, of course. He might not have been anyone destined for greatness—his position in the family didn’t even warrant use of the prefix “Lord”—but his father was an earl. A little decorum with a member of his own class was necessary.

      But not enough to make any sort of move to retrieve his clothes from her.

      “You still haven’t introduced yourself,” she reminded him in a hoarse voice a moment later, meeting his eyes again.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t remember me on sight,” he said, taking a step forward. Her eyes widened and she snuck another look at his willy. “Christian Darrow?” he said, forming it as a question to see if the name would jog her memory. “Lord Kilrea’s errant and prodigal younger son.”

      Marie’s mouth dropped open—which was entirely distracting, since she was still staring at his cock and the sight of her pink lips parted that way threatened to give her more than she bargained for to look at—and she gasped in recognition. “Aren’t you in Spain or some such?” she asked, gaze meeting his again at last.

      “Yes,” he answered, trying not to laugh. “That’s where we are at present, is it not?”

      Marie snapped her mouth shut and sent him a flat look.

      “I must have gone for a longer swim than I thought and washed up on this shore instead of the one near Bilbao.” He winked for good measure.

      “Well, then, you won’t be needing these.” She tossed her armful of his clothes behind her. “You can just swim back to Spain and fetch the clothes you left there.”

      “I could.” He shrugged. “But who needs clothes on a fine, warm day like this. I trust you’re warming up yourself, Lady Marie?”

      His pointed teasing didn’t have quite the effect he’d hoped for. Any other fine lady whose acquaintance he’d ever made would be fainting with embarrassment at the sight of him. All of him. Part of him wanted to see how far he could push things to make Lady Marie faint as well. Except that if she hadn’t already, if she wasn’t falling all over herself in an effort not to stare at his naked body, he doubted there was anything short of vulgarity that he could do to put her off.

      Not that he wanted to put her off. Quite the opposite.

      God, he liked her.

      After a heavy pause, she blinked and glanced up again. “You know who I am?” she asked.

      “All of Ireland knows who you are, Lady Marie O’Shea,” he said, adding a wink.

      “Thank God,” she said in a seemingly relieved voice.

      Christian wondered if she truly was relieved or if he’d finally embarrassed her by mentioning her reputation. Her face was a little too pink, and her eyes sparkled a bit too much. Whether she was letting on or not, he’d unnerved her at least a little bit. Which was grand, as far as he was concerned.

      Her gaze started to drop again, but she cleared her throat and crossed her arms. “So you’re back in Ireland, then, Mr. Christian Darrow.”

      “I am,” Christian said with a nod, unable to resist adding, “In the flesh.” He peeked down at himself.

      Marie burst into a snort that she had to hide with one hand to her mouth. “And what fine flesh it is too,” she added, giggling as she did.

      That was it. Christian was charmed beyond reason. He’d taken a shine to women on sight in the past, as they had to him, but the instant draw he felt toward Lady Marie went beyond any of those trifling feelings. Any woman who could endure his naked company with both appreciation and a snort of laughter was the sort of woman he wanted to be friends with. Or more. In spite of the fact that his father would chastise him for having no decorum or discretion. Perhaps because of it. His bloody father had never understood the way he enjoyed life. If his father had had his way, every man on earth would be boring and stolid and⁠—

      And the last thing he wanted to think about when faced with a beautiful nymph like Lady Marie was his failure to live up to his father’s expectations.

      “What brings you to this bit of beach that I thought was secluded enough for a dip in the middle of the afternoon?” he asked, shifting his weight but continuing to pretend there was nothing unusual about him having the conversation naked.

      “My brother has just given me a bicycle,” she explained.

      “Lucifer,” he said, proving he remembered the name.

      “And I was exploring,” she finished.

      “I bet you were,” he said, one eyebrow flickering.

      She laughed out loud, and perhaps would have said more if a hint of movement from beyond the beach hadn’t distracted them both. They turned to find an old woman—likely from one of the nearby villages—strolling along the road. She had a basket over one shoulder and was singing to herself.

      “Quick,” Christian hissed, dropping to his knees on the sand. “When she sees us, pretend I’ve just washed up on the shore.”

      “What do you—you can’t just—how do you expect—” Marie issued her flurry of protests, but giggled even harder as he flopped to his stomach, arms spread, feigning death. “Oh, you are a corker, aren’t you,” she mumbled, dropping to her knees beside him.

      A moment later, the old woman’s singing stopped and turned into an alarmed shout.

      “Help, oh, help!” Marie called out to her—a little overdramatic, but still admirable in her enthusiasm.

      Christian jolted as Marie’s hands spread across his shoulders and she leaned closer to him. He could smell the faint scent of flowers and soap wafting from her in a combination he’d never known before. The heat of her body close to his was as delightful as the sun. He was glad he’d positioned himself face-down in the sand, because the effects of the cold water were wearing off fast as blood rushed to his cock.

      “Please help me,” Marie called out, slightly quieter as the old woman’s footsteps swished across the sand.

      “Oh! Oh, dear! Who is that?” the woman croaked, perhaps a little more alarmed than their impromptu prank should have made her.

      “He washed in from the sea,” Marie said, just enough of a note of humor in her voice to hint that she sensed their joke could go too far as well.

      “From the sea, you say?” the old woman asked.

      “I was riding my bicycle, and I stopped to dip my toes in the water,” Marie told her, one hand still on his back as she twisted, presumably toward the woman. Christian had his eyes closed, so he could only guess what Marie looked like. “I was sitting here on the beach, enjoying my day and watching what I thought was a magnificent seal playing in the surf. Then, all of a sudden, I realized it wasn’t a seal at all. Before I knew it, the tide pushed him in, and he swept up onto the shore like this.”

      She ran a hand down his spine, briefly caressing his backside. It was all Christian could do to lie still as his cock jumped and pressed uncomfortably into the sand. Perhaps attempting to out-cheek Lady Marie O’Shea wasn’t such a bright idea after all. He had no idea how he would get out of the predicament he’d found himself in with his dignity intact.

      “Heavens above, child,” the old woman gasped. “You must get away from him at once.”

      “But I cannot,” Marie protested dramatically. “I feel drawn to him, captivated. Almost as though a spell were at work.”

      Christian caught himself hoping that she bloody well did feel captivated by him. That thought threatened to spoil his composure completely. He was supposed to be passed out, after all. He wanted to grin from ear to ear and learn more about Marie. Any woman who could play along with a prank moments after meeting him when he was as naked as the day he was born, was a woman he desperately needed in his life.

      “Drawn, you say?” For a moment, the old woman sounded curious. Then she sucked in a hard breath. “Bless us all and saint’s preserve us,” she gasped. “Get away from the creature, woman. He’ll capture you and drag you back into the sea for certain.”

      “But he needs my help,” Marie sighed, both hands caressing his back now.

      If Christian were a betting man, he would have said Marie was manhandling him with the specific intent of arousing him. Where in the bloody hell had a young lady from an aristocratic family got it in her mind to torture a man like him?

      “He’s a selkie, girl,” the old woman scolded Marie.

      “A…a what?” Marie asked with false innocence.

      “A seal that’s taken human form,” the woman explained. Judging by the way Marie inched suddenly away from him, Christian assumed the old woman had grabbed her arm and attempted to pull her away. “He’ll steal you away into the sea, girl,” the old woman went on. “He’ll seduce you away from all that his good and holy, and that will be the end of you.”

      “I’ve never been seduced away from all that is good and holy,” Marie said, almost as though she liked the idea. She was a woman who had named her bicycle Lucifer, after all.

      “Hurry, child, hurry,” the old woman urged her. The shuffling of her feet across the sand hinted to Christian that she was trying to get away. “Get away before it’s too late.”

      “But he’s so…alluring.” Marie returned to stroking his back. She might as well be stroking his prick for the reaction he had to her touch. Perhaps joking with the old woman had been a bad idea after all. “He’s so warm and magnificent,” Marie went on. She spread one hand across his backside and gave his cheek a squeeze.

      Christian jerked and made a strangled noise. “Are you trying to get the two of us in a muddle?” he muttered, sand sticking to his lips as he did.

      Marie lowered her voice to a vixen’s purr near his ear. “Are you going to seduce me and drag me back into the sea?”

      It was too much. Christian burst into laughter, opening his eyes and peeking up at Marie. He scanned the beach quickly for the old woman. The poor dear was racing away on the road, her back to him and Marie. That was enough to convince him it was safe to get up—which he started to do, but stopped abruptly when he got as far as propping himself on his elbows. Rising any farther would be out of the question. He was already fully risen.

      Marie inched back, a wicked grin tugging at the corners of her mouth, and sat with her hand bracing behind her. “I suppose it’s safe for you to go get your clothes now,” she said, nodding to his pile of clothes several yards away.

      “Not at the moment,” he said with a sheepish laugh, face heating.

      “Why not?” Marie glanced over her shoulder at the old woman’s retreating form. “She isn’t looking back this way, you know.” She faced forward again, staring saucily at him and biting her lip.

      Christian laughed. “You’re the daughter of an earl, aren’t you?” he asked.

      “I am.” Marie nodded. “Though it would be more accurate these days to say I’m the sister of an earl, since dear Papa passed many years ago.”

      “The details are irrelevant,” Christian said, doing his best to appear completely at ease as his erection pressed into the sand. “Aren’t you too well-born and proper to have the sort of knowledge that would prompt you to know why I’m not getting up?”

      Marie laughed aloud. “You have been away too long.” She shifted to lean forward, splaying across the sand in a similar pose to the one he was stuck in, her face coming within inches of his. “Don’t you know that the Wicked O’Shea Sisters are the scourge of County Antrim?”

      “Yes, well, I had heard you lot were a bit unruly,” Christian said in as off-hand a manner as he could manage.

      “Unruly hardly begins to describe it,” Marie said, lowering her voice.

      It suddenly occurred to Christian that sand did not mix well with a raging erection. He feigned utter composure, though, determined to ignore the irritation that wasn’t helping his body settle. “If this is how you comport yourself with men you’ve only just met, I’m astounded that your brother hasn’t locked all of you away in a convent.”

      “We’re not Catholic,” Marie said, her voice more and more of a purr as she inched closer to him. She might not have had his cock to stare at anymore, but that didn’t stop her from gazing hungrily at his lips.

      Which did nothing at all for his chances of standing up anytime soon. “If not a convent, then an asylum,” he said, matching her sultry tone. God, but he wanted to kiss her. He wanted to do more than that, if he were honest. And he wasn’t the sort to go around debauching aristocratic ladies on beaches. He’d caroused his way through university, enjoyed himself thoroughly in Europe, but it took coming home to Ireland for him to feel truly in over his head in matters of desire.

      “My dear brother would have to catch me before he could put me in an asylum,” Marie went on, her lips only a breath away from his. “And poor Fergus has just made the fatal error of giving me the means to pedal away from him whenever I want.” Her eyes flashed as they met his. “What kind of mischief do you suppose I might get into with that sort of freedom?” she asked.

      “I cannot imagine,” Christian said, pulsing with lust and feeling startlingly on the back foot for a change.

      “Fortunately,” Marie went on, her breath tickling his lips and his heart pounding, “I have never been the sort to have a hard time deciding on things. I tend to know what I want the moment I see it.”

      “Oh?” Blast him, but his voice shook on the single-syllable word.

      “And I’ve seen it, Christian Darrow,” she continued, arching one amorous eyebrow, her full lips forming a wicked grin. “I’ve seen it all.”

      He started to laugh, but she stopped the sound by leaning toward him and kissing him soundly. She kissed him. Not that he wouldn’t have kissed her just as hard himself, if he’d had the jump on her. He wasn’t about to let her have the upper hand for long, though. Regardless of his state of arousal, he pushed himself up until he could reach for her and drag her into his arms. It was pure and utter madness. They’d barely met, but since when had formalities or time stood in the way of the absolute pleasure of kissing a woman who was game?

      And Marie was most certainly ready for it. She slid her sandy arms over his shoulders and sighed deep in her throat as he devoured her mouth with giddy pleasure. It was wrong, mad, and the single most exciting thing he’d ever done. But most of all, kissing Marie, parting her lips so that his tongue could dance against hers, filled him with joy like nothing ever had before. One taste and he had the wild feeling that he would never be able to get enough of her. Not even if⁠—

      “Good God in heaven above, what is the meaning of this?”

      The booming shout came from closer to the road. The spell that had been cast over Christian and Marie seemed to evaporate with a snap as the imposing form of Lady Coyle glared down at them.

      “L-lady Coyle,” Christian stammered. He started to shift then realized there was no possible way he could untangle himself from Marie and her conveniently concealing skirts without causing them all a great deal more embarrassment than they were already suffering under.

      “Oh, dear,” Marie gulped.

      She started to move as well. She stood carefully, holding her skirts out to the sides as an effective curtain that allowed Christian to stand up as well. If only he wasn’t half as upstanding as he obviously was. Although that situation was well on its way to deflating.

      “I have never been so outraged in all my life,” Lady Coyle raged at the two of them, face splotched red. “I thought that I had seen the very nadir of behavior from you O’Shea girls, but this?” Lady Coyle squeaked.

      “I’m terribly sorry, Lady Coyle,” Marie said, laughing nervously. “It was a joke that got a bit out of hand, you see.”

      “A joke?” That made Lady Coyle squeal even louder. “You think this sort of gross impropriety is a joke?”

      “It was only meant as a jest,” Christian said, backing Marie up and scrambling for a way to make the situation better.

      He came up blank. Worse still, Lady Coyle’s outrage only seemed to grow as she stared at the awkward pair he and Marie made.

      “That is it,” Lady Coyle hissed. “Lady Marie, come here at once. Although I have only just come from there, I am taking you back to your brother at once.” She held out her hand and snapped her fingers for Marie to get moving.

      “Um, er….” Marie hesitated, glancing over her shoulder at Christian’s sand-covered body.

      “At once,” Lady Coyle shouted. “We will avert our eyes so that Mr. Darrow may make himself presentable.”

      “I doubt that’s going to happen anytime soon,” Christian muttered against Marie’s ear.

      Marie snorted into laughter, but that only enraged Lady Coyle.

      “Lady Marie, if you do not get away from that man and accompany me back to your brother’s house this instant, I will make certain that not a single respectable house in all of Ireland will accept you, not a single person will claim to know you, and your brother will be forced to send you to the very darkest asylum in Peru.”

      “You see?” Christian murmured. “I told you it would be an asylum.”

      “Ssh,” Marie hushed him, clearly having a hard time suppressing a giggle. “I’m coming, Lady Coyle. And I am ready to accept whatever punishment you and Fergus see fit to dole out.” She stepped away from Christian, starting toward her bicycle. A few yards away, she glanced over her shoulder, giving Christian’s sandy body a once-over. “It was worth it,” she said with the most wicked grin Christian had ever seen.

      Lady Coyle fussed, Marie fetched her bicycle, and the two of them walked off as Christian dashed out into the sea again to wash the sand off his body. His mind reeled from the wild turn his morning had taken. He let the cold water do its work, shriveling his balls almost as effectively as Lady Coyle had. He wouldn’t be able to get Marie out of his blood any time soon, though. One kiss, and he was gone. Suddenly, he was bloody glad he’d come home after all his adventures.
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      “Never, in all my days, have I ever so much as heard of anything as wicked and shameful as what you’ve done,” Fergus shouted at Marie the next morning. “And in broad daylight, by the side of the main road as well. It’s unconscionable. It’s reckless. It’s….”

      Fergus dissolved into red-faced trembling, apparently unable to find a word bad enough to hurl at Marie.

      Henrietta had to rest a hand on his shoulder to settle him. “Calm yourself, darling,” she spoke softly. “Linus is in England, and the nearest physician would take hours to get here. I won’t have you giving yourself apoplexy over a foolish girl.”

      Marie sank into herself at the steadily-delivered scolding from Henrietta. All the shouting and gesticulating that Fergus could summon up wasn’t half as devastating as the quiet barb and disapproving look from Lady Henrietta. Marie grasped her hands in front of her, peeking to the side, where her three sisters stood, watching her have her head ripped off for her indiscretions with Christian the day before.

      “It’s not as though anything actually happened,” she defended herself with as much backbone as she dared, which wasn’t much.

      Fergus, who was trying to breathe evenly, nearly leapt out of his wheelchair. “Not as though anything happened?” For a moment, Marie was afraid his good eye would pop right out of its socket. “You were seen canoodling with Lord Kilrea’s son on the beach, and the son in question was naked.”

      Marie flinched as he shouted the last part of the accusation so loudly she feared he would damage his voice. She wanted to grin and smirk over her memory of Christian’s glorious form. The man had nothing to be ashamed of, and indeed, she wasn’t ashamed of a single thing. In spite of every rule of propriety that had ever been thrown in her face and her brother’s rage over the whole thing, she rather admired Christian for his fearlessness. And for his stunning form.

      “Well-bred ladies do not converse with naked gentlemen on beaches,” Fergus shouted on. “I don’t know where you got it in your head to behave so wickedly. You shouldn’t even know about such things. The sight of a man’s body should make you faint in terror at the very least.”

      Marie let out a heavy sigh and rolled her eyes. “Really, Fergus. This is not the Middle Ages. We’re almost in the twentieth century. Women are not ignorant ninnies anymore who need table legs covered for fear of⁠—”

      “You are my sister, and you have a level of respectability to maintain because of it,” Fergus silenced her.

      “But, Fergus—” Marie snapped her mouth shut and lowered her head slightly when it looked as though her brother might regain every bit of his power of movement through sheer willpower for the express purpose of lunging at her to wring her neck.

      “How could you possibly think in a thousand years that even one moment of what you did yesterday was anything close to appropriate?” Fergus went on. One of Marie’s sisters made a sound, and Fergus jerked to glare at them. “And don’t think the rest of you are safe from the same sort of censure.” He pointed at each of them in turn. “You’re all as bad as the next. I should have heeded the letters Lady Coyle has been sending me for years and come home to dispose of you all much sooner.”

      Marie had the uncomfortable feeling that by “dispose” her brother meant in shallow, unmarked graves and not through matrimony.

      “Mr. Darrow was bathing in the ocean.” Marie tried one last effort to diffuse the situation. “He was the one who stood up and walked toward me on the beach.”

      “And you should have turned and fled,” Fergus roared, not even slightly appeased, “not fallen into conversation with the man while all his bits were hanging.”

      It took a supreme effort of will for Marie not to snort at the remembered image of those hanging bits. Or the dark thatch of curls that surrounded them, or the firm plane of Christian’s stomach, his strong muscles, or his sun-kissed skin glittering with saltwater as he⁠—

      “So help me God, Marie, if that smirk is an indication of you remembering what you saw, I will lock you away in the tiniest broom closet this castle has and keep you there until you’re old and shriveled,” Fergus growled.

      “I was not imagining anything,” Marie lied, her face heating.

      “I don’t believe you for a moment,” Fergus said. “I knew you were a saucy strumpet, but I had no idea you would go this far to fling the laws of man and of nature out the window.”

      “I did no such thing,” Marie argued with sudden force. She planted her fists on her hips and took a step toward her brother. “I was polite to Mr. Darrow, and yes, we had a bit of fun that some people would see as inappropriate. But it’s not as though I stripped my own clothes off and flung myself at him.” Though she had to admit that patting his bum while pretending he was a selkie might have crossed a line or two. It was such a nice bum, though—firm and warm and the perfect handful. She wouldn’t have minded exploring much more of Christian’s exquisite body. For scientific purposes, of course.

      Fergus wasn’t amused by her argument. “You’re only lucky that his cousin, John, back in England is a close friend of mine. Otherwise, I would challenge the lecherous blackguard to pistols at dawn.”

      “Fergus.” Marie rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “No one duels anymore, and even if they did, you’re in no—” She stopped herself short at the flash of hurt in her brother’s eyes. The attack had happened years ago, but no one in the family had truly talked about it since then. A lump formed in Marie’s throat at the sudden knowledge of what her brother had lost and how much it still hurt him.

      She cleared her throat and went on while Fergus was still stung. “I like Mr. Darrow. He’s jolly and free. I could see right away that he’s a man who knows how to have fun. That’s all we did. We had fun pretending to some old woman passing by that he was a selkie that had washed up on the shore.”

      Fergus glared at her, still red with fury.

      “Yes, it was childish,” Marie went on. “But what is life if we cannot embrace simple, childish joys now and then?”

      “You are not a child,” Fergus growled.

      “No, I’m not. But I’m still capable of joy. We all are, but those rules of society that you seem so intent to embrace would have us all turn into grey automatons the moment we leave the schoolroom. Why is it so very wrong for me to live a life that makes me smile and laugh? And who deemed it inappropriate for me to converse with a man who clearly has no qualms about nudity?”

      “Lady Coyle informed us that the two of you were kissing,” Henrietta said, one eyebrow arched as if to call Marie out for her insolence.

      Marie winced, her face so hot it felt sunburned. “Yes, well, it was an incidental kiss.”

      “An incidental kiss?” Shannon asked off to the side.

      Marie peeked at her, suddenly wary that the women she’d been counting on to be her staunchest allies might turn against her as well.

      “We were caught up in the moment,” she said. “But don’t you worry. Mr. Darrow was lying prone on the sand at the time, and so was I. There was no embrace and hardly any touching.”

      Except their lips. And Marie wasn’t sure she would ever be able to forget the glorious embrace of their lips and tongues. Christian had tasted of salt and excitement. Even with his arms around her only a bit, she’d felt enveloped by him. She wasn’t naïve enough to think her feelings were anything other than lust and an awakening of the flesh. But then again, she hadn’t felt anything close to the stirrings Christian had given her when she’d stolen a kiss from one of the pub owners they’d sold beer to, or that handsome farmer who had offered her a nosegay in exchange for a kiss, or the footman her father had summarily dismissed after catching the two of them snogging when she was fourteen.

      She shook her head to clear away the thoughts. “It was just a kiss,” she said. “It was fun and enjoyable, just as life should be.” She nodded as if to emphasize her point.

      “If it’s kissing and enjoyment you want, then you’re in luck,” Fergus said with a scowl that sent a chill down Marie’s back. “The reason we didn’t have this little talk yesterday afternoon is because I was making arrangements, based on Lady Coyle’s advice.”

      “Arrangements?” Marie’s voice shook at the thought.

      Fergus broke into a grin that made him look downright piratical with his eyepatch. “Congratulations, dear sister,” he said. “You’re engaged to be married.”

      “I’m—how—what?” Marie gawped at him.

      “I settled the deal yesterday,” Fergus said. “Before word of any of this could get out. You want to play the siren? Well, go ahead. I’m sure your new husband will be glad of it. And with any luck, you’ll be with child by the end of the summer, and you’ll have a wee babe to calm you down by this time next year.”

      “Fergus, that’s—” Marie shook with rage, balling her hands into fists at her sides. “That is the cruelest, most underhanded, most vile, heartless, wicked—” Marie ran out of words strong enough to spit at her brother. Her eyes stung with anger at being bartered away like so much baggage. “I will never forgive you for⁠—”

      “Fetch your hat and meet me outside,” Fergus cut her off. “We’re paying a call to Kilrea Manor.”

      Marie’s mouth hung open, but her words stopped in her throat. Kilrea Manor? Christian’s home? Fergus couldn’t possibly have engaged her to Christian himself that quickly, could he?

      But it made sense. Christian was the one she’d committed the impropriety with. It only made sense that their families would want the two of them married off as quickly as possible after that sort of a scene. And if she were honest with herself, after seeing what she stood to gain as Christian’s wife—all of it—she had to admit there were worse things that could have happened.

      “This isn’t fair,” she said all the same, rocking back and pretending she was still angry when, in fact, her heart was racing for another reason. “This absolutely isn’t fair.”

      “Neither is life,” Fergus said, still looking like the Devil himself. “Go get your things.”

      Marie tilted her chin up with a sniff and stomped out of the room, but the moment she was in the hall, she broke into a run, grinning from ear to ear.

      

      “You, sir, are a complete disgrace,” Christian’s father snapped, his face contorted in a grimace that proved the intensity of his words. “Have you no respect for this family or our good name?”

      Christian let out an impatient breath as he watched his father pace the length of his study in front of him. “I have a great deal of respect for this family,” he argued. “But I also know my place in it.” A place his father had made sure he knew from the time he was a boy. An inferior place.

      His father wheeled around at the end of the room and glared at him with wide eyes. “Your place in it?” He turned an incredulous look to Christian’s older brother, Miles, who stood by the side of their father’s huge, mahogany desk with a smug look. “Do you hear this?”

      “Shameful.” Miles sneered, looking as smug as always. “But then, I wouldn’t expect anything more from a reprobate and exhibitionist like Christian.”

      “Just because I am comfortable in my own skin does not make me either an exhibitionist or a reprobate,” Christian argued. Though he had a few university chums in Italy who would probably argue the point. His record for going without clothes was four days, and a lovely four days they were.

      “You would never be comfortable with anything ever again if I had my way,” his father bellowed, pacing back toward Christian, eyes wide. “I sent you off to Cambridge to learn more than just classics and the law, young man. I sent you there to learn your place in the hierarchy of man.”

      “And I learned it,” Christian argued. He gripped his hands behind his back so hard that he would likely bruise his own knuckles. “I learned that there is little for the second son of a middling earl to do with himself.” And he’d learned that he would never, ever be anything but an afterthought in his father’s eyes. A distasteful afterthought at that. So what harm was there in him enjoying life, since he would never meet his father’s exacting standards?

      “You could join the army,” Miles suggested with a smirk, as if he knew exactly how well that would turn out. “Or take up the cloth,” he went on, unable to keep himself from laughing at the ridiculousness of the notion.

      Christian sent him a flat look, hoping the idiot knew he wasn’t helping. “I will gladly return to Europe,” he said, glancing back to his father. “If you provide me with the financing. Because as I have also discovered, there is very little that a second son can do to earn his own income when he isn’t permitted any sort of employment and his allowance is a pittance.”

      “Are you complaining about my generosity, boy?” his father shouted.

      “No, Father, I’m not.” Christian let out a breath, his shoulders sinking.

      He really wasn’t complaining. His father offered him more than enough to live comfortably in a small way. He wouldn’t have minded living a small life either, except that he craved company. And as a member of the aristocracy, the company he was supposed to keep lived in a way that required a level of income just out of his reach.

      “You know, you could always give me something to do,” he said, following the line of his father’s pacing with his eyes. “Something with the managing of the estate. What’s this I hear about a dispute over fresh water and property boundaries between us and Ned Woodlea’s estate?”

      “The property dispute with Lord Garvagh is none of your damn business, boy,” his father snapped.

      Christian flinched back at the vehemence of his father’s statement, raising his hands as if to appease the man. “I was merely hoping to find some sort of employment that might be of help to this family that you think I should prize and respect more than I do.”

      “Ah ha! So you admit that you don’t respect it?” Miles said with a victorious leer.

      “I said no such thing,” Christian defended himself, even though it felt pointless. As the oldest son and heir to the earldom, Miles had always been an arrogant prick. He’d tortured Christian mercilessly all through their childhoods, letting Christian know exactly where he stood, both in terms of rank and with their father’s affections. Indeed, even though Christian always had the sense that he was never enough for his father, he’d never truly shaken his desire to try to please the man and earn his love at last.

      “Just…just tell me what I can do to make up for this sin in your eyes,” he said, his heart sinking. He didn’t think anything he’d done came close to being a sin. Lady Marie certainly hadn’t been offended. Far from it, she’d been a delight. He’d fallen asleep with the memory of her laughter ringing in his ears the night before and the flash of her green eyes tickling every bit of his remembrance. So much so that he couldn’t resist frigging himself senseless as he imagined a different way their encounter might have turned out. But those thoughts were the last thing he wanted his father to have so much as a hint of.

      “You can behave yourself and do as you’re told,” his father said, coming to a stop in front of him with a sharp glower. “That begins with marrying.”

      A light of hope blossomed in Christian’s chest. “You want me to marry?” he asked.

      Instantly, he thought of Lady Marie. She was the daughter of an earl, after all, and his social equal. Granted, he’d only just made her acquaintance, but if he was being forced into matrimony, why not marry the woman who had sparked his imagination in such a delightful way? There had certainly been enough of an initial spark between them to suggest that they might be a brilliant match. The more he considered it, the more he was in favor of the idea.

      “All right, Father,” he said with a shrug, feeling as though a weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “I’ll marry. In fact, I have a woman in mind who⁠—”

      “I’ve already arranged a marriage for you,” his father cut him off.

      “Arranged?” Frustration burned where hope had been inside of Christian a second before.

      His father glanced at his pocket watch. “In fact, she and her brother should be here now. Come along.”

      His father turned sharply and gestured to Miles. The two of them started out of the room, leaving Christian stunned in their wake. He leapt into motion after them, his heart lifting again. His father had arranged for him to marry, and the woman was there with her brother now? Marie had a brother. Fergus O’Shea was responsible for his sisters. It couldn’t possibly be that his father had done something he might actually approve of, could it?

      He marched down the hall from his father’s study to the morning parlor, his heart lifting with each step. It swelled near to the point of bursting as the three of them walked into the room to find his mother already hosting what looked like a delightful tea party.

      And there she was. Lady Marie looked like a dream in light green silk, her ginger hair pulled up in the latest style. Her cheeks were pink with excitement, and her eyes flashed with good humor as she sat beside his mother on the settee, entertaining her with what must have been a cheeky story, judging by his mother’s amusement. There were two other people in the room, a lady and a gentleman, but Christian only had eyes for Marie. Everything was going to turn out the way it should after all.

      “Ah, there you are,” his mother said, rising from her seat with a smile. “I’ve just been listening to the most delightful story from your fiancée, Miles.”

      At first, Christian didn’t think he’d heard right. Marie glanced in his direction, their eyes met, and it was as if the rest of the world disappeared for a moment. Even though several yards separated them, Christian felt the same rush of excitement and rightness that he’d felt the morning before, as he and Marie had played their prank on the hapless old woman. Yes, he could marry Marie. He could easily marry her. And the two of them would be happy together and⁠—

      “I’m sorry.” He shook his head and dragged his eyes away from Marie to frown at his mother. “Did you say Miles?”

      “Yes, you dolt,” Miles said, shifting to stand by Christian’s side with a superior smirk. “We’re both getting married.”

      Christian’s pulse kicked up as he glanced from his smug brother to his father, then on to his mother, and finally, Marie. “We are?” His voice sounded far away in his own ears.

      “Yes, and what a happy day it is,” his mother said. “Lord Ballymena here has agreed to have his sister, Lady Marie, marry Miles, and Lord Boleran has graciously given over the hand of his darling sister, Lady Aoife to you, Christian.”

      Christian’s jaw dropped as his mother gestured to a pale, rather mousy-looking young woman with downcast eyes who looked as though she didn’t have enough spark within her to light a match. The hopes that had towered so high within him moments before came crashing down.
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      Marie gasped so hard at Lady Kilrea’s revelation of who was engaged to whom that she instantly burst into a fit of coughing. She couldn’t believe it. She simply couldn’t believe it. But more immediately, she couldn’t catch her breath.

      “Good heavens, my dear, are you well?” Lady Kilrea asked, resting a maternal hand on Marie’s back.

      The gesture was pure and sweet, which only twisted Marie’s heart in her chest and prolonged her fit. “I’m fine,” she managed to croak as Lady Kilrea gestured for Lady Aoife to fetch Marie’s teacup from the low table in front of the settee.

      “Here you go, Lady Marie. A spot of tea will make everything well again.” Lady Kilrea handed her the teacup with a worried look in her eyes. Not just a worried look, a shrewd one. The older woman glanced from Marie to Christian for a moment before focusing on helping Marie steady herself. “It must be a shock to learn you will be a countess someday.”

      A thousand different emotions ricocheted through Marie. Shock was indeed one of them, but it had nothing to do with her becoming a countess. She swallowed a second mouthful of tea and did her best to smile gratefully at Lady Aoife.

      Lady Aoife, who looked like a porcelain doll that had been left at the back of the shelf. One that hadn’t been painted vividly enough to catch anyone’s interest. Lady Aoife, who could barely lift her eyes to make certain Marie wasn’t choking to death, who had turned scarlet when it was announced she was betrothed to Christian. Lady Aoife, who damn well wasn’t going to marry Christian Darrow if Marie had anything to say about it.

      The trouble was, she couldn’t say anything about it. Not when Fergus and Lord Kilrea were so busy congratulating themselves at the side of the gathering. Worse still, Lord Kilrea looked down at Fergus as though he were a leper and not just a man who had lost an eye and the use of his legs in a scurrilous attack. Marie wasn’t sure which she hated more, the betrayal that had been hoisted on her or Lord Kilrea’s condescension.

      “Father, perhaps we could discuss these marital arrangements?” Christian asked into the relative silence that had followed the announcement.

      “Yes, a discussion would be grand,” Marie managed to croak after swallowing another mouthful of tea. She glared at Fergus as though she could bore a hole through her brother’s head.

      Lord Kilrea looked surprised at the hint of mutiny. “I see nothing to discuss,” he said with a shrug. The way he looked at Christian was almost as harsh as the glare Fergus had for Marie. “There is a necessity of marriage. For both my sons. Suitable brides became available. What more is needed?”

      “Suitable brides?” Marie said, teetering on the verge of exploding. The only thing that kept her
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