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Chapter 1

From a deucedly awkward crouch between a birdbath and a shrubbery in the back garden of a Sussex manor house, Ian Eversea watched the silhouette of a woman pass tantalizingly once ... twice ... Hallelujah! Three times!—before the upper story window.

The window went black. The lamp had been doused.

A signal and a confirmation.

He launched to a stand. His knees cracked like gunshots. He froze. Yet he was alone but for a sky full of stars; naught a soul would witness his furtive journey to the tree.

The road to this tree—and to the last three nights of coyly escalating sensual games in her bedroom—began during a conversation at a ball in honor of Abigail’s engagement to the Duke of Falconbridge one week earlier. At this very house.

Introductions were made; attraction was instant; conversation was brief, every word of it a veritable pearl of innuendo in a lengthening strand of indiscretion. From the beginning, for Ian, all of it was excellent, excellent: her lush burnished beauty, the veneer of innocence over a delightful if startling moral recklessness, all of that wrapped in one particularly titillating danger: she was engaged to Alexander Moncrieffe, the Duke of Falconbridge, who’d allegedly poisoned his first wife a decade earlier (naught had ever been proven, of course, nor had any formal accusation ever been made, but the ton knew better than to let such delicious gossip die). He’d fought more than one duel. So they said. He was a cold, elegant, staggeringly wealthy man. He gambled, both at cards and with investments, and he never, ever lost. One trifled with him at one’s peril.

Or so gossip had it.

Before drifting away, Lady Abigail had tapped Ian lightly on the arm with her fan and laconically added there was an oak tree right outside her bedchamber window.

He knew the tree. He’d seen it as they’d arrived for the ball through the opportunistic eyes of the typical Eversea male: it leaned conspiratorially against the red brick of the house; its trunk was solid and there were low sturdy branches a grown man could easily scale without damaging essential parts of his anatomy. But its most compelling feature was the branch that stretched yearningly—one might (he might) even say insistently—toward a particular window.

And he’d wondered who’d slept in that room.

It was no cause for wonderment for either Ian or Lady Abigail that they were in such accord.

Perhaps I’ll see you after midnight tomorrow.

There had never been a “perhaps” about it.

For three nights he’d made this journey, from the crouch by the fountain to her bed. For three nights he’d progressed from a kiss to getting her nearly undressed. Tonight she’d promised to be entirely unwrapped when he slid into the bed, and urged him to be, too.

So his heart was thumping hard when he jumped up to get a grip on a lower branch, shinned up the trunk to the one that led to her window and swung up. She’d left the window open an inch or two. He curled his fingers beneath and slid it up gingerly, as too eagerly grabbing at the weathering frame the night before was how he’d come by his splinter. He hooked both legs over the sill, then ducked to slide his long body through. The drop into her bedroom was short; a thick Savonnerie carpet swirled in lights and darks muffled his landing.

He tore off his clothes with the urgency of a man fighting off fire ants.

He propped a hand on a table near the window, yanked off his boots, and lined them up side by side on the carpet. His fingers flew over buttons as he rid himself of his coat and shirt and trousers; he wadded all of them together and stacked them next to the bed.

Oh, God. And it was all very good, from the crouch to the splinter to the tree. Every sound, every sensation, amplified his desire and was now familiar and erotic and all of a piece, all part of the act itself: The rustle of the sheets as he lifted them to slide into the bed next to her, the first sweet shock of their smooth coolness on his skin, the ghost of lavender scent they released, the first skim of his fingers over the warm skin of the woman waiting in bed, herself little more than a shadow made of fragrant and silky flesh in which he would soon bury himself as she’d promised, her sigh of welcome, the unmistakable gut-chilling metallic click of a pistol being cocked—

Holy Mother of—!

Perhaps not that.

That was new.

Ian and Abigail scrambled away from each other and sat bolt upright in the bed. Heart thudding against his breastbone, Ian fumbled futilely for his pistol—he was nude and his pistol was in his boot. He surreptitiously slid one bare foot out of the bed and laid it flat on the floor, preparing to launch as appropriate—out the window or at the wielder of the pistol. His eyes frantically raked the dark.

“Oh, you won’t want to move another hair.”

The voice was low, dark, and almost offhandedly, lightheartedly menacing.

Mother of God. It was like the night itself had spoken.

Ian was not a coward. But all the little hairs on the back of his neck and arms went erect when one of the shadows detached itself from the corner chair in which it had been slumping and grew taller and taller ... and began to drift toward them.

Not a spectre. A man, of course. Dressed strategically in dark clothing. The better to hide, to corner, to trap.

Abigail’s breathing was audible, tattered by terror.

The man moved toward the bed with the languid loose-limbed purpose of a stalking leopard. Errant moonlight allowed in through the window glanced off the barrel of his pistol. And off something else, something metal, in his other hand. ... A lamp.

He settled it gently, precisely down on the small table next to the window, and then took what seemed like an insufferable amount of time to light it, but then fear did rather play havoc with one’s sense of time. The flame shuddered fitfully and at last took hold. And at last a man’s face flickered in and out of light and shadow. It was a bit like watching Lucifer sitting at a campfire.

“Moncrieffe.”

Ian’s voice was hoarse with shock. Unfortunately, Abigail gasped the word at the same time, lending the flavor of a bad pantomime to the whole thing.

It all would have been quite funny had this been someone else’s grave, grave dilemma.

The Duke of Falconbridge pondered them. He was already unusually tall, and the lamplight threw an even taller shadow of him against the wall. Two spectral dukes hovering over the bed, and both of them had pistols.

Ian couldn’t decide whether to fix his eyes upon Moncrieffe’s face or the weapon. One was aimed precisely at the center of Ian’s chest, which was covered now in a cold film of sweat. Both were identically gleaming, impassive, and deadly.

He had no doubts about whether Moncrieffe was capable of shooting. His reputation rather preceded him.

“Eversea.” The duke nodded in an ironic parody of a social greeting.

It contained nothing of surprise. As though he had expected him.

Had in fact, stalked him, watched him, and lain in wait— ... God ... for how many nights?

“How did y-you ... ?” Ian stammered.

Perhaps this wasn’t the time to ask questions, but he truly was curious.

His hands were perspiring now, too.

“As I never sleep before midnight, Eversea, and I’m a guest here, I saw your horse tethered in the road for three nights now. Honestly, knowing you as I do, it wasn’t difficult to draw conclusions. I set the horse free, by the way.”

Christ! He loved that horse.

Well, they were in Sussex, and the horse would find its way back to Eversea House, of that he was certain. Or into the hands of the Gypsies who camped in Sussex, who would know better than attempt to sell a horse that belonged to an Eversea.

But as for whether Ian would ever make it back to the house ...

Abigail’s hand found his and gripped. As if he could offer comfort! He might need that hand to do battle with the duke.

Perhaps if he attempted to placate. “I never ...” he began. “We never quite ...”

The duke’s eyebrows flicked upward, daring Ian to finish that thought.

Which he regretted doing the moment he did.

“... It’s not what it seems.”

The ensuing silence was palpably incredulous. Even Abigail turned to look at him in gap-mouthed astonishment that anyone would actually say that outside of a bad pantomime.

But bloody hell—and more’s the pity—it was true. More accurately, it wasn’t yet what it seemed.

“I might be more moved by that assertion if it didn’t sound so regretful, Eversea.”

The duke almost sounded amused. But then irony, when delivered cold and shaved very, very fine, could sound like amusement.

There was nothing at all amusing about the unwavering aim of that pistol.

Abigail and Ian flinched when the duke broke from the circle of lamplight and strode slowly over to Abigail’s side of the bed. All this slinking was very unnerving, because Ian knew the man usually moved as though he resented gravity. With long, impatient strides and focus and purpose. He wasn’t a stroller.

He stood over her.

Abigail audibly swallowed.

Down, down, down. The duke lowered the pistol. They watched it with the avidity with which they would an indecisive cobra. Perhaps ... perhaps he meant to lock it? To tuck it away? To—

He stopped lowering it when the muzzle was aimed precisely at Abigail’s throat.

She squeezed her eyes closed and hoarse prayers rushed between her lips.

Ian’s rib cage stopped moving. His breathing had arrested. Abigail’s hand was like ice in his, and for an ungentlemanly moment he wanted to fling it back to her, to reject their mutual idiocy, to ask her how on earth she thought he could comfort her or resolve the circumstance. The two of them were only involved for the pleasure of it. He assessed his chances of flying at the duke and knocking him to the floor before he could shoot. After all, he was naked and coated in terror sweat and would therefore theoretically be difficult to grip. The duke was tall but wiry and might topple should he be struck by a hurtling Eversea.

But Ian didn’t like his chances. He’d seen the man shoot at Manton’s.

He’d no choice. He’d talked his way into this; he’d talk his way out of it.

“For God’s sake, Moncrieffe.” His voice was still frayed but he was proud that it didn’t tremble. “Do you have to torment her? Call me out or shoot me and have done with it. The fault is entirely mine.”

This wasn’t at all true, as Abigail had in fact set the whole thing in motion, but it was perhaps the most gallant thing Ian had yet said in his life. Then again, centuries of splendid breeding and battle-tempering were difficult to combat. They rose inconveniently to the surface in moments of greatest peril, it would seem.

“Just ... for the love of God, do whatever it is you intend to do.”

Silence as the duke considered—or pretended to consider—this entreaty.

“Very well,” the duke said with equanimity. “As you make an excellent point, Eversea, I’ll do what I intended to do all along. And what I intend to do ...”

Ian was so focused on the pistol he hadn’t noticed the man was unbuttoning his trousers as he spoke.

“... is share her with you. Slide over, Eversea.”

Their gasps nearly sucked the air out of the room.

Satisfied he’d shocked a few years from their lives, Alexander Moncrieffe, the sixth Duke of Falconbridge, paused his hand on his trouser buttons and contemplated all the whiteness: bulging white eyes, the naked white shoulders, the white sheet his fiancée had yanked modestly up beneath her chin to disguise from him all that pale nudity she was willingly sharing with Eversea.

He knew him, of course, and his brothers and father, from White’s, from entirely noncommittal encounters over cigars and brandies in libraries after balls. They were a close-knit, legendarily charming, legendarily wealthy lot.

He mulled the notion of toying with them a little more and rejected it as pointless. And perhaps more to the point, boring.

Perhaps it was because he was, as was whispered, getting old.

He was nearly forty.

Instead he moved—so quickly Abigail stifled another shriek and Ian flung his arms up over their heads in defensive alarm—across the room and yanked the window up high, then bent and seized Eversea’s boots—it had been all he could do not to shoot the scoundrel as he’d watched him neatly line them up—and hurled them like spears—One! Two!—out the window. Next he hurled out the wadded bundle of clothes. For one thrilling moment Ian’s coat caught a passing breeze and flapped like a bat sideways through the night before disappearing.

But the shirt didn’t get far. It caught in the branches of the tree and dangled by the cuffs and swung gaily, as though inhabited by an invisible trapeze artist.

They were all mesmerized by it for half a second.

Then Moncrieffe spun on his heel and aimed the pistol precisely at Ian’s sweating white forehead.

“Leave the way you came, Eversea. Now.” The words were etched in menace.

He could sense that Ian’s muscles were bunched in preparation to fend off an attack or perhaps launch one. He was younger, but Moncrieffe was certain the fight would be fair even if he didn’t have a pistol. He’d had years of experience in which to perfect all manner and methods of fighting, dirty included. Perhaps especially.

“Do you need me to define ‘now’ for you as well as ‘honor,’ Eversea? Test me.” He took an infinitesimal step forward.

This propelled the boy. Ian slid swiftly from the bed, attempting to drag the sheet with him. He was yanked backward abruptly. He shot a glance over his shoulder. Abigail had a stubborn grip on it.

Hetuggeddesperately,eyebrowsraisedpleadingly.

She held on to it tenaciously, frowned, and gave her head a frantic little shake.

Oh, for God’s sake.

The duke ripped the sheet from Eversea’s hand.

Ian Eversea was stark naked in the lamplight, long white feet and hairy shins and all. To his credit, though he didn’t quite plant his hands nonchalantly on his hips, he didn’t uselessly overlap his hands over his penis. After all, everyone in the room knew he possessed one.

“Moncrieffe. We can settle this like men over the weapon of your choice. I welcome it. I deserve it. You’ve every right. Choose your weapon.”

Touchingspeech.Everseaswereunfailinglypolite.

Bastards and rogues, but polite.

A number of glib retorts occurred to Moncrieffe. Well, you obviously fancy yourself a swordsman, Eversea, sprang to mind. But he didn’t suffer fools or knaves. Ever. He was nearly forty years old, and the sands in his hourglass of patience were ever-dwindling.

He was sardonic even in his thoughts these days.

“Your punishment will fit the crime.” He stood back to allow Eversea a path to the window.

And Ian walked like a condemned prisoner to the guillotine.

The duke and Abigail silently watched Ian squeeze himself out. It wasn’t at all pretty, involving bending and contorting and the exposing of places Moncrieffe deeply regretted seeing even by lamplight. At last came what amounted to watching a moonset as his white hindquarters vanished, and then Ian shinnied back out onto that once-inviting, now perfidious branch.

They heard a grunt and a ripping sound as Ian yanked free his shirt from the branch, and came away with only half of it. Moncrieffe shut the window emphatically on Ian’s muttered heartfelt epithet and yanked the curtains closed.

When he yanked the curtains Abigail jumped a little and turned regretful, startled eyes on him, as though he’d just prematurely concluded a puppet show.

He weakened. Just a little. Somewhere in the icy clarity of his rage was an echo of what he’d once felt when he looked at her. Her hair was down, and she’d luscious piles of it, like doubloons spilled from a pirate chest. He could have had it down long before now. He could have had his hands tangling through it. He could have had her on her back, writhing beneath him. He knew very well how to seduce a woman, to persuade her she wanted him even if she wasn’t entirely convinced. Most of them wanted him.

Well, he supposed he should have known.

“Why?” he said finally.

“Why do you want to know?” she rejoindered.

Excellent point. He’d probably regret hearing it.

“Answer me,” he said anyway. Beneath the quiet words thrummed a threat that would have had a stalwart man taking a step backward.

She swallowed again. She licked her fear-parched lips. He watched her pink tongue running over their fine outline with a certain detached appreciation that swelled again into rage, like a tide.

“He’s delightful,” she said simply, faintly, plucking nervously at the sheet she clung to in one fist. Her voice was still weak from shock, but she shrugged, an attempt at arrogance. “And handsome. And young. And popular.” She paused. “And nobody likes you,” she couldn’t resist concluding with faint acid petulance.

Well. Succinct, he would give her that.

Women often wanted him. More than one man wanted to be him.

But it was true: nobody liked him.

Nobody that mattered to Lady Abigail Beasley, anyhow. And that meant most of the ton.

He gave a short laugh. “You think my armor impenetrable, Abigail? That I’m unwoundable? Not all of the rumors regarding my character are true.”

More of them that were decent were true, however.

Nevertheless.

It wasn’t as though she hadn’t known what she was getting into when she’d agreed to marry him, and it wasn’t as though she’d objected.

“That is your armor, Moncrieffe—the notion that nobody likes you. I do believe you revel in it.”

Well, of course he did. But it was such a remarkably astute thing to say, the first honest and true and genuinely intelligent thing she’d ever said directly to him, and he hated her for saying it with her beautiful shoulders bare and the blankets clutched up to her breasts and likely the scent of Ian Eversea lingering on the sheets next to her.

He ought to shoot her in principle.

He ought to care enough to do it.

He’d tried to care. He’d in fact intended to try very hard once they were married, which had been the whole point of proposing. Because she’d fired his imagination more than any other woman had in so long. He liked her easy laugh, her rough-velvet voice, the shape of her lips, the color of her hair, the promising lushness of her body, her ... simplicity. She wasn’t stupid; wasn’t complex. He’d enjoyed her company the way he did spring days and fine meals. She flirted effortlessly, sometimes provocatively, but never crassly. And he wasn’t a fool. He’d made a decision that she would be his next wife, knowing the conclusion of the courtship was as good as foregone, as he was a wealthy duke and she was the daughter of a titled but nearly penniless baron.

Still, he’d courted her like the gentleman he’d been raised to be, astounding everyone. But he didn’t want to know whether his future wife could be easily had, so he’d kissed her only once. But oh, he’d made it a thorough one. Thorough enough to know her lips could fire sparks along his nerve endings, and that he wanted her in his bed, and that she hadn’t at all minded kissing him. Marriages were made on much less promising starts all the time.

And what was love if not a certain pleasantly deluded familiarity built up over years? If not a set of personal attributes set fire by imagination, the way, for an instance, one can look up at a night sky and see not just a random scattering of bright stars, but an enormous Starry Plough?

Well, wasn’t it?

He was certain he’d known once what love meant. He didn’t know anymore.

But he had meant to try.

And this loss was the thing that fueled his rage. Among other things. Cuckold was a ridiculous word. It sounded like precisely what it was. He couldn’t pull from the mix of things he felt in the moment which was the truest emotion.

But she’d made a fool of him. As had Eversea.

Nobody ever did that twice. Nobody did it without suffering a consequence.

And revenge he understood.

“Like Mr. Eversea, I’m leaving the way I entered your house, Abigail. Through the front door, past your very alarmed footman, whose loyalty to your family proved no match for a duke with a pistol. Given your predilection for midnight visitors, you may consider hiring a servant with more intestinal fortitude. We shall both put it about that the end of our engagement was a mutual parting of the ways. You will inform your father he will need to see to another way to pay his debts. I will have nothing more to do with either of you. A timely trip to the Continent might be in order to allow things time to settle.”

It was more an order than a suggestion, and she knew this well.

And likely rumors about the reasons for her hasty departure would find fertile ground in her absence, and none of them would be charitable. She would likely be unmarriageable in the wake of them. At least to anyone of quality and rank.

It was only what she’d earned.

He watched in silence as the ramifications sank in.

“Alex ... Ian and I didn’t actually ...” Her voice was trembling now. Gone was arrogance. In its place was entreaty. “I never meant to ... I’ve never actually ...”

Even now her sensual rasp of a voice stealthily slipped past his sense and brushed against his senses, and even now they responded like a cat stroked awake from sleep. We’re simple creatures, men, he thought, with a bitter disdain for himself and Eversea and all other men who were used to taking what they wanted. We think we’re so clever. And yet we’re always surprised to find ourselves entrapped or made fools of.

She’d been a ... hope. If she were anything else, then his loss was greater, and he’d had enough of loss. His soul fair echoed with it.

She must have sensed the chink in his armor. And slowly, slowly she lowered the sheet, and he watched as a pair of lovely breasts came into view.

God.

He had a good look, as he was a man, after all. He could admire and be repelled at the same time. She would sell herself in this moment? He wasn’t that simple.

“I don’t care whether you actually. Cover yourself.”

He calmly locked his pistol and slid it into the band of his trousers, and with that motion he became aware of exhaustion. His hands felt weighted; his shoulders felt weighted, and now that the rage had ebbed he felt hollow and cold, as though a fever had broken.

Her shoulders dropped with an exhale. Had she really thought he might shoot her? Another man might have. He might have in fact been that other man . ... ten years ago.

He turned to leave her. But she spoke again.

“What do you intend to do to him?”

Her question was excellent. He’d ruined more than one man who had crossed him or betrayed him or had otherwise dealt other than honestly with him. He would destroy a man’s fortune with the cold, subtle, thorough determination of a plague of termites in order to make a point. He’d done things of which he was not proud but which he did not regret, and rumor and reputation comprised what was known about him now. It had made him outrageously wealthy and feared.

He was not a kind man. He did not forgive.

And it was true: nobody liked him.

“What makes you think I intend to do anything?” he said softly.

He left her to ponder that as he slipped back down the stairs.








Chapter 2

“There’s just the one left up there. Wonder why it won’t just give up and join its brothers here on the ground? Such fortitude!”

Genevieve dutifully peered in the direction Lord Harry Osborne was pointing, which was up. They were standing on the long, tree-flanked lane that led to the Eversea house. Above them the sky was an eye-searing rain-washed blue. Below them the ground was a mosaic of picturesquely dying leaves, red and gold and brown and noisy as they shuffled through them. It was autumn, and all of the trees now looked stripped and vulnerable.

All save one. And trust Harry to notice it.

That single dangling leaf either epitomized suspense or fortitude, depending upon whether one was Genevieve or Harry.

Take the plunge, for God’s sake, she willed it.

She stared up at it with all the concentrated force of her deep blue Eversea eyes. But she’d never been able to will things into being with silence, or by wishing upon blown dandelions or stars, and goodness knows she’d tried.

Lord Harry Osborne would be Viscount Garland once his father cocked up his toes. Now he was just a young lord with splendid hair—a dozen shades of gold, artfully waving, pushed away from his high pale forehead—and a profile Genevieve Eversea could have sculpted in marble in the dark from memory and installed atop the pianoforte, if she hadn’t feared her brothers would choke to death on their mirth.

Perhaps it was for the best that she didn’t know how to sculpt.

She did draw and paint and did both diligently, but possessed modest talent. She didn’t mind. Her gift and passion lay in the observation and recognition of talent and beauty, whether it was found in the work of an Italian master or the profile of a viscount-to-be.

Three years ago they’d met. He was the cousin of a cousin of her friend Lady Millicent Blenkenship, and he’d been invited to a house party. Harry was clever, sunny, confident, often gregarious to the point of obliviousness and prone to impassioned expression, for the whole world was a safe and welcoming delight to a handsome young aristocrat. Genevieve was quick, precise, and quiet; she always swiftly sieved her own thoughts through layers of care and propriety before they left her mouth. Her proverbial still waters ran very deep. And while Harry’s cheery obliviousness often mortified him, not to mention other people, it charmed her to her toes and she excelled at smoothing ruffled feathers. They were both enchanted by beauty; they were both aficionados of art and poetry and fiction; they found each other immeasurably witty. For three years, the two of them, along with the cheerful and open and lovely Lady Millicent, who Genevieve adored but secretly viewed as something of their pet, had been so nearly inseparable that they practically shared a name in the mouths of their other acquaintances: HarryGenevieveMillicent.

They’d never spoken of their attachment. But surely it was obvious. Surely everything she felt for Harry pulsed around her, visible as those halos painted around saints in medieval paintings.

And she had waited for three years for Harry to muster nerve to say the words that would make her his wife. The only impediment she could see to their marriage was his lack of funds. Harry would inherit a title—but everybody knew he was in want of an heiress to keep the ancestral lands flourishing. Her father had been indulgent when it came to her brothers’ wives; her mother had put her foot down when it came to her girls. She wanted her daughters to marry money and titles.

But they loved Harry. Everybody loved Harry. She would win them around to the idea, she knew it.

The guests for the Eversea house party would arrive over several days, on horseback and carriages; Harry yesterday evening. Millicent late last night. Rubbing fists into sleepy eyes, she had promptly tumbled into the bed assigned her and was likely still snoring upstairs or pushing her dark blond mop out of her face in order to get at her sipping chocolate. Millicent was not an early riser. She liked to be among the last to leave a ball at night and the last to leave her bed in the morning. But Genevieve usually sprang out of bed with the sun, helpless not to, as if she were part bird. Harry was another early riser, as he possessed an excess of vigor and needed long days in which to expend it, as he hadn’t yet developed a fondness for gaming hells or climbing up the trellises of married countesses or all of those other things that kept a young man out late and in bed all morning snoring and hurling boots or any other available objects at anyone who dared tap at their bedchamber doors before noon.

And so he’d found her this morning, and he’d eaten his eggs with a distracted air. After breakfast, he’d been so diffident he was nearly toeing the ground. She’d never seen him diffident.

After much throat clearing he’d said, “I’ve something I wish to discuss with you, Genevieve. Will you go for a stroll with me?”

He hadn’t made mention at all of Millicent.

Normally such strolls would have waited until Millicent was awake.

And Genevieve had known.

Oh, at last, at last, at last.

Thump. Thump. Thump. Her heart beat in time with their footsteps, until one seemed like an echo of the other. Anticipation was a shard in her chest. Eversea land stretched all around them, beloved, vast, familiar in all its seasonal incarnations, bit by bit going dormant for the autumn, waiting for winter to have its way with it.

They talked a little of general things. But the farther from the house the quieter Harry grew, until there were more silences than sentences.

And then they’d stopped beneath the tree.

It seemed he couldn’t yet speak. He bent to pluck up a leaf. A crimson one. He laid it gently in his palm and studied it as though it were alive.

He looked at her. His eyes were pale blue. Full of glints like sun on the sea when he was contemplating some mischief, clear as a spring sky when he was solemn. She knew his eyes in every emotional weather.

He cleared his throat. “Genevieve, I’ve something important to say.”

Thump, thump, thump. “Yes, Harry?”

I love you, too, Harry.

It seemed as though a fine layer of crystal suddenly enclosed the day. Everything glowed with supernatural brilliance. Even her nerves were spun glass. She would ping if he touched her.

Would he touch her after he proposed? Would he ... kiss her?

Because she had imagined that kiss from the moment he’d first kissed her hand, just the once, in a garden at a ball. She’d memorized the shape of his lips long ago and imagined how they would fit against hers. And over and over she’d relived the brush of his lips against her skin, and knew, she knew, that if an impulsively given kiss like that could set fire to her blood, then a proper kiss ... a proper kiss ...

Dear God, she was more than ready for a proper kiss.

Heat rushed her limbs, flooded her cheeks. Please, please, please, please.

“Yes?” The word was barely more than a breath.

“Genevieve, I would very much like to ...”

He swallowed hard. Beads of sweat appeared at his hairline.

“Yes, Harry?” she coaxed on a whisper. She leaned in. She wanted to remember every detail to include in the story she would tell their grandchildren. He was so close she could see a few largeish pores she hadn’t known he’d possessed, and the golden-fair tips of his eyelashes, and the hairs in his nose, though it hardly seemed romantic to think of the hairs in his nose at a moment like this. But there they were and they were part of him and therefore beloved.

And then he filled his lungs with a long, long breath, like a man drawing back a bow, and his words rode out on an exhale that nearly blew back her hair. “I-should-very-much-like-to-marry—”

“Yes!”

“—Millicent.”

He smiled at her, relieved to have finally said it.

“Whew,” he added softly. And fished out a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his brow.

Genevieve didn’t precisely stagger. But her lips parted on an oh of breath, as though he’d jammed his walking stick hard between her ribs.

Silence of the howling sort ensued.

“My father thinks it’s time I take a wife, and so do I. I intend to propose to her during the house party. I wanted you to know first.”

Surely ... surely she’d heard him incorrectly. Surely he was jesting. But he was blushing in that blotchy, shamed way men blushed. He looked desperately uncomfortable and as vulnerable as those stripped trees. He looked shy and full of entreaty.

And suddenly she couldn’t feel her limbs.

“Ah, Millicent ...” He paused and smiled fondly, and his eyes warmed. Suddenly she hated everything about his smile, and wished she didn’t know so much about what made him smile. “Well, she’s so unlike the two of us, who are so sensible, and she needs a husband like me.”

Sensible! Sensible? Surely not. She was an Eversea.

Apparently he wasn’t finished rhapsodizing. “No. She’s so lighthearted and spontaneous—”

His words felt like an indictment. It wasn’t as though Genevieve’s heart was encased in lead. Though she considered it would be in better condition at the moment if it had been.

“And she’s lively and unafraid and forthright and good company—”

He made it sound as though Millicent was a spaniel.

“Where the two of us, well, we’re wiser and more mature, yes?”

She was just past twenty years old! Mature? Wise?

“And as I know you love her, too—”

Clearly not the way you do.

“—I needed to tell you, as I couldn’t keep it inside any longer. And I couldn’t bear the thought of keeping a secret from you, the dearest of all my friends.”

Friend. At the moment she would rather have been called anything else. A wolverine.

He twirled the leaf between his fingers. It throbbed before her eyes, as though he’d plucked her heart bleeding from her chest and was now toying with it.

“I wanted you to know first, Genevieve. And to hear your opinion of it. If you would be so kind,” he added awkwardly. “You are so kind. You’re always ... so kind.”

If you would be so kind? He’d never been ... polite to her. Or formal. Everything was terribly, terribly, hideously wrong. Up was down, black was white, rivers ran backward, all the Everseas deeply loved the Redmonds ...

“And I wanted your blessing, as we are all such good friends.”

He stopped talking.

Apparently she was expected to say something now.

“Friends,” she parroted faintly. As if she could use only words he dealt out to her. She’d forgotten all of her own words. She scarcely knew who she was anymore. Harry had irrevocably just altered the physics of her life. For three years, her love for him had been...her own personal gravity. It gave shape to her days and momentum to her dreams of the future. She could envision no world without him.

“Yes!” He seized upon this as though it were actual conversation. “The dearest of friends.”

She was sinking, sinking, sinking. She knew very clearly somehow that she would forever go on falling. Her brother Chase had told her that some men who came home from the war lived with a constant ringing in their ears caused by cannon fire. She would just have to live forever with the vertigo of heartbreak.

She stared at him for so long without blinking that her eyes began to burn and he began to look just a trifle uneasy.

He wanted her blessing?

Blessing, her arse.

The pain was a late arrival—the numbness had to finish its turn with her first—but it was nasty. She wanted to buckle, lie on her side and gasp like an eviscerated fish. She held her breath against it, but her mouth parted. She cared naught for living in the moment, but apparently her body was sensible. It wanted to breathe.

And when she did, she breathed in wood smoke.

She gagged. She never wanted to smell wood smoke again. It was the smell of heartbreak.

Harry, her ... her . ... murderer ... was fussing idly with one of the silver buttons on his coat, but peering at her intently. And for the first time since she’d known him, she couldn’t read his thoughts.

“Will you ... will you be happy for me, Genevieve?”

Was he peering at her as intently as she thought? Perhaps it was just that shock had turned the world convex. He looked almost distorted, preserved under glass, already untouchable and forever out of reach.

“Happy,” she parroted after a moment. She had trouble with the Ps. Her lips were rubbery and incompetent. But somehow she got the corners of her mouth up. Because when one was happy, one smiled.

This response seemed to satisfy him. He turned slowly away from her and thrust his hands deep into his pockets, hunching his shoulders self-consciously, and then sighed, looking back toward the house, perhaps pondering the wonderment of impending matrimony.

“And once Millicent and I are wed, should I be so fortunate as to be accepted by her, we shall all of course continue to be such great friends. There will be parties and picnics and children and—”

That’s when Genevieve spun on her heel abruptly.

She didn’t precisely run. She wanted to. Still, she made good time for a woman with legs of lead. The distance back to the house stretched like taffy. Her eyes were burning, burning, and she wasn’t certain whether it was anguish or blazing fury or some nasty combination that was causing it. I’ll never reach it. I’ll never outrace this feeling, because it’ll be everywhere I go from now on, Harry on my heels, yammering on about his future without me.

Up ahead a tiny human figure was walking toward them. A moment later she realized it was her sister, Olivia. And for one wildly disorienting second she recalled that one’s loved ones purportedly greet the freshly dead at the gates of Heaven. Perhaps when one’s heart is irrevocably broken one is welcomed into the Land of the Heartbroken by others who share the condition.

Although Olivia, of course, stoutly denied her heart was anything other than sound and unaffected by the disappearance of Lyon Redmond.

Harry was talking, though she could barely hear him through the cyclone of misery in her heart and mind.

“I don’t know quite when I’ll propose. But I expect I’ll know when the right moment arises. Definitely during the days of the house party. I can’t think of a lovelier place to do it than Eversea House, surrounded by friends.”

He might as well have been speaking a different language.

Who was he? How could he? How could he contemplate a life without her?

Funny how his obliviousness had lost its charm.

Her anguish wrestled with fury and shock, and the result was silence. It was her defense and her punishment and her refuge and her revenge, always. Quiet Genevieve Eversea.

Olivia called out to them.

“Oh, excellent, Genevieve, Harry. I thought I would find the two of you early birds out walking. I have the most extraordinary news. Mother sent me to tell you and to fetch you back to the house straightaway. No one has died,” she hastened to clarify.

Just me, Genevieve thought violently.

Oh, but Harry was eager to hear. “Well, let’s have it then, Olivia!”

“Wait until you hear who Papa has invited to the house party.”

And wouldn’t you know, behind them that leaf at last came down, spiraling like a graceful suicide.

“You climbed out the window bare arsed? Down a tree?”

Ian had found an excellent audience in his brother Colin. He couldn’t keep the story to himself any longer, and in the comfort of the Pig & Thistle in Pennyroyal Green it seemed safe to tell it.

“I could only find my shirt. Flapping from the tree. Tore it when I attempted to free it and wore it home like a damned skirt, tied ’round my waist. Found one boot by stumbling over it. My pistol was in the other one! Would be a bloody miracle if it didn’t fire through the toe. I want it back! Practically part of me, that boot, and I miss it like a limb. Lost skin from my shin climbing down that damn tree naked. Nearly unmanned myself. Limped for miles in the dark.”

He refrained from describing the splinter he’d acquired in an unmentionable place during his exit, as that splinter would become as ubiquitous in Eversea lore as the bloody song about Colin that was still, to this day, sung in pubs and musicales all over England. They would never, never let him forget it.

“In one boot.” Colin marveled over this.

“In one boot.”

Here in the safe warmth and noise of the Pig & Thistle the tables were crowded, the fire was leaping, a group, including Jonathan Redmond, was clustered about the dartboard and damned Redmond was winning again, which reminded him that he could have sworn he’d seen Violet Redmond, of all people, arguing with what appeared to be a sailor down by the docks just the other night, after a ball for the Earl of Ardmay. Obviously he’d been drinking too much; rumor had it she was attending a house party in the country, nowhere near London. He hadn’t mentioned a word of it to anyone. Culpepper and Cooke were hunched over the chessboard and Cooke’s eyebrows as usual looked as frisky and alert as pets. Ian couldn’t help but look around and around, drinking in blessed familiarity, laying his hand flat against the scarred wood table. The previous week’s events seemed like a hellish dream, the sort one had after a heavy dinner and too much bad liquor. It was even possible to laugh about it now.

“Christ. And you’re still alive?”

Colin was both clearly impressed and tamping what appeared to be something like envy. It was an exploit worthy of him at his best. Or at his worst. However one viewed it.

“Why did you do it?”

“If you mean scale a tree to get to Lady Abigail, I’m shocked you need to ask. Shocked. You’ve seen her!” He waited for Colin to nod in masculine comprehension. “It was the challenge of the thing, you see. And I’d gotten away with it for three nights. And the fourth ...” He slumped into despair and sighed, and his sigh evolved into a theatrical groan and he dropped his face into his palms. “The fourth would have been a magical thing,” he croaked through his fingers. “You should have felt her skin ... her bare shoulders ... oh, God, Colin. So soft.”

Colin shifted restlessly. He was a married man now. Not a dead man.

“But the fiancée of the bloody Duke of Falconbridge! Ian, for the love of ...”

Ian lifted his head up slowly, suspiciously. His eyes widened when it occurred to him that Colin—of all people!—was actually about to give him a scolding.

And off he went:

“I might be invincible, Ian, but that doesn’t mean you are. You ought to marry and stop all this nonsense.”

If Ian’s feet hadn’t still been sore he might have succumbed to the urge to kick Colin’s shin under the table. Colin had decided that marriage was his cure for everything, since he was so delighted with the condition. He drove everyone mad with this theory.

“You can speak of invincibility now, Colin,” is what he said aloud. “You should have liked to have been me, or any of us, that morning, as we waited in London for the news of your ... of your ...”

Death by hanging was how that sentence should have been completed, but they still didn’t speak of it easily. None of them liked to remember a moment in which they’d confronted the notion that Everseas might be something other than invincible after all, since they’d seemed to have gotten away with everything since 1066 or thereabouts.

Of course they were, as it turned out. Invincible, that was. But this had only been reestablished after a few years had been shaved from everyone’s lives.

Colin had never shared with his family the whole story of how he’d been rescued from the gallows. He’d rather glossed it over. In truth the woman who was now his wife had been paid to do it for reasons far from noble, but now they were married and happily raising cows and sheep, and he saw no need to invoke hoots and mirth from his brothers, which is precisely what would happen when they discovered he’d been rescued by a girl. And the fact that he’d been a hairsbreadth away from an ignominious death—though they’d been accused of numerous things over the centuries, but not one Eversea had been caught until Colin—was still a slightly sensitive topic.

Ian said, “Given the opportunity, you’d have done something very like it if you hadn’t married, and you know it. The bit with the countess and trellis—”

Colin interjected hurriedly. “Well, you got away with your life if not your clothes, so why do you still look so bloody enervated? Did he call you out?”

Ian opened his mouth. He hesitated.

Colin flung himself back in his chair and stared at his brother balefully. “He called you out, didn’t he? Oh, God. You’ll die of a certainty. And yes, I’ll be your second.”

“Oh, ye of little faith. The bastard makes a lovely large target. I’d hardly be likely to miss.”

Colin snorted. “So you’d cuckold the man and then shoot him dead. I’ve never been prouder of you.” He drained his ale and waved futilely for another one. Polly Hawthorne, Ned Hawthorne’s daughter, still hadn’t forgiven him for marrying Madeline Greenway, crushing dreams she’d harbored—well, that she and nearly every female in Pennyroyal Green between the ages of twelve and eighty had harbored—since she was eight. She was just sixteen or seventeen years old now and she’d perfected pretending he was invisible. “Ian, if you would ...” he said desperately.

Ian sighed and beckoned to Polly with a flap of a hand. She flounced over. To Ian she gave a radiant smile. To Colin she gave a view of her back.

“A light and a dark, Polly, my sweetness.”

Her smile broadened, her dimples deepened. “Of course, Mr. Eversea.”

And off she went.

“Truth be told, Colin, and I would only say this to you, as you’ve spent nearly your entire life in the pursuit of absolutely the wrong women—”

“All excellent women,” Colin hastened to defend.

“I’m sure they seemed so at the time,” Ian humored. “And all very wrong. I mean, dangling from that trellis outside of Countess Malmsey’s window—”

“Your point?” Colin interjected darkly.

“Well, you see, regardless of what I’ve done, of course I’d attempt to shoot him. I won’t stand there and be shot by the duke for the nobility of the thing. But do consider that I may have done him a favor. I shall never tell a soul beyond you, but Lady Abigail Beasley is ... no lady. Good heavens, she is as bold as either you or I and she knows one or two things she cannot have come by at the knee of her governess. And oh, what I would have learned on the fourth night ...” He shook his head. “Anyhow, you’d think she’d have the sense to stay true to a man like the duke. His reputation is hardly a secret. Better he should know of her faithlessness now, aye?”

“Yes. It was all altruism on your part, I’m certain. You deserve a medal. And I’m certain one day you’ll share a good laugh about it with Moncrieffe next time your paths cross in White’s if you don’t kill each other first.”

Ian froze. Somehow it hadn’t yet occurred to him that of course he’d be seeing the duke about town, and an encounter in White’s wasn’t only possible, it was entirely likely. He was feeling bolder, however, and as though he could survive the ignominy of an incidental meeting.

“I’ve heard the engagement has been ended. Upon ‘mutual agreement of both parties,’ ” Colin added. “And that she departed the country.”

He had no doubt the duke had ordered her to leave the country.

“And where should the likes of you get gossip like that?”

“Adam. Someone in the village told him, as it had filtered into the village from London. Women tell him everything.”

His tone said everything about why this was both a marvelous advantage and a terrible curse. Adam Sylvaine was their cousin on their mother’s side, and since the Everseas owned the living they’d installed him as a vicar and the little church in Pennyroyal Green had never been more crowded on Sundays, owing to Adam’s ... appeal.

Polly Hawthorne wove through the crowd and pointedly settled both ales down in front of Ian. She cut Colin dead with an admirable flick of her long, black braid as she departed with coins jingling in her hand.

Ian grinned. He was beginning to feel a little more like himself, despite his barked shin and raw feet and hands and the damned souvenir splinter in his thumb, which was working itself out only slowly, surely a form of penance.

“And besides, the duke didn’t call me out. He just sent me out the window.”

Colin leaned back slowly against his chair. He pressed his lips together pensively.

And then he began drumming his fingers rhythmically against his tankard of ale. And said nothing.

“What?” Ian demanded irritably.

“Ah, but here is what troubles me, Ian. They say the duke’s heart is so hard and black that musket balls glance right off. And that he always gets his revenge in some fashion.”

“Rumor and conjecture and pure bloody balderdash.” The rumors were easier to dismiss, anyway, after that first sip of the dark. Courage in a tankard.

“If he didn’t call you out, then what did he say? Anything?”

Ian hesitated to say it aloud. “Something about the punishment fitting the crime,” he admitted.

Colin took this in.

“Chhhrrrrist,” he finally said grimly.

Ian didn’t have time to retort. Olivia and Genevieve had just pushed through the door of the Pig & Thistle, letting in a gust of autumn air, and when they didn’t immediately begin divesting themselves of cloaks and gloves—the warmth of the place was like donning a second coat—he correctly imagined they were to collect him to greet guests at home. The Everseas were holding an autumn house party. Another blessedly normal event.

He gestured with his chin in their direction, and held a finger to his lips, which was unnecessary. It was a tacit understanding that not a word of his exploit would be breathed to anyone else in the family.

Their sisters immediately spotted their tall brothers slouched over ales and wended their way through the tables, nodding and smiling to friends and acquaintances in the pub.

“I wonder what’s wrong with Genevieve,” Ian murmured. “She looks a bit pale.”

They didn’t mention Olivia. She looked lovely, as usual, but they both almost unconsciously glanced toward the dartboard, where Jonathan Redmond was handily winning and looking more and more like his brother Lyon, the eldest Redmond, every day, which did nothing to endear him to the Everseas. The Redmonds maintained Olivia was the heartless siren who had caused their heir to mysteriously disappear. Olivia steadfastly denied anything of the sort, insisted, sometimes with a yawn, sometimes with a tinkly incredulous laugh, that her heart was whole and hale, all the while skillfully shaking off suitors with the grace with which a duck shakes water from its feathers.

And Ian would have strangled Lyon Redmond if he could, because despite everything, not a one of them could bear to see anyone hurt their sisters.

“Darling brothers, we’ve been sent to fetch you. Father is expecting an important guest in a few hours and he wants you to be present when he arrives.”

“Who could possibly warrant my presence so urgently?”

Olivia presented the name with as much ceremony as she would a scepter.

“The Duke of Falconbridge.”

To their astonishment, their brothers greeted this news with resounding silence.

Olivia murmured in Genevieve’s ear, “I wonder what’s wrong with Ian. He looks pale.”
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