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Dedication

All families have secrets. Some of them go to the grave. To the keepers of such secrets.


Chapter One

Nice, France, July 1880

Percival Wood, the Marquess of Norrington, stretched along the sheets, nudging the man sleeping beside him. Bertram Atherley, Viscount Ravensburgh, responded with a snort before he rolled onto his back, exposing his gorgeous nudity in a beam of morning sunlight.

A balmy breeze through open windows set the sheer curtains swaying. The evening had been sultry, and the coolness of the new day was welcome, especially as the flush of sexual exhilaration still prickled across Percival’s flesh. Their break-of-dawn lovemaking had been energetic, Bertram no longer tipsy from imbibing absinthe the night before.

Percival snuggled against a feather pillow and gazed at his lover. Bertram’s body was pure masculine perfection, from the chiseled chest, down the ridges of his abdomen to the sensual curve of the muscles at his hips. Fine brown hair furred his torso, the trail narrowing along his belly until it curled thickly at his glorious groin, where wiry strands wreathed a manhood slaked from earlier sucking.

Percival slid his hand down his own stomach to play with his now semi-hard cock. He wouldn’t get any harder if he didn’t piss soon. But Bertram was so peaceful, his respiration deep and even, it would be a shame to disturb their bed and wake him.

Beyond the fluttering curtains, rays of early morning sun glittered on the Mediterranean. The rumbling of rolling wooden cartwheels over cobblestones filtered up from below. The baker delivering their favorite pastries, perhaps. Another perfect day in a beautiful part of the world.

Such a shame everything would soon be at an end.

Bertram stirred with a low growl, opening his eyes before blinking at the ceiling.

“Good morning, Bertie.”

Bertram chuckled. “You already said that, when was it? About two hours ago?”

“Well, I’m saying it again, because every morning I awaken with you is a good morning.”

That inspired a grin.

Percival rose reluctantly from their seductive bed and shuffled across the Chinese carpet to empty the contents of his bladder into the white porcelain chamber pot. The weight of Bertram’s stare lay heavy across his back.

“What’s wrong, Percy, darling?”

Percival gave his prick a shake. “What do you mean?”

“There’s an uncharacteristic touch of wistfulness in your voice.”

Bollocks. Bertram knew him too well. “It’s Father.” Percival padded across the carpet and slipped back into bed.

Bertram wrapped an arm around his shoulder and drew Percival to him. “What about the duke?”

“A letter arrived yesterday.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” Bertram’s tone rang sarcastically.

“We were having too much fun.”

Bertram laughed. “Yes, yes, we were.” He kissed Percival’s head. “It’s not horrible news, I hope.” His words fanned hot against Percival’s neck.

“Just that he wants me back home, because, well, you know why.”

“Ah.” Bertram danced the fingers of his left hand down Percival’s torso, the gold ring on his pinkie glinting in a sunbeam. “I suppose that means Italy is off.”

“Unfortunately.” Percival eased his left hand out from between their bodies and grasped Bertram’s fingers. He loved to admire their matching rings. He had them made during their holiday in Nice the previous year to commemorate their commitment.

“How long can you delay?”

“Given that my father thinks the French are uncivilized barbarians and that we’ll probably be traveling by open cart, I say we have a few days before we need to catch the train.”

“As if Armand would ever deign to travel by open cart.” Bertram chuckled.

Percival joined him in his mirth. His trusty valet would scold anyone who attempted to offer anything but a well-appointed carriage. His amusement swiftly turned to resignation. “You don’t have to return with me. You can explore Italy as you like.”

“‘As I like’ would be with my lover and best friend. Not alone.”

A luscious warmth bathed Percival at the expression of the sentiment. He pressed against Bertram’s chest and inhaled sweat and spirits—a reminder of last night. “I don’t want this to end.”

Bertram held him tighter. “It doesn’t have to. We’ll find a way to be together.”

“Bertie, I cannot fathom how a man can be married to a woman and carry on with another man. Surely a woman would discover his secret life. If there was no affection between husband and wife—if there was animosity—a man such as I could be exposed, arrested…” He gulped air. “Imprisoned for life.”

“Don’t say that.”

“All right. At the very least, subjected to blackmail.”

Bertram sputtered an oath through his teeth. “Do you know who the woman in question is?”

“There is no woman. Not as of yet. As far as I know, there is only the idea of a wife, not one woman in particular. But we have been gone from England for a month, and it is the height of the Season…”

“Anything could have happened.”

“Precisely.”

Bertram traced two fingers up Percival’s spine. “What about Penny?”

“Penny? Penelope Hardcastle?” Percival lifted his head to throw Bertram a quizzical glare. “Marry Penelope?”

“She knows…about us. Doesn’t seem to mind. And we get along.” Bertram nibbled on his lower lip a moment. “I mean you and she get along. I suppose it is of no consequence whether she and I get along.”

“It is very much of consequence whether or not my future wife is friendly with my lo—” Percival checked himself. He’d have to get used to using a new epithet. “Is friendly with the man I am to blithely refer to as my best friend.” He grumbled. “Damn this bloody marriage business.”

“Well, Penny seems perfect.”

“Except…what is her position in the aristocracy?” Percival nuzzled against Bertram again. “She’s not Lady Something. She’s merely Miss Hardcastle.”

“She could be a viscount’s daughter. Or some other type of daughter that isn’t called ‘lady’.”

“She’s never mentioned any of that.”

Bertram sighed. “True.”

“However, she does seem to know everyone.”

“Because she’s slept with most of them.”

Percival laughed. “Don’t let her catch you saying that.”

“It’s true and she knows it. She takes pride in it.” Bertram grinned. “You know she slept with Nicky,” he said as if divulging a secret.

“Your cousin?” Percival exclaimed. “Who on earth told you that?”

“Nicholas himself. It was before he was engaged, or even made earl.” Bertram chuckled. “And if you married Penelope, she’d be ogling every man but you.”

Percival sobered. “Bertie, do you think you could sleep with a woman?”

“You mean Penelope?”

“No. I mean any woman. Womankind, as it were.”

Bertram let out a long exhalation. “Oh, I don’t know. I suppose I haven’t given it much thought, really.”

Percival groaned. “Unfortunately, I am no longer able to postpone such thoughts. Marriage. To a woman.” Damn and blast. “And then the expectation to produce children, especially a male heir…” He did not finish. It was all too positively vexing.

“Ah. I don’t have the same pressures as you, Percy, love. And I don’t think sexual congress with a woman would be such a terrible thing.”

Percival sighed heavily. “That’s the problem, though, isn’t it?”

“Pardon?”

“The idea of touching a woman’s body is thoroughly reprehensible to me. I don’t think I could do it even for queen and country.”

“Hmm.” Bertram embraced Percival more tightly. “What if the woman were your very good friend for whom you already feel affection?”

A frosty frisson rippled across Percival’s scalp. “You mean Penelope?”

“Yes.”

Percival groaned. “Ugh. For the sake of the dukedom of Amesbury, I would have to try, I suppose.” He squeezed his eyes shut in a vain attempt at blocking out such a prospect. “Good God, the very thought shrinks my stones.”

Bertram pulled Percival more closely against him, the heat of his body warming the chill creeping across Percival’s skin. “Let’s talk to Penny. She may have some link to the aristocracy. If it’s not as high a rank as your father would prefer, you can try to convince him you two are in love.”

“Like by kissing her?” Percival shuddered.

“I’ve seen you dance with her. You can put your bloody arm around her for appearance’s sake.”

Percival chuckled. “All right. I suppose I can. In front of my parents.” Why the hell couldn’t he simply marry his Bertie? They understood each other, they got along, and they loved each other as much as any man might love a woman.

“Good.” Bertram unwrapped his arm and slid down the mattress until he was poised over Percival’s prick, his breath hot and humid. “Now that we’ve got that out of the way, I’d like to continue some of our adventures from earlier this morning.”

Percival sighed as the wet heat of his lover’s mouth enveloped his cock.

*****

Davenham residence, Mayfair, London, that same July morning

A shaft of light across her lids jostled Penelope Hardcastle awake.

Morning. Already?

Upon opening her eyes, the strange surroundings were momentarily unsettling until realization sunk in.

She’d fallen asleep in one of Lord and Lady Davenham’s guest bedrooms after their festive and raucous affair the night before. Her muscles ached from huddling in an overstuffed and overly large slipper chair, but she shouldn’t move until she knew her situation. She peeked around the side of the chair. The mustachioed gentleman from the night before was sprawled across the bed on his stomach, his head turned in her direction, the rhythm of his snores an indication of the depth of his slumber.

Which meant she’d still have to be quiet as she left but could avoid the awkward post-coital politeness.

Penelope unfolded her legs and silently stretched to relieve the stiffness. How did she end up on the chair? Right. Mustache fell asleep as soon as he had spent his seed, and she, wanting to feel a touch of romance, had left him to stand before the window and gaze at the moonlight.

She got up with a quiet sigh and went to that same window, the view of the back garden obscured by the foliage of a plane tree. Much further beyond loomed London, that wondrous yet lonely city. A city filled with people wanting, craving, hoping, and not always attaining.

Last night’s encounter had been pleasurable, to be sure. His thick cock had filled her, but only after she had angled her hips had he rubbed that bliss-inducing spot inside. Mustache had known nothing of how to truly thrill a woman, to bring her to a rapturous peak. He had been solely focused on his own reward. Their whole affair had been—what was that quote Ravensburgh had used recently?—solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.

Something had very definitely been missing from the encounter. She pursed her lips. Possibly that same something was missing altogether from every encounter she’d had of late. What it was precisely was difficult to pin down.

Penelope returned to sit on the slipper chair and put on her shoes. Very few of her conquests had understood a woman’s pleasure. Those that had, stood out as stellar examples of lovers. Ravensburgh’s cousin Nicholas Atherley was one such man. But he was married now—with a newborn—and desperately in love with his wife.

Besides, Nicholas was an earl. What did Penelope have to offer such a man? Nobles wanted to marry other nobles to acquire land and solidify ties amongst themselves.

And who was she? She was a mere gentleman’s daughter, her sole connection to the aristocracy the man who raised her as his ward.

Penelope settled her frothy hair ornament on her head, then grabbed her gloves and her wrap. She tiptoed to the door and carefully turned the knob. Before exiting, she glanced back at Mustache to make sure he still slept as soundly as when he had rolled off her earlier that morning.

Yes, he was dead to the world at that moment. As dead as he was to a woman’s needs and desires. One day she would find an attentive lover who wanted their mutual satisfaction to be the center of their universe.

One day.


Chapter Two

Hertfordshire, England

Bertram stared out the rail car window at the green countryside passing by with a bit of a blur. While he and Percival had set up house together in London, he would always consider Hertfordshire—and especially the town of St. Albans—home.

The country was where he was born. Where the estate for the Atherley family and the Earl of St. Albans was located. Where cousin Nicholas, the current earl, had recently settled with his wife Helena and their newborn son. Where Mama dwelt at Ravensburgh Cottage, the family abode where Percival and Bertram’s precious French bulldog currently resided while the two were on the continent.

Upon arrival in London, Armand had disembarked and journeyed to their home on Wilton Crescent with most of their baggage. Percival and Bertram had continued on to Euston Station, catching the train to St. Albans to pick up their beloved Orsa. Spending time with Mama and visiting his old garden would also be a treat.

“I can’t wait to see Orsa. She’s such a dear sweet pup.”

A grin spread across Bertram’s face. Once they’d adopted a puppy, Percival had become something of a fussy parent. “I’m certain Orsa will be overjoyed to see you. Although she will be sad to leave her friends.”

“Friends? Did the Viscountess Ravensburgh acquire another dog since our absence?”

“Nothing like that. Mama is devoted to her Winifred, despite Blenheim spaniels being a handful. But I can tell from Mama’s letters that she has developed quite a fondness for Orsa. And, apparently, Wini is equally smitten. Wini and Orsa have become inseparable.”

Percival slid his hand in Bertram’s and squeezed. “Like we are.”

The grin grew impossibly wider.

“I do need this holiday from our holiday before I see my father.” Percival rested his head against Bertram’s shoulder.

“You’re certain he’s in London?”

“I can’t imagine why he wouldn’t be. He’s got Parliament, and the Season continues to plod along. He has no idea we’ve chosen to make this detour.”

“Good. We can spend a bit more time together before our lives change irrevocably.”

Percival sighed. “Let’s not talk about it. I want to enjoy these last days together before my marital doom.”

Bertram squeezed Percival’s hand. They remained close, connected, contented, until farmland faded and the smokestacks of industry appeared. They were seated quite apart from each other as the train pulled into St. Albans.

They disembarked under the canopy of the station, and, as their carpet bags were unloaded from the rail car, stood casually chatting on the concrete platform. When in company, the two had learned to act as men who were purely friends, not lovers.

Such a deception would never occur to newlyweds who were man and woman.

A burly man approached from the railway building, his expression dour with a touch of hostility, focusing his attention on Percival as if Bertram did not exist.

“Welcome home, my lord,” the man said as he removed his hat and bowed his head.

Percival froze with wide eyes at the address to his person. “Thank you, Bates.” He flicked a panicked gaze at Bertram.

Bates was the Duke of Amesbury’s coachman. Bertram had never seen him up close before, never not sitting high on the driver’s bench. Beyond Bates, near the waiting room, two other vaguely familiar and equally well-built men loafed against the soot-stained and faded yellow brick of the station building.

Something was wrong. No one knew they were to arrive at St. Albans station. No one was supposed to be there to greet them.

Seemingly Percival had the very same thought. “Bates, how did you know I would be here?”

The man did not look at Percival, but instead kept his head bowed. “Yes, my lord.”

Bertram chilled at the very odd response.

With an aristocratic shrug, Percival marched toward the station, waving to Bertram to join him.

But he couldn’t. The other two men approached swiftly, blocking him, grabbing his arms, pulling him across the platform away from the station and his Percy. His struggles were only met with increasingly tightening grips, and the alarmed stares of disembarking passengers.

Percival turned, his expression livid when he saw the scene. “What are you doing? This man is my guest.” He gestured at Bertram.

Bates seized the gesturing arm. “I think not, my lord.”

Percival tried futilely to push Bates off. Another burly manservant, his scowl verging on belligerent, grabbed Percy’s other arm.

Bertram simmered with rage, too aware of his impotence in the matter as his own arms were now being twisted behind his back.

“I want an explanation now, Bates.”

Percival’s plea fell on inattentive ears.

What the devil was going on? Why were he and Percival being forcibly separated? Did the Duke of Amesbury harbor such contempt for their connection that he needed to keep them apart?

Frozen in disbelief, Bertram watched as Percival was manhandled off the platform and into the station, his baggage retrieved by a somber servant.

His beloved now out of sight, Bertram closed his eyes against the heartache, fighting tears of anger. The grip loosened a bit but remained strong enough to prevent him from going after his lover. Or anywhere.

*****

Wood Hall, Hertfordshire

As the coach crunched down the gravel drive, Percival fumed, the lurching rhythm only increasing his aggravation. The yellowing stone façade of Wood Hall came into view, sparking even more outrage. He turned from the sight, slumping in his seat to stare blankly at the tufted leather canopy.

The emptiness of the interior reminded him he was alone. He should not be alone. His Bertie should be with him. He needed Bertie to be with him.

The horses slowed, then stopped. Percival wiped the tears pooling in his eyes, tears of discontent, disbelief, or despondency, he did not know.

A footman opened the door and unfolded the step. Percival remained seated.

Father’s secretary, Wilson, appeared at the doorway, shuffling his feet on the gravel. “I think His Grace should explain, my lord,” he said quietly.

Damn Father. Damn the dukedom. Damn the whole fucking aristocracy.

He calmed himself. The secretary was not to blame. No need to subject him to any animosity. “Thank you, Wilson,” Percival said cordially. He descended from the carriage and stormed into the house.

“The study, my lord,” Wilson called after him.

Percival stomped into the preposterously masculine study, the smell of book leather, whiskey, and cigars tightening the muscles behind his eyes. Father sat at his imposing oak desk, waiting, his expression wooden.

“Welcome home, Norrington,” he said steadily.

“How the hell did you know?”

Father winced at the profanity. “Your manservant told my men where you had gone. I received a telegram.”

“Your men? You had spies in London?” Jesus Christ. “What did you do to Armand?”

“Your valet is unscathed.”

“You threatened him.”

“I did not.”

Percival seethed at the deflection. “Your men, then.”

Father huffed a sigh. “I assure you, they left him unharmed.”

Percival held his ground, teetering on the thick edge of the Persian rug. “What the hell just happened?”

Father stared emotionless. No smug smirk, no gleam of triumph, all signs he’d not really wanted to be so rough.

“Where did you take Viscount Ravensburgh?”

“He was driven across town and put on the Midland Railway direct to St. Pancras Station. No need to change trains like your journey here.” Father’s voice was impassive. “I’ve instructed that he be watched until he is well on his way to London.”

“Bollocks,” Percival muttered. “What the hell for?”

“I do not want the two of you fraternizing anymore.”

“Fraternizing? Is that what you’ve decided to call it?” Percival stared at Father. “What, may I ask, is really going on, Your Grace?”

“You are twenty-two years of age, my lord marquess. It is time you marry.”

Fucking hell. “Marry? Really?”

“Yes, really. And before you ask, yes, marry a woman.”

Percival scoffed. “Most men in my position are allowed time to sow their wild oats.” He eyed Father. “Many men amongst the aristocracy do not marry until they are well into their thirties. Tell me, Father, how old were you when you married?”

“That is not for discussion at the moment,” Father growled. “You have sown your wild oats. First with Jack. Then with God only knows who at Oxford. And now with Ravensburgh.”

Jack was Jonathan Atherley, the eldest son of the late Earl of St. Albans, and Bertram’s cousin. Excessively handsome and charismatic, Jack had too easily seduced a young and naive Percival. Jack’s cruelty had culminated in a violent outburst, with Jack’s mother an unfortunate casualty. Father had quickly sequestered Percival, packing him off to Oxford, far away from the villain.

There had been no one since the devil but the savior. Percival had been abstemious during his years at Oxford. It was Bertram who had shown him what love truly was. “No, Father, you are wrong. I’ve settled upon Bertram. He is not some experience of youth to become a quick memory.”

“Damn it!” Father slapped both palms on his desk. His chair wobbled as he pushed it back to stand. “Percival Wood, you are the heir to the dukedom of Amesbury. You need to marry. A lover and a dog are not a family.”

Jesus. Percival shut his eyes to staunch tears of anger. “They very much are.”

“No, they are not.”

“And a wife I do not love and who does not love me constitutes a family?”

A flush of red colored Father’s visage as he narrowed his eyes. “Your friend Ravensburgh is distracting you from your duty.”

“Bertram is not a distraction, Father. He is…” How to describe their utterly perfect bond? That they were made for each other? Father would never understand such a connection. He and Mother barely talked, never showed affection. “He is my best friend and confidante.”

Father sighed heavily. “I do not want my son—my heir—gallivanting around Europe like a bloody Roman soldier on campaign.”

“What? We went to France—”

“And last year it was Italy. Norrington, you need to start taking responsibility. You need to start acting like you are the heir to a dukedom established almost two centuries ago, instead of the reckless scion of some drunken earl who made a mockery of the aristocracy.”

That was a dig at Jack, at the Earl of St. Albans, at the whole Atherley family of which Bertram was a part. “I comport myself discreetly, Father. There is not a shred of scandal.”

“You mean to say, not anymore.”

“Society has forgotten Jack, Your Grace. He’s dead. The new earl is a fine upstanding man.”

A grunt was Father’s response.

Percival pursed his lips. “I cannot give him up. I need Bertram in my life.”

Father looked askance, his jaw tensing. After a moment, he exhaled loudly. “I am merely asking you to marry, Norrington.”

Interesting. Was Father suggesting that if he married, he could have his Bertie back?

“Then you are not asking me to end my friendship with Bertram?”

“No,” Father said with a huff of resignation.

“All right. I’ll marry.”

Father’s eyes slivered once again as he scrutinized Percival. “Good. Your mother and I have narrowed down a list of girls.”

Christ. A whole list? “Oh?”

“You will accompany us when we return to London in a few days to finish out the Season.” Father thinned his lips. “If we have to, after the Season, your mother and I will throw a hunting ball and introduce you to more candidates.”

That sounded dreadfully horrid. And possibly dangerous if the woman in question could not accept his way of life. “Father, you should know I have become familiar with a young lady.”

Father’s countenance changed dramatically, almost brightening. “Oh? And who are her parents?”

Of course, the ever important question of heritage. “I’ll make inquiries. I’ve met her at several social events. She’s very well connected. Knows positively everyone.”

The harshness of Father’s face eased somewhat. “I suggest you make your inquiries today. We will leave for London in a few days.”

Percival smiled and said a quiet prayer that Penelope Hardcastle was the daughter of somebody.

*****

Phillips residence, Belgravia, London

Bollocks, bollocks, bollocks.

In cousin Nicholas’s guest bedroom, Bertram slammed his fist against the mattress, rage from what had transpired that afternoon still roiling his gut, keeping him from much-needed sleep.

Amesbury’s men had remained on the platform to keep watch until Percival was taken away, presumably to Wood Hall. Once Percival was gone, Bertram had been driven in an unmarked carriage up Holywell Hill to the Midlands railway station. There he and his appointed ruffians had waited until the next train to London had arrived. Once the train had pulled in, the thugs promptly shoved Bertram and his luggage onto a railway car, then proceeded to join him. He had at least one bully leering at him all the way to Kentish Town.

Of course, once in London, he could have taken the next train back to St. Albans. Except such a notion seemed somewhat dangerous given the lengths the duke had gone to separate him from Percival.

From his Percy.

Jesus. Bertram hit the mattress once again wishing it were not ticking and horsehair under his fist, but flesh and bone.

Upon arrival in London, he had pondered where to go. Surely not to the home he and Percival shared not as mere housemates—the façade they had to project—but as a devoted couple. He could not ignore the possibility that more ruffians would be lurking around the entrance to keep him at bay.

So, he’d knocked on Nicholas’s door, or rather, the door to the opulent house of Nicky’s in-laws where Nicky and his wife had a suite of rooms. Nicky took him in readily, and listened to Bertram’s complaints over a late supper, afterward leaving him to retire in the guest room.

Retire alone to ponder whatever the hell his Percy was doing at that moment.

Probably shedding the tears that Bertram himself could not release.

Instead, Bertram was of a mind to frig himself in a desperate attempt to forget his plight. Or perhaps to remember and reconnect with what the two of them had.

Bertram wrapped his hand around his burgeoning erection, his cock’s awakening the usual response to thoughts of his lover.

The two worked best when the surprise of adventure was upon them. Or when they were comfortably settled somewhere without a care in the world. Or anything in between, really.

They were, simply, perfect together.

Bertram grinned as he slid the circlet of thumb and index finger down his shaft.

Like the other night when they’d purchased a bottle of absinthe from the man behind the bar in Nice. It was less than half full and they paid far too much money for it, but what did it matter? The barmaid had insisted they drink it diluted with water and sweetened with a little sugar. They’d paid her for turning a blind eye while they took familiarities with each other.

Familiarities that had continued, absinthe and water bottles in hand, to the bedroom of their rented villa several blocks away. Percival had relented in the cool of the night air, had spread his legs wide against the linen sheets while Bertram had slathered his almost painful erection with olive oil. Percival’s arsehole had been tight but accommodating, the marquess puffing his acquiescence in rhythm to Bertram’s thrusts, then saying nothing when Bertram had expired in a drunken heap at his side, the act unconsummated.

Of course, several hours later they had continued their exertions with more success, Bertram bursting with need, Percival pumping his own cock to match Bertram’s sensual beat, the two reaching climax mere moments apart—

Bertram gripped his cock under the covers, letting his emission soil the sheets of the guest bed.

He gazed at the ceiling, the flame of the lamp on the bedside table dancing shadows across the plaster.

A tear ran down his right temple, then another on the left, both droplets coursing along his cheekbones.

He’d already written Percy. There’d been no response. He’d send word to Mama about their plight and ask her to let him know if she discovered any news.

Tomorrow morning, Nicky would be there at the breakfast table. He was always a sensible listener, always offered reasoned explanations and advice. His former life as a family doctor had helped him hone those skills.

And right now, Bertram needed someone who could offer some sage advice, who could help him figure out what the hell had just happened with Percival.

And how to get him back.


Chapter Three

Stratton House, Mayfair, London

The clang of the letterbox at the front door roused Penelope from the lulling contemplativeness of measured stitches with needle and thread.

“Penny, be a good girl,” Lady Gertrude Brazington said. “I’ll put the kettle on while you fetch the post.”

Every occasion was an opportunity for tea according to Gertrude. Just as Penelope lost herself in the act of sewing, Gertrude lost herself in the ritual of tea-making.

There was really nothing odd about it. The older woman once considered entering the convent where she would have endured numerous rituals. Luckily her brother, the Earl of Stratton, convinced her otherwise. Gertrude’s absence would have left Penelope alone.

After her parents had died, Penelope was raised by Stratton and Gertrude as their ward. They were the only parents she ever really knew. If Gertrude had left for the nunnery, then, after Stratton had died, Penelope would have been entirely on her own.

That was a possibility she did not want to entertain. Solitude frightened her.

She retrieved the post from the entryway and sifted through the envelopes. She put Gertrude’s on a small silver tray, then ensconced herself on the window seat in the parlor with her own correspondence.

An invitation. And another. Luckily, she always got several of those during the Season. Gertrude hated social events, but Penelope relished society’s entertainments. One envelope in particular was intriguing. Definitely not an invitation, but a thick epistle. She rarely got those.

“Anything of interest?” Gertrude asked as she put down the tray. She poured a cup for Penelope and handed it to her.

“Would you like to go to a ball?”

“Oh, heavens, no.”

Penelope laughed as Gertrude settled in with her own cup and letters.

They always had such convivial exchanges over the post, and then each was in her own little universe for a spell.

She sipped her tea from the gilded porcelain cup, a reminder of her tenuous hold on the aristocracy, then opened the cream-colored envelope, glancing at the signature.

The note was from the Marquess of Norrington.

Curiously, she’d received a note from Viscount Ravensburgh the day before. While she delighted in receiving postcards relaying news of their continental adventures, Ravensburgh’s missive detailed a rather distressing episode of his separation from Norrington upon their return to England. Desperation and grief imbued the words on the stationery. Her heart bled for him, for the both of them.

She’d wanted to go to him, console him. But he was staying with his cousin Nicholas and his wife, Helena. Knocking on their door would most certainly have been awkward given Penelope’s furtive fling with Nicholas over a year ago, before he’d become engaged to Helena. If having an unrelated bachelor sleep at her house could have been in any way deemed proper, Penelope would have insisted Ravensburgh stay with her.

And now, here in her hand, was a note from Norrington. What turmoil would be revealed in its pages?

Despair darkened every sentence. He, too, missed his lover. He was seemingly imprisoned at his family estate, but was to depart for London soon, to finish out the Season.

He reminded her of the last time they’d seen each other—at Lord and Lady Hawkhurst’s ball at the beginning of June, before he and Ravensburgh had left for France. She smiled. There had been a young man that night awfully enamored of her until he saw a vision of loveliness dressed in pink, a girl much closer to his own age. Penelope herself had eyes on the Earl of Petersham, but realized the futility once he was dancing in the arms of a woman he clearly desired.

Norrington wondered if Penelope was planning on attending Lord and Lady Fretherne’s gala. If so, he needed to talk to her regarding a matter of some urgency. If she did not have an invitation, he would be able to secure one for her. But she should only write back if she needed the invitation. She should not correspond otherwise.

How very odd. Clearly, some scheme was afoot.

Penelope shuffled through the afternoon’s post. A thrill shot through her once she found the required embossed invitation.

She’d gladly talk to Norrington at the Fretherne ball. She’d do anything for such a wonderful pair who were meant to be together.

*****

Phillips residence, Belgravia, London

The London home of Nicholas’s in-laws, Mr. and Mrs. Phillips, was uncluttered and modern, a far cry from Bertram and Percival’s traditional yet rather opulent residence filled with objets d’art from their continental travels.

Across from Bertram in the morning room, Nicholas read a medical journal with genuine interest. “I like to keep abreast of current treatments and theories,” he’d explained as he stretched on the sofa. “It relieves the boredom of Parliament.”

Bertram had laughed at that. “I’m glad I’m not a peer of the realm. I’m sure Percy will be just as bored when he joins the House of Lords.”

The cousins’ comfortable silence had afforded Bertram the opportunity to gawk at the stylish furnishings and fittings. The chair he sat in matched the sofa on which Nicholas lay, the natural cherry wood joined at right angles, the tapestry cushions medieval in style. In comparison, the dark, curvilinear furniture covered in velvet strewn haphazardly around his London abode seemed stodgy and old-fashioned.

“I suppose this is what an interior looks like with a woman’s touch,” Bertram said.

Nicholas grinned over his reading material. “If that woman is Sophia Phillips and has heaps of her husband’s money to spend, then, yes, this is what such an interior looks like.”

Bertram met Nicholas’s gaze. “I’m worried, Nicky.”

Nicholas put down his journal. “About?”

“I’ve written Percy, at both Wood Hall and our London address. I’ve not heard a word of response. It’s been two days.” He rested his head on the back of the chair and stared blankly at the wooden beams overhead. “He’s keeping us apart, and I don’t know why.”

“He?”

“The Duke of Amesbury.”

“Ah.”

Bertram lifted his head. “Nicky, I need to get a letter to Percy, and I need your help.”

Nicholas sat up. “Yes, of course. I’ll do whatever I can.”

“I was thinking, I mean, I wonder…” Bertram sighed. “I don’t think the duke would burn a letter from the Earl of St. Albans, do you?”

Nicholas chuckled grimly. “No, perhaps not. However, such a missive would not be above suspicion. I am not merely your cousin. It was my late brother who played a villainous role in Percival’s past. Amesbury will most definitely be skeptical of any communication coming from me. He might choose to read it first. Or destroy it without even opening it.”

“Bollocks.” Nicholas was correct, of course. Nicky’s brother Jack had been Percy’s first lover—and almost his last, given Jack’s violent tendencies.

“I can offer a slightly better solution,” said Nicholas. “Helena’s uncle, the Earl of Petersham, will, I am certain, be amenable to assisting you. Although he is related to you by marriage…”

Bertram quickly determined the connection. “Right. My cousin’s wife’s uncle.”

Nicholas lifted a brow. “It’s a little removed, don’t you think? It’s doubtful Amesbury would throw such a missive away.”

“But why on earth would Petersham communicate with Percival?”

Nicholas pursed his lips in thought. “Ah-ha.” He held up his index finger. “Parliament.”

“Parliament? Percival’s not in Parliament.”

“Neither is Petersham—yet. He’s been tasked by his father with learning the ways of governing as he has been avoiding his duties of late.” Nicholas smiled. “Didn’t you just mention how Percival will find Parliament boring?”

Bertram considered this. “And maybe Petersham’s offering to help Percival learn governance?” He shook his head. “Sounds a little far-fetched.”

Nicholas shrugged. “Then somewhere at the end of the letter Petersham can mention you in a cloak-and-dagger sort of way.”

“‘St. Albans and Ravensburgh dined with me the other evening. The handsome cousins are coping with the stresses of their day-to-day lives’,” Bertram said in an overly aristocratic accent.

“Or words to that effect,” Nicholas said with a chuckle. “Like you, Uncle Arthur is quite literary. You two can thrash out a turn of phrase that is both eloquent and clandestine.”

The door to the morning room opened and Mrs. Phillips entered. About forty years of age, she remained a stunning beauty. She had, once or twice, even been mistaken as the sister of Nicholas’s wife Helena rather than her mother.

“Good morning, gentlemen.”

Nicholas straightened from his lounging position. Bertram stood and nodded his greeting.

She waved him back to sitting. “Have you no tea?” She scurried over to the bell pull and gave it a tug before setting a smile upon Bertram. “It is such a pleasure having you stay with us, Bertram. How is the pirate story faring?”

“Pirate hunter story,” Nicholas corrected.

Bertram chuckled. “The final installment of ‘The Adventures of Paolo the Pirate Hunter’ will be published next month in The Boy’s Own Magazine. A volume with all the stories will be published at some point, as well.”

“How marvelous.” Mrs. Phillips beamed. She turned at a light rapping on the door. A servant with a silver salver. “Ah, the post has just arrived.” She thumbed through the missives, then glanced up. “A letter for the viscount.”

The envelope was thick and addressed to Viscount Ravensburgh in care of the Earl of St. Albans. The familiar masculine script sent a wave of relief to wash over him. “Percy.”

Nicholas looked up from his own passel of post. “Percival? He’s written?”

Bertram frantically opened and read, summarizing out loud. “Percy apologizes that he’s not been able to send a thing until now… Any post coming in or going out is reviewed by the duke… He assumes I’ve been trying to reach him, but he’s not received any letters and believes his father is burning anything addressed to him. He’s in London now. At the Wood family home—not ours. A maid is helping him send letters. He ascertained my whereabouts by writing to both Armand at our house, and ‘Nicky’s butler Mason in Hertfordshire’.” Tears stung Bertram eyes as he read the next paragraph. “He says
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