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      SWANMORE GLEN, HAMPSHIRE – JULY, 1827

      The world was a vast, unfathomable puzzle to fifteen-year-old Ellis Copeland.

      “Oy! Spotty! What are you reading?”

      Ellis was startled out of the thrill of Don Juan as his older half-brother, Hugh, snatched the book from his hands and turned it so that he could scan the page.

      “Give that back!” Ellis shouted, leaping up from what he thought was his secret reading spot in the rose garden. He’d found the hiding place the year before and had furnished it with cushions and a particularly pretty shawl he’d absconded with from the discarded belongings of his father’s first wife.

      “Lord Byron?” Hugh exclaimed, bursting into a derisive laugh. “I never would have thought you had it in you, boy.”

      Ellis scowled at Hugh’s use of the word “boy”. He was not a boy, he was a young man. There was a distinct difference.

      “Give that back to me right now,” he growled, disappointed when his voice cracked a bit.

      That only made Hugh laugh louder. “Who would have imagined that limp-wristed, pathetic, spotty little Ellis would gorge himself on the daring dos and womanizing ways of Don Juan?” Hugh jerked the book out of Ellis’s grasp each time he reached for it and backed away, avoiding every one of Ellis’s efforts to retrieve the tome. “Do you even know what he’s talking about in these pages?” Hugh asked on. “You wouldn’t know one end of a woman from another, would you, you great nancy.”

      “I am not a nancy,” Ellis insisted, giving up his attempts to get his book back and taking a swing of a different kind at Hugh instead.

      Truth be told, he wasn’t entirely certain what a nancy was. The word had been hurled at him when he’d been forced to accompany his father to London. He assumed it meant weak and overly pretty. He heard it a lot when he was forced to socialize with the sons of his father’s friends. Ellis usually sought to avoid those boys, if he could. They were bigger than him and crasser, for all they were noblemen’s sons.

      He was the grandson of a marquess himself, but also the son of his father’s second wife—a former barmaid from the pub he frequented in London. It had been a shocking scandal when Paul Copeland had married the woman, to be sure, but seeing as the barmaid was only a second wife, Copeland already had an heir in Hugh, and he was the second son of the marquess to begin with, the scandal didn’t last long, and Ellis and his brother, Noland, and sister, Carolina, were quickly forgotten.

      Which was an ideal situation, as far as Ellis was concerned.

      If only Hugh would forget him as well.

      Hugh continued to laugh and dodge as Ellis tried to fight him. “What do you know about the sorts of women Lord Byron writes about?” Hugh said, holding the book at arm’s length above his head. “Or any ladies at all, for that matter.”

      “I know they’re pretty and they smell good,” Ellis growled, jumping up in another attempt to retrieve his book.

      That only made Hugh laugh harder. It was horribly unfair. Hugh was seven years older than him and should have known better. It was unbecoming for a grown man to vex a boy—that is, a young man—the way he teased Ellis. There was no reason for it. Ellis was not a threat to him in terms of inheriting anything, nor was he a particular favorite of their father. Ellis didn’t have a single advantage that Hugh could have been envious of, and yet, the bullying was nearly constant—enough so that Ellis questioned whether he might deserve it.

      Ellis gave up and stepped back with a heavy sigh. “Just give the book back, please,” he said, sullen over being reduced to inferiority in the face of his half-brother’s torment.

      “I don’t think so,” Hugh said, lowering the book, now that Ellis had given up fighting for it. “I should make you read some of the more salacious stanzas aloud. We’ll see how you feel about pretty, good-smelling women then.”

      Ellis shivered. He had picked up Don Juan for the tales of adventure and travel. He’d skimmed through the stanzas with the ladies. They held no interest to him, not when there was adventure to be had. Ellis hoped his life would be adventurous too someday, although it didn’t seem the least bit likely, given his circumstances.

      “There we are,” Hugh said with a mean smirk. He found a page and cracked the spine so that the book would stay open—or fall to pieces entirely—then handed it to Ellis. “Read, Spotty.”

      After all his fighting, Ellis refused to take the book. He glared at Hugh, working up the nerve to spit in his half-brother’s eye.

      A sudden call of, “Heavens, Hugh. What are you and the boy doing?” came from the edge of the rose garden.

      Ellis snapped around to find his Aunt Martha and his half-sister, Arabella, walking toward him and Hugh. Instead of feeling as though rescue had arrived, Ellis deflated. He was well and truly defeated, now that the full triumvirate of his tormenters faced him.

      “Nothing, Aunt,” Hugh said, shoving the book against Ellis’s chest and nearly knocking the wind from him. “Ellis was reading a wicked book, and I was just lecturing him on his depravity and immorality.”

      “You were not—” Ellis began.

      “What a good and honorable man you are,” Aunt Martha cut him off, rushing forward so that she could stand in front of Hugh. She clasped her hands to her chest and gazed up at Hugh as though he were a treasure sent down from God himself. “We should all be so lucky to have you grace us with your wisdom and guidance.”

      Ellis’s mouth dropped in indignation at his aunt’s praise. “He was bullying me,” he protested, his voice cracking. “And he damaged a book.” He presented Don Juan and the horror of its cracked spine as evidence.

      But Aunt Martha merely turned up her nose at him and grimaced. “Wretched boy,” she said. “I am shocked that your father lets you read such filth, shocked!”

      Ellis stammered in protest but couldn’t find the words to express how unjust his aunt was being. His father had given him free rein in Swanmore Glen’s library in lieu of sending him to Eton or Harrow. Ellis was a bit too grand for the local school, but between the library and the tutor his father had hired for his second wife’s sons, he fancied himself quite the educated gentleman.

      If only he could find the words to tell his half-brother and his aunt off.

      He’d just about come up with the most scathing insult mankind had ever seen when two more people were added to their confrontation.

      “What seems to be the trouble here?” Ellis’s Uncle George asked, frowning at Aunt Martha.

      Relief—and a good bit of fluttering and fascination—roared through Ellis. Uncle George was the one shining light of justice and excitement in his life. He had adored the man for as long as he could remember. Uncle George had been places and seen things. And he always had the most beguiling companions with him.

      Case in point was the young man who was staying at Swanmore Glen for the fortnight as Uncle George’s particular guest. Ellis flushed hot as the handsome man—who couldn’t have been older than Hugh, but who seemed extraordinarily worldly and wise—grinned at him. MacKenzie Young, Baron Fulbright, was tall, dark, and fit, and since the man had arrived at Swanmore Glen, Ellis had been plagued with disturbing dreams that he’d awaken from in a particular state. Sometimes just past the particular state and in need of a change of nightshirt.

      He was at a complete loss over what it might mean.

      “Ellis has been reading filth,” Aunt Martha said with a sniff, tilting up her nose. Only, it seemed like she disapproved of Uncle George and Lord Fulbright as much as Ellis, which didn’t make a lick of sense. How could anyone disapprove of Uncle George?

      Uncle George stepped solemnly over to Ellis and held out his hand for the book.

      Ellis dutifully gave it to him, though he couldn’t help but send a sheepish look to Lord Fulbright as he did.

      “Lord Byron,” Uncle George said, flipping through some of the pages.

      Ellis turned back to his uncle, but just as he did, Lord Fulbright winked at him.

      Ellis’s body reacted in an entirely unexpected and confusing way that made his trousers tight, but he didn’t have a chance to contemplate it.

      “I approve,” Uncle George said. He closed the book and handed it back to Ellis with a smile. “What I do not approve of is damaging a book. Books are precious and should be cared for.”

      He glanced to Hugh, as if he knew Ellis would never harm a book, but Hugh most certainly would.

      Aunt Martha made a scoffing sound and shook her head. “If Paul knew you were encouraging his boy to wickedness, he would…he would….”

      “He would do nothing,” Uncle George said with a shrug. “Paul and his motley family live at Swanmore Glen by my grace. And while, yes, Paul is my heir and all this will be his someday, for the moment, he and his family—including you, I might add—cannot say a single word about how I choose to live my life, or how I indulge my nephew.”

      He smiled at Ellis—which was a bit awkward, considering Ellis had made a confused face at the suggestion his father was Uncle George’s heir. Uncle George was still in the prime of his life, and he was a marquess. He could take a wife any day now and have his own heir. Ellis had never understood why he was such a confirmed bachelor.

      Aunt Martha huffed. “It is a disgrace,” she said. “You are a disgrace.”

      “I most certainly am,” Uncle George said.

      He laughed and winked at Lord Fulbright. Lord Fulbright practically glowed like the summer sun as he laughed as well.

      The conversation dissolved as Uncle George and Lord Fulbright walked off, then as Hugh made a face at Ellis, then offered his arm to Aunt Martha.

      “Shall we take a stroll around the garden, Aunt?” he said with an obsequious smile.

      “Oh, Hugh. You are an angel,” Aunt Martha said, back to fluttering her lashes and falling all over Hugh.

      Ellis watched them go, glad to be rid of one pair and sad to see the other go.

      “You shouldn’t be reading books at all,” Arabella said, lingering behind to glance down her nose at Ellis. “You should spend more of your time learning a trade. You’ll need one once Hugh inherits and tosses you and your whore mother and siblings out.”

      Ellis’s eyes popped wide, and not because of his half-sister’s use of profanity. “Hugh won’t inherit anything,” he said. “Uncle George will marry and have a son, and the marquessate will go to him.”

      Arabella barked a cruel laugh. “Are you truly that naïve?” She sniffed, then answered her own question with, “Father has kept you far too sheltered, and your mother is an ignorant slut who barely knows her letters.”

      “My mother is brilliant,” Ellis snapped. And she was. It didn’t matter how low her birth was, she was as clever as a wizard. Ellis wasn’t the only one who made use of Swanmore Glen’s library. At any given moment, that was where his mother could be found.

      But Arabella laughed. “You know nothing. You do not even know what sort of a heathen Uncle George is.”

      “Uncle George is wonderful,” Ellis argued.

      “He is wicked,” Arabella insisted. “And so are you. Mark my words; you’ll end up just as sinful and forsaken as he is.”

      “But Uncle George isn’t forsaken,” Ellis said, sighing with irritation at Arabella’s cruelty. “He has all sorts of friends, and they’re all exceedingly interesting.”

      Arabella let out a laugh that sounded a bit like a scream, then picked up her skirts and hurried off after Aunt Martha and Hugh.

      Ellis was at a complete loss as he watched them walk away. He didn’t understand why some of his father’s family was so horrible to Uncle George and his friends. He didn’t understand why they were mean to him either. And yes, he was willing to admit that the greater part of his education had come from books and most of his life had been spent in the isolation of the country, which meant he was anything but world-wise. But he was still young. There would be time for him to learn the ways of the world.

      With that in mind—and a desire to return to Don Juan’s adventures in his heart—Ellis turned back to tidy up his reading hole.

      It took more tidying than he would have liked, though. And he suspected Hugh would come back to vex him some more at the first chance he got. So instead of settling in again for a few more pages, he tucked Don Juan under his arm and set out across the estate to find a better, more secluded place to read.

      He searched closer to the stables, but there were too many servants out and about, tending to the horses and washing his father’s carriage. He investigated the ruins that his father’s first wife had built along the south side of the estate, but there wasn’t a comfortable place to sit there. The only other place Ellis could think of where he might be comfortable for reading was the gazebo that stood near the lake on the east side of the property. It was a lovely, balmy day, and the gazebo would be both quiet and pretty, with the trees and shrubs planted around it in full, verdant display.

      Ellis approached the gazebo with a smile, glad to be away from his family’s bullying for the afternoon. He turned his face up to the sun—he was not as spotty as Hugh always accused him of being, but his face was in possession of far more spots than he would have liked—and breathed in the soft summer air before letting it out on a sigh.

      A sigh of a different sort echoed from the gazebo, and it nearly made him cough at the end of his breath. He froze where he was, waiting to hear the sound again. Perhaps it had been his imagination.

      But no, the deep, satisfied sound came again, and this time it was joined by a second, moaning sigh. Both voices were male, and something about them fired Ellis’s imagination in a way that gave him shivers.

      He was afraid of what he might find as he crept silently closer to the gazebo—close enough to see through the shrubs that guarded the structure—but he couldn’t seem to stop himself from moving.

      The sounds continued, and his Uncle George’s voice let out a rich, “Yes, just like that.”

      “You like that, do you?” Lord Fulbright’s voice followed, a hint of teasing to it.

      Ellis’s heart hammered in his throat as he inched closer to the gazebo, ducking behind the shrubs. He shifted until he could see inside the gazebo clearly—then nearly fell over with a gasp.

      Uncle George and Lord Fulbright were both naked and sweaty. They lay on a pallet of some sort in the middle of the gazebo, and they seemed to be sliding their bodies together. And kissing. Deep, sensual kisses with open mouths. Not only that, their hands roamed freely over each other’s bodies, including their rigid cocks.

      Ellis’s own prick leapt to life in his breeches at the sight. His pulse pounded through him, and a sort of seductive panic filled him. What were his uncle and Lord Fulbright doing?

      That question took on a whole new significance as Lord Fulbright slithered and kissed his way down Uncle George’s body, and when he grasped Uncle George’s prick and…and put his mouth on it. Not just that, he seemed to suck it into his mouth. Deep into his mouth, until he choked a bit and Uncle George made a truly sinful sound.

      “God, yes,” Uncle George groaned.

      That only seemed to encourage Lord Fulbright, who began a series of bobbing motions. Ellis could tell he was sucking too, and from the look and sound of things, Uncle George liked it quite a lot.

      Ellis liked it too, if he were honest. He had to grab his own cock through his breeches and squeeze to keep himself from spilling.

      A few moments later, though he wasn’t entirely certain, because his cock was still deep in Lord Fulbright’s mouth, Ellis suspected Uncle George unmanned himself. Lord Fulbright made a sound like he enjoyed it and swallowed a few times.

      It was so astounding that Ellis groaned before he could stop himself.

      That immediately alerted Uncle George and Lord Fulbright to his presence. Lord Fulbright jerked up, and to Ellis’s horror, he glanced right at him. Their eyes met as Lord Fulbright pulled back. He looked alarmed at being caught, but that wasn’t what snagged Ellis’s attention.

      Lord Fulbright rocked back, crouching in a way that gave Ellis a full view of the man’s beautiful, aroused body. And it was gorgeous. Every line and curve was a work of art. But even more than that, Lord Fulbright’s erect cock, its tip glistening, had Ellis feeling things he knew he shouldn’t be feeling.

      “Ellis?”

      Uncle George’s call shook Ellis out of his heated observations. He fell back, all of his awakening senses turning into terror of what his uncle would do to him for spying on him.

      With a panicked whimper, Ellis scrambled to his feet. He dropped Don Juan, but he didn’t care. He needed to get away before Uncle George caught him and shouted at him. He barely paid attention to where he was going or what he stumbled over in his flight. All he knew was that he’d seen something sacred that he shouldn’t have, and he would be severely punished for it.

      “Ellis, wait!” Uncle George called from behind him a few minutes later.

      Ellis had paused to catch his breath at the edge of a small woods between the house and the lake. Apparently, it hadn’t taken Uncle George and Lord Fulbright long to dress and go after him. Neither man looked completely presentable, but their bodies were covered.

      Ellis pushed away from the tree, panic making the edges of his vision go black. He hated to think of Uncle George angry with him. Uncle George was the only man who truly cared for him and didn’t think he was a spotty, snotty waste of time. To lose his uncle’s regard would be—

      Ellis tripped over his own feet and fell to the grass with a groan. He could hear Uncle George and Lord Fulbright catching up to him, but there was no way he could escape them now. He was tempted to hide his head in his hands, but that would be humiliating. The only thing he could do was face them with dignity.

      “Ellis, are you well?” Uncle George asked as he and Lord Fulbright reached him.

      Uncle George reached down to help him up. Lord Fulbright caught one of his arms and helped hoist him to his feet as well. Ellis was shaking with fear…but both men looked sheepish and concerned for him.

      “I’m sorry,” Ellis blurted. “I…I didn’t mean to spy. I just wanted to read my book in peace.”

      “It’s alright, son,” Uncle George said in a soothing voice. “You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      Trembling, Ellis glanced from his uncle to Lord Fulbright, then back again. “I…I haven’t?”

      “No,” Uncle George said with a laugh. “We’re all a bit embarrassed, to be sure.” He glanced to Lord Fulbright—who, Ellis noticed, was bright pink and suddenly looked younger than he had before. “There’s nothing wrong with what you saw, lad. Just two friends enjoying each other.”

      “But—”

      “George! What is the meaning of this?”

      Ellis had been afraid before, but the sort of terror that filled him as his father’s voice boomed across the field was a whole new level of fear.

      Lord Fulbright took a large step back, though he sent Ellis a reassuring look, as though he might come to Ellis’s rescue, if it was needed. Uncle George let go of Ellis, but stayed by his side.

      “What is the meaning of this devilry?” Ellis’s father repeated once he was near.

      “There is no devilry at all,” Uncle George said, as cool as ice. “Fulbright and I merely happened upon young Ellis as we were preparing for a swim.”

      Ellis’s father didn’t seem to believe him. He snatched Ellis away, gripping his arm so tightly Ellis winced and was certain he’d have bruises.

      “Yes, well, my son should not be associating with men who cause scandal by spitting on everything good and moral people believe in,” Ellis’s father growled, glaring at Lord Fulbright.

      Ellis’s eyes went wide, and he couldn’t stop himself from blurting, “How did he spit on what people believe in?”

      He felt immediately foolish. What he’d spied Fulbright doing with Uncle George was scandalous.

      But his father surprised him by narrowing his eyes at Fulbright and saying, “The man is a traitor to his own class. He sold every bit of his ancestral lands to some cheap industrialist so that the man could desecrate it by building a factory.” His father’s emphasis on certain words told Ellis just what he thought of the recent advances of industry.

      “I retained the family home and gardens,” Fulbright said, seemingly unbothered by Ellis’s father’s disgust at the act. “And I have been given a stake in the factory. I have traded a failing agricultural endeavor that would have bankrupted me for riches beyond imagining.”

      “It is blasphemy,” Ellis’s father hissed.

      “It is a good investment,” Fulbright countered. “You should try it sometime.”

      He winked at Ellis. Ellis immediately went hot and, he hated to admit it, hard. He didn’t think Fulbright was talking about investing.

      “You will not corrupt my son with your disgusting ways,” Ellis’s father snapped.

      “He wasn’t—” Uncle George attempted to intervene.

      “And not a word from you.” His father shook his finger at Uncle George. “Martha says the boy has been reading wicked novels, and I can just guess who has given them to him.”

      “It was Byron,” Ellis tried to explain.

      His father didn’t let him. “You will steer clear of my son or else—”

      “Or else what?” Uncle George asked, crossing his arms. “You’ll send me packing? Toss me out of my own home?”

      Ellis glanced between his red, furious father and his calm, sly uncle. He caught Lord Fulbright’s eye as well.

      As embarrassed as he was by the entire encounter and as much as he was certain Fulbright would think he was a green and useless child, the irresistible man winked at him. Ellis was suddenly overcome by the mad desire to know what it would feel like if Lord Fulbright kissed and sucked him as he had Uncle George.

      “I won’t have you corrupting the boy,” Ellis’s father roared, jerking him away from Uncle George, Lord Fulbright, and the temptations that sparked through him. “I suggest you spend the rest of your summer in London, or at one of your other haunts,” his father went on, then pulled him away entirely.

      Ellis stumbled to keep up with his father as they headed across the field and back to the house.

      “You’re to have no more to do with your uncle or his wicked friends,” his father growled as they went.

      Ellis wanted to protest, but to do so would mean he’d have to admit to what he’d seen and how it had made him feel.

      “I’ve kept you isolated here for too long,” his father went on. “You will be sent to London and enrolled in a suitable school before the end of the summer. You will learn a reasonable trade, perhaps that of a clerk or a solicitor, and you will marry a woman from a good family.”

      “Y-yes, father,” Ellis stammered.

      “You will not see your uncle again,” his father went on.

      Ellis opened his mouth, but no protest came out. He didn’t think he’d be able to fight his father’s wishes one way or another. He knew the man too well. Hugh was the golden child, the one his father had all his hopes pinned on. Ellis would always be in an inferior position.

      And really, he’d known his days of sunshine and seclusion at Swanmore Glen would end. There wasn’t much of a point in fighting against the future that seemed to spread out before him, even though it was impossible for him to become anything other than second-rate. He would go to London, excel at his studies, and take employment in some sort of business, like his father told him to.

      But he would never forget Lord Fulbright and the scintillating things he’d seen and heard.
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      SWANMORE GLEN, HAMPSHIRE – SEPTEMBER, 1835

      The impossible had happened, as it so often did when it was most inconvenient and least expected. Without truly having time to prepare himself for it, Ellis had found himself christened the new Marquess of Wilmore. Not only that, within just a fortnight of Uncle George’s death, he was hosting a house party at Swanmore Glen. A house party whose guests were all men of a certain character, men his uncle had given bequests of one kind or another in a way that was both mysterious and intriguing. And, knowing Uncle George, most likely ridiculous and scandalous.

      “I can facilitate the actual bequests,” Uncle George’s solicitor—and Ellis’s friend from their bank days—Mr. Austin Haythorne, told Ellis as the two of them sorted through some of the documents Haythorne had brought from the office in London. “The late marquess’s instructions are surprisingly clear where matters of his will are concerned.”

      “Uncle George knew he was failing,” Ellis said with a sigh.

      He ran a hand through his hair, then scrubbed his face, as if it would improve the situation, and as if the things he would see before him on the desk when he opened his eyes again would be different.

      They weren’t. The same mountain of paperwork sat before him, requiring his signature and seal as marquess.

      Marquess!

      The same grief over losing his uncle—the only man who had ever truly cared for him and seen something special and admirable about him—hung on Ellis as painfully as ever. And the same sense that he was the very last man in the world who should ever wear the mantel of a marquess screamed at him from everything he saw around him.

      The study of Swanmore Glen still felt like his father’s study. Ellis half expected his father to materialize by the bookshelves and to turn to him with the frown he had so often worn to tell him he should be concerning himself with gainful employment instead of larking about, pretending to be a nobleman.

      Ellis had followed his father’s wishes all those years ago and tried to build the sort of life his sire had wanted for him. After that fateful summer, he’d gone to London, as instructed, and been enrolled in a boys’ school. Discipline had been strict at St. Christopher’s, but he had learned a great deal about history and mathematics…and the wicked ways of the world. He had trained as a junior clerk in a banker’s office, where he’d met Haythorne, and he’d been on the verge of advancing to senior clerk two years ago, when his father had died quite suddenly of a fever.

      Hugh had become the new heir, of course, and Ellis had thought nothing of it. His half-brother had behaved abominably toward him at their father’s funeral, insisting that Ellis, his mother, Noland, and Carolina sit in the pew behind his, Arabella’s, and Aunt Martha’s. Ellis hadn’t much cared at the time. He and Cary had been too busy consoling their mother, who was distraught over losing her husband, whom she had truly cared for.

      After the funeral, Ellis had returned to London and taken up his position at the bank happily, content to fade into cozy obscurity with his modest rooms in a respectable part of the city. Hugh had become engaged to an earl’s daughter and so would, of course, produce an heir within a year or so, at which time, Ellis would have been pushed even further into obscurity.

      Everything had seemed set and determined.

      Then, a year ago, Hugh managed to be thrown from his horse while attempting to jump a too-high fence—after having imbibed what Ellis was given to understand was an obscene amount of madeira—before the wedding and before producing an heir. And all at once, Ellis was ripped from the bank offices and returned to Swanmore Glen to begin preparations for becoming the sixth Marquess of Wilmore.

      He had expected to have many years, perhaps decades, to prepare for the role, but then Uncle George’s health had taken a turn, and, well, here he was, sitting across a desk from Haythorne, a surprise title on his shoulders.

      “It is a sad state of affairs,” he sighed to Haythorne, picking up the document Haythorne had brought from London, which detailed the expenses and income of one of his uncle’s other estates in Dorset.

      “How so?” Haythorne asked with a puzzled look. “George went to great lengths to make certain everything was in pristine order for your inheritance.”

      Ellis sent his friend a wary look. For several reasons. The way Haythorne referred to Uncle George by his Christian name was an uncomfortable sign that the two had shared more than a business relationship. It was doubly awkward, considering Ellis had introduced the two. Ellis and Haythorne were of an age—again, awkward, considering Uncle George’s interest—and had spend some time together socially, but without any hint of other sorts of interest, though they were each aware of where the other’s interests lay.

      The other bit of wariness came from Uncle George’s calculation in setting up the bequests for his former lovers. Ellis could only imagine what sort of mischief the man had plotted in his final days. He’d died at Swanmore Glen with Ellis keeping him company until the end…which involved supplying his uncle with a great deal of paper and ink, and sending off letters for the man that would ensure the bequests he was leaving would be able to be carried out.

      Ellis sighed. “I am a trifle anxious about what sort of mischief Uncle George has left for his friends,” he admitted, sending Haythorne a knowing look. “The old bugger could be…wicked.”

      Haythorne turned an interesting shade of crimson and cleared his throat. “He could,” he said. A guilty smile crossed his face, and he went on with, “But there was never a dull moment with George. That was where his appeal came from.”

      Ellis blanched. “I’m not sure I wish to know about my uncle’s appeal.”

      Haythorne laughed nervously. “No, you do not.”

      It wasn’t that Ellis was still the same ignorant boy he’d once been. He now knew a hawk from a handsaw, as the bard once said. He’d dabbled in the sorts of wicked things his uncle had wallowed in while at school, but he’d never taken a single lover, let alone dozens of them. From his sickbed, Uncle George had always laughed at that and said, “There’s still time.”

      Thoughts like those always brought a certain image with them. The image Ellis hadn’t been able to scrub from his mind for eight years. If he were honest, it was an image he didn’t want to forget. MacKenzie Young, Lord Fulbright. The man’s name held magic for Ellis. He had whispered it to himself along with his prayers during long, lonely days in London. He’d sighed them obscenely while abusing himself at night, imagining the man’s svelte body as it had looked when he’d been caught spying at the gazebo. No matter how many times he’d told himself Fulbright was a fantasy and an impossibility, Ellis’s mind and heart would not relinquish the man. His cock still had a fancy for him as well.

      MacKenzie Young, Lord Fulbright, was one of the men named in Uncle George’s will. He was one of the men who would arrive at Swanmore Glen at any moment, if he wasn’t there already.

      Ellis cleared his throat and put the account record back on the desk. He opened his mouth to say more to Haythorne, but was interrupted by Arabella storming into the room, Aunt Martha directly behind her.

      “What is the meaning of this deluge of devilry my home has been subject to?” Arabella shouted, her face like a thundercloud.

      Every warm, salacious feeling that the memory of Fulbright raised in Ellis disintegrated at his half-sister’s scowl and her bullying tone. Ellis sighed, stepping away from the desk, feeling as though an immense weight had descended on him with his half-sister’s and aunt’s arrival.

      “Good morning, Arabella, Aunt Martha,” he greeted the two women as though they’d come bearing roses and smiles instead of gloom and frustration. And, if he were honest, as if they still held a higher position than him instead of the other way around. Right or wrong, some things were too deeply ingrained to be moved. “Has something happened to disturb you? I thought I had given orders that Uncle George’s guests not enter the west wing or accost you in any way.”

      “You giving orders?” Aunt Martha scoffed, shaking her head. “Have we turned this esteemed house into Bedlam? A clerk ordering about the daughter of a marquess.” She sneered at him.

      Ellis rolled his shoulders slightly and clenched his jaw for a moment to steady his emotions. He felt that sneer a bit too keenly, though he knew he shouldn’t. He noted Haythorne watching the confrontation as though he would step in to assist, but that would only have made the situation worse.

      “They are Uncle George’s orders, really,” Ellis said, clasping his hands behind his back and standing so straight that the headmaster at St. Christopher’s would have been proud. “And I am assured that the business he has left for each of them will be carried out swiftly. Swanmore Glen should only have visitors for a week at most.”

      “A week is too long for that rabble,” Aunt Martha snapped.

      Ellis raised one eyebrow slightly. “That rabble” was made up predominantly of noblemen, including a duke, three earls, and half a dozen viscounts. Certainly, there were more common men as well—including a certain Mr. William Creighton, who Ellis believed was a courtesan—but they were hardly rabble.

      “You could, perhaps, retreat to the Brighton house for the remainder of the year,” Ellis suggested, fumbling the suggestion a little.

      Brighton was the ideal answer for his aunt and half-sister, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to put his foot down and send them there. Hugh had certainly had no qualms with sending his mother and Cary to a seaside cottage in Cornwall after their father had died. It was a good thing Ellis’s mother had taken to the cottage and made it into a comfortable home. So much so that when Ellis offered to have her return to Swanmore Glen, she’d refused.

      Arabella yelped as if Ellis had poked her with a stick. “You would banish us to the wilderness, now that you have inherited a title that should have been Hugh’s?”

      Ellis clenched his hands behind him. “Brighton is hardly a wilderness,” he said. And Hugh had gotten himself foolishly killed before coming anywhere near the title.

      Arabella’s mention of Hugh sent Aunt Martha into a spell of wailing and wringing her hands. “Our poor boy,” she lamented, bursting into tears that Ellis found as false as the paste jewels she wore. “He was a king among men, a wise and gentle soul.”

      Ellis raised his eyebrow higher. Hugh was a sot and a bully, and had he become the marquess, chances were he would have bankrupted the estate.

      “It is a bitter cup to drink, knowing that such greatness has been eclipsed by—” Aunt Martha stared pointedly at Ellis, as though there were no words mean enough to describe him.

      “I shall forever remain in mourning for him,” Arabella said, adding more false tears to the scene in front of Ellis. “I shall remain unwed and faithful to my brother’s memory.”

      Ellis’s mouth twitched. It was more likely that Arabella would remain a spinster because she was already thirty and had been passed over during three seasons for her sour temper and arrogant ways.

      “You do our brother a great honor by preserving yourself for his memory,” Ellis said with a solemn bow.

      Arabella gasped and glared at him. “Do you mock me, sir?”

      Again, Ellis sighed. “No, I do not. I was simply being….” He shook his head and stood straighter.

      He was rescued from having to somehow devise a way to soothe his female relatives by the appearance of his sister, Cary, in the doorway.

      “I thought perhaps you could use some assistance managing things,” Cary said. Her smile was sweet and gracious as she glanced from Ellis to Haythorne to Aunt Martha and Arabella. But then, Cary was always sunshine and light, just like their mother.

      “Yes,” Aunt Martha snapped, sniffing and looking at Cary as though she were one of the maids. “Someone needs to prevent this rabble of inverts from stealing the silver.”

      Ellis sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Some of the highest members of the aristocracy are set to arrive, aunt,” he said. “The Duke of Burville—”

      “Do not trouble yourself, dear brother,” Cary interrupted, sailing gracefully up to Ellis’s side and resting a hand on his arm. She leaned in close to whisper, “I will tame the gorgons for you.”

      It took everything Ellis had not to snort with laughter. What he lacked from one half of his family, he made up for tenfold from the other. It was only a shame that Norland was away at university at the moment. He would have been an immense help, as he had been during Uncle George’s final days.

      Although, Ellis shuddered to think what would become of the title if Norland ended up preferring the company of his own sex. Someone had to inherit the title, after all, and Ellis didn’t think he had it in him to marry and produce an heir despite his nature, as many men did.

      “Thank you, Cary,” he said, kissing his sister’s cheek quickly. “Now, if you will excuse me, dear aunt, Arabella, I have guests to greet and make comfortable.”

      “Devils all of them,” Aunt Martha hissed. “Why, I should invite the constable to pay a visit to this godless gathering. We’ll see how things go then.”

      Ellis walked past his aunt, Haythorne following him, gritting his teeth as he did. The threat of the law was always present with men such as them and Uncle George’s friends, but despite the laws, no one would ever dream of prosecuting a nobleman for the same things that had ended with poor men dangling from nooses in front of Newgate Prison. It was bitterly unfair, but so were most of the privileges of the aristocracy.

      Ellis was about to resume business discussions with Haythorne as they made their way along the hall from the study to the conservatory—where most of the guests who had already arrived were biding their time
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