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        Spring 1811

      

      

      Running away from home in order to marry in secret had been a decision Elizabeth Margolis doubted from nearly the first moment she escaped into the night. But now, huddled before the fire in the tiny cottage, clenching and unclenching her fists before the flames, she dared to let herself believe it was a mistake.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t care for Aaron Walters. She did, with every fiber of her being. She loved him, or at least she thought she did. She didn’t have much experience with such things. She’d been taught by a tutor, and her small circle of friends was as sheltered as she was. But she read a lot of books and the feelings those books described when it came to love were certainly something close to what she felt.

      And she had to love him now. She had to. After all, she had given herself completely to him the night before, when they stopped for the second time along the long road to Gretna Green and the marriage that awaited them there.

      “You’re being silly,” she chastised herself softly.

      “Silly about what, my love?”

      She pivoted to find Aaron standing in the doorway of the small adjoining dressing room where he had been readying himself for bed. She shifted at the sight of him, his shirt undone and revealing his flat stomach, with his hair mussed. He was a handsome man, there was no denying that. And when she looked at him, some of her doubts faded.

      They would be happy.

      “My nerves,” she explained with as bright a smile as she could manage. “I only wish we could have made it across the border tonight and to Gretna Green at last. I’m tired of this madcap escape.”

      “So anxious to be my wife,” he drawled as he entered the main room of the cottage and reached out to touch her face with just his fingertips.

      She forced herself to stay right where she was and allow that caress. She wasn’t quite accustomed to being touched so intimately and knew she needed to learn. Aaron didn’t like it when she hesitated, and she so wanted to make him happy.

      “I am,” she said, hoping that saying those words would make the feeling clearer. “My only regret is that my brother isn’t here. That we had to deceive him.”

      Walters’ face fell and his hand dropped away from her as he scowled. “We’ve been over and over this, Lizzie,” he said, his tone a bit sharper than it had been. “I grow tired of repeating it. The Duke of Brighthollow is a snob.”

      “No!” Lizzie burst out. “Hugh is stern, yes, but he isn’t—”

      Aaron ignored her and spoke louder. “He would never accept a common man such as myself to be linked to you forever. This is the only way we can be wed. And he will forgive you, will he not? He loves you so much, or so you tell me every day.”

      She worried her lip at his suddenly hard tone. She’d upset him and she didn’t like that. So she moved toward him, hoping to placate him. His eyes lit up as she did so, tracking her movements with what felt like an almost predatory light.

      “I know you’re right,” she whispered. “Hugh can be protective, but once he sees how happy we are together, he will forgive the method of our union.”

      She hoped that was true. She did adore her older brother, as serious as he could be. After her parents’ untimely deaths, he had all but raised her and was more father than sibling. She missed him and his kind, steady counsel desperately.

      Aaron interrupted her thoughts by reaching out to catch her hand. He drew her forward a few more halting steps, then touched it to his bare chest. Her hands shook as she wound them around his neck, and he drew her closer as he looked down at her.

      “I don’t think we should talk about your dear brother anymore, my love,” he drawled. “I have far more pleasant activities to occupy our time before tomorrow, when our marriage will be complete.”

      She smiled, though the expression felt false. “Will it be like last night?” she whispered. “P-Painful?”

      His brow wrinkled. “Every woman experiences pain the first time, Lizzie. Something about God’s punishment for the apple or some nonsense. But it will get better as you accept it more. One day you may even come to like what we share. Crave it.”

      She worried her lip again. She did like the parts that led up to the claiming. The kissing was very nice. Some of the touching felt good. But the act itself? She couldn’t imagine she would ever long for that the way he said she would. But perhaps if she had more practice…

      He smiled at her and she relaxed a little, lifting up on her tiptoes to seek a kiss. He lowered his head, but before he could touch his lips to hers, there was a great crash at the door.

      Lizzie couldn’t hold back a scream as she clung tighter to Aaron. They watched as the wood splintered and the lock broke, allowing her brother to tumble into the room. She stared at Hugh, unable to speak as he straightened to his full height and ran a hand through his curly, light brown hair. He stared straight back at her, standing in Aaron’s arms, her sins laid out for him to see. She dropped her stare in shame and humiliation.

      Aaron, though, seemed less concerned by her brother’s unexpected arrival. He stared directly at Hugh and smiled. “Brighthollow, we did not expect you. Come to witness our wedding, have you?”

      Lizzie caught her breath at his dismissive, jovial tone. It certainly didn’t fit the circumstances and she tightened her grip on his arm to try to send him that message.

      “Hugh,” she whispered, blinking at the tears that flooded her vision.

      Hugh’s face had been bright with anger — no not anger. Rage. But she watched him take a few breaths, master his control. And then he extended his hand and said, “Lizzie, come.”

      His voice was so gentle. The same voice that had soothed her hurts and celebrated her successes over the years. The voice that always made her feel safe and loved. She leaned toward him and felt Aaron’s fingers dig hard into her arm. Hard enough to hurt. She stared down at his fingers and let out a shuddering sigh. She pulled from his grip and went to her brother. He took her hand and gently pulled her behind him. Her hands shook as she clung to his.

      “She is sixteen,” Hugh said, his voice strained with upset.

      Aaron arched a brow and shrugged one shoulder. “It hardly matters now.”

      Lizzie cringed at the coldness of her intended’s tone. He was very angry, it seemed, at the interruption. And she supposed she ought to be upset, as well. Only she was so relieved to see her brother.

      Hugh sucked in a deep breath through his nose. “Lizzie, go outside. I’ll join you in a moment.”

      “No!” She tightened her grip on his hand as panic swelled in her. She needed to protect Aaron from Hugh’s outrage. To take responsibility for her own part in this terrible mistake. It was too late to go back on it, at any rate, considering what she’d already done. She had to do everything in her power to make peace between these two men who would soon be family. “Please, please, no, Hugh. Please don’t. We—we care for each other.”

      Hugh jerked his gaze down at her and when he met her gaze, she saw home and peace. Tears gathered in her eyes, and one slid down her cheek.

      He shook his head as he wiped it away gently. “He does not care for you,” he whispered.

      She flinched because when her brother said those words, they felt…true. Certainly when she glanced at Aaron, with his arms folded and a smirk on his handsome face, she didn’t feel that he cared for her. It was like some balloon had burst, or a mask had fallen and now she questioned herself and all she had believed.

      “One way or another, I get what I wanted, don’t I?” Aaron said, his tone smug and mocking.

      She stared at him, unblinking, trying to find the man she had told herself she loved. The man who had wooed her and convinced her to escape with him. He wasn’t there.

      “What—what do you mean by that, Aaron?”

      He looked past Hugh to her. “My dear, I would have married you, and engaged in all those pleasures you and I had just begun to explore.”

      Heat flooded her cheeks at his crude revelation of their wicked activities. Hugh was a smart man, he had to have guessed what she’d done, but there was no need to flaunt it in his face.

      And it generated a reaction. Hugh let out a grunt and lunged for Aaron. Lizzie clung to his arm with all her might, digging in her heels to keep him from pummeling Aaron to a pulp.

      “But as you can see, Brighthollow will never allow it,” Aaron continued with a shrug.

      “I will not,” Hugh said through clenched teeth.

      Aaron tilted his head and held her stare. “So you remember that when you look at him. He took your future from you, not me.”

      Lizzie recoiled. Aaron wasn’t trying to reason with her brother, or declare his devotion. He was just trying to hurt Hugh. Worse, he was trying to make her hate her brother. Not that she ever could or would.

      “Don’t you dare act like a gentleman thwarted by my cruelty. You are only interested in my sister’s inheritance,” Hugh spat.

      Those words landed in the room with a resounding thud. She stared at Aaron, waiting for him to deny the charge. Waiting for him to say anything that told her he truly cared for her. But he didn’t, and the truth of everything began to rot its way into her chest, throughout her body, into every bit of her. She found herself curling inward, trying to make herself smaller, trying to escape what now felt so obvious.

      “It is a very nice inheritance,” Aaron said at last. “But I won’t need it now.”

      “A-Aaron,” Lizzie whispered and wished her tone weren’t so broken, so vulnerable.

      “What do you mean you won’t need it?” Hugh asked, his voice shaking, this time with more than just anger. He sounded…afraid.

      “My driver, the woman who owns this home, my friends…everyone knows that we snuck away under your very nose.” Aaron sneered at Hugh. “And that we have been alone for several nights.”

      “But—” Lizzie began as nausea rose up inside of her, threatening to deposit onto the cheap carpet what little she’d eaten that day.

      “Hush now, Lizzie, your brother and I are negotiating,” Aaron said, never looking at her, never seeing how the sharpness and dismissiveness of his actions and words cut to her very spirit. Not looking because it was becoming evident he didn’t care. “You don’t want all this to be unleashed into Society, do you? This thing that will ruin all her chances at a future?”

      Hugh released Lizzie’s hand. He did not move forward, he didn’t move at all. He just held the stare of a man she’d thought was her future and said, “I will kill you.”

      Aaron seemed unmoved by the threat. He just smiled. “Do it, go ahead. If you do, it will only make this scandal all the larger and drag down your entire legacy…along with her.”

      Lizzie lifted her hands to cover her mouth. God, Aaron was right. If what she’d done came out, if her ruin was public knowledge, it would affect Hugh’s future as well. Her beloved brother, who had spent years carefully building his reputation, would lose it all because she had been such a little fool.

      “What do you want?” Hugh asked, his voice choked.

      “For you to do what any loving brother would do in this situation. You will pay me handsomely to cover up your sister’s foolish, youthful mistake.”

      Lizzie staggered forward, her hands shaking even as she tried to manage the trembling. Her body tingling with all the consequences and lies and fears that now burst in her one after the other. This man, Aaron Walters, had done that to her. Callously. Because she was such a fool, such an easy target.

      “How could you?” she whispered. “How?”

      Aaron looked her up and down, his face devoid of any emotion he’d ever created to manipulate her. He shrugged. “You wouldn’t understand. You’ve always had everything you ever wanted.”

      “Get out,” Hugh said, his hand shaking as he pointed toward the door behind them.

      Aaron grinned at her brother. “I’ll go to your solicitor’s in London in…shall we say two days? I will assume my very generous payment will be waiting for me there. Good evening, Your Grace,” he said as he strode past them. At the door, he paused and turned back. “Oh, and Lizzie?”

      She had been staring at the floor, tears streaming down her cheeks. She lifted her gaze toward this man she didn’t know. This man who had played her like her favorite pianoforte. “Yes?”

      “It’s been a pleasure,” he said, and walked out, laughing the whole way.

      The moment he’d gone and shut the door behind himself, Lizzie tipped forward, dropping to her knees on the floor beside the bed. She buried her head in her hands and began to weep, even though she hated herself for it. She didn’t deserve to cry after what she’d done, but she couldn’t stop. She’d thought there was a future for her out there. A happy life with the man who had just crushed her.

      And all the while it had been nothing but a cruel illusion.

      Hugh rushed to her, dropping down beside her and gathering her into his arms. She felt him rocking her and it brought her back to so many nights he had held her when she was a little girl, troubled by nightmares. But did she truly deserve that after what she’d brought down on their family? On their name?

      “I’m sorry,” she finally hiccupped against his shirt. “I shouldn’t have thought he could truly love me. I was such a fool!”

      Hugh slid a finger beneath her chin and tilted her face toward his. She saw all his kindness and gentleness and love for her, just as it had always been. He didn’t hesitate. He didn’t judge. He just looked sad on her behalf as he sighed, “No. Sweetest Lizzie, if you believed he cared for you and he took advantage, it is he who is the fool, not you.” He cleared his throat. “But I do wonder why you thought you could not tell me about him.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. “He encouraged me to sneak out. Said he’d tried to talk to you and that you were uncertain based on his lack of title.”

      “You thought I would be so cruel as to separate you from someone you truly loved, even if I believed he had your best interests at heart?” he asked gently.

      She worried her lip at the question. “You are…protective. I know you wish for me to be safe. To be settled well. Oh, and now I’ve ruined everything,” she said, putting her head back into her hands and returning to the sobs. “And after you’ve taken care of me for so long.”

      He wrapped his arms more tightly around her and smoothed a hand over her hair. “You’ve ruined nothing. I adore you, and being your older brother and your guardian has been one of the greatest joys of my life. Even if I have made a muck of it, it seems.”

      His kind words permeated the pain and slowly her sobs subsided. She rested her head on his chest and let out her breath in a long sigh. “You haven’t made a muck of it. I thought he loved me. But he didn’t. So what will happen now?”

      Hugh hesitated a moment before he said, “I will pay him a handsome sum.”

      She flinched. Her brother might have the funds to do so—she knew he was well off and managed his estates as impeccably as he did anything else. But why should he suffer for what she’d done?

      “Take it from my inheritance,” she suggested as she pushed from his arms and used the edge of the bed to get back to her feet.

      “I shall do no such thing. I have more than enough money. Once he is paid, we will…move on. If you think you can do that.”

      Her answer was no. She couldn’t move on. What she’d done, who she’d trusted…that would haunt her for the rest of her days. She knew that. She could never forget it. But she lifted her chin slightly, so that Hugh wouldn’t feel her regret.

      “Yes,” she lied.

      She turned away and quickly fixed her hair, her cheeks hot once more as she thought of what she’d done with Aaron. With what Hugh must have guessed she had done. It was all so humiliating.

      “I will do my best, Hugh,” she said, forcing herself to look at him. “And I promise I will never do anything ever again that will force you into such a situation. I will look for respectability. I shall never seek out love. I promise.”

      With that, she turned toward the door and moved outside. It was only Hugh’s horse waiting there, and she walked up to the beast and rested her head on his flank.

      “I’ve ruined everything, Wren,” she whispered, and the horse whinnied as if he agreed.

      She pulled away and stared up at the stars in the cold sky above. Once upon a time she’d wished on those stars, for frivolous things and silly things and deeper things like love. But now she had to put those wishes away. Now she had to be more careful. More aware. More cynical.

      The world was a dangerous place and she could never fall prey to a rogue again. She could never, ever again let herself be so seduced by a false promise of love or adventure. It was staid responsibility for her for the rest of her days.

      As empty as that sounded, it was what she deserved in the end.
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      Morgan Banfield smelled his surroundings before he could manage to find the gumption to look at them. Piss, shit, vomit, fear…it all permeated the air around him and his stomach turned at the pungent odor of decay. The sounds pierced his throbbing head next. Screaming in the distance. A constant scream, not intermittent. Banging closer up, but not so close as to make him feel endangered.

      He had a feeling he knew exactly where he was, but he didn’t want to look. If he didn’t look, perhaps he could just ignore the truth. That was a fun way to live. He was good at it.

      He opened one eye and looked around. Cold stone walls. A flat, straw stuffed mattress on the floor that was stained with God knew what. And, of course, the steel bars that blocked his or any other man’s escape from this hellhole.

      Prison. Newgate, he guessed, based on the vague recollection of where he had been last night. Donville Masquerade, at first, looking for someplace to warm his cock. Once that had been dispatched with, he played cards. But he’d been sober there. At first.

      Why had he started drinking?

      It rushed back to him and he winced as he recalled who he’d seen at the game. A former friend he’d wronged. Gareth Covington. He’d been thrown off his game and he’d lost over and over. That was when he’d started drinking. Drank enough that he was asked to leave because he was causing a scene.

      Morgan shook his head. He was very good at causing a scene. He’d moved on, he thought, to a different hell. One that wasn’t quite so discerning as Donville. That was where things got very blurry. More cards, he thought. More drink. Shouting, he thought. Had Covington followed him?

      He must have. Morgan vaguely remembered that angry face in the crowd. Had it escalated? It must have. He worked his jaw gently and winced. He’d gotten punched, it seemed. He lifted a hand to tap his face and found his left eye was also sore when he grazed it.

      When he drank and gambled, it was a bad combination. Had he continued to lose? Probably. He usually did in that state. And if he couldn’t pay…if that had led to a fight…well, depending on the man he’d swindled, that was a very good way to end up in gaol.

      He flopped onto his back and dropped his arm over his eyes with a groan. “Shit.”

      “Indeed. Shit. You’re certainly in it now,” came a voice from the other side of the bars. It was a voice Morgan knew well. He didn’t want to look at the man who owned it. And yet there was not really a choice.

      He lowered his arm to find his half-brother, Robert Smithton, the Duke of Roseford, staring at him from outside the cell. He was dressed impeccably, just as he always was, not a hair on his head out of place. His expression was unreadable, though Morgan could tell he was irritated by the way his arms were folded tight across his chest.

      “You look like shit, too,” Roseford added, and there was a hint of a smile that tilted one side of his lips.

      Morgan slowly sat up and tried not to react to the searing pain that burned through his skull and into every joint in his body. God’s teeth, how much had he drunk?

      “How did you know?” Morgan grunted. His mouth was so dry it was difficult to speak. “I didn’t even know I was here.”

      That elicited a chuckle from Roseford. It was well known that Robert had lived a wild life, himself, for a very long time. Not recently, of course. Not since his marriage. “Do you actually need to guess?”

      Morgan let out a long sigh. “Selina?” he asked.

      Roseford inclined his head in the affirmative. Morgan slowly got up, hating the roil of his stomach as he steadied himself on the wall. Selina Oliver was another half-sibling shared by the two. They all had the same bastard of a father, along with God knew how many others. And while his relationship with Roseford was…strained and uncomfortable at times, his bond with Selina was much stronger. Perhaps because they were so much alike.

      “I suppose she was there,” he admitted.

      “Yes, at Donville Masquerade,” Roseford mused with a troubled expression. “Our sister is as wild as you are. Well, almost. But she isn’t my problem…yet. You are.”

      Morgan pursed his lips and dropped his gaze to the floor. “No I’m not,” he grumbled, wishing there wasn’t so much revealing bitterness in his tone.

      He had only come to know Roseford recently. They’d been kept apart as boys. Their father, the last duke, kept his by-blows far from his “real” son. Payments had come to keep everyone silent, rather than safe. Ten years ago, when his father died, Morgan had felt a genuine terror that those payments, which supported his education and his mother’s small comforts, would dry up.

      And yet they hadn’t. Robert had continued to pay to support his father’s bastards. He’d even managed to get doors opened for them in ways the previous Roseford hadn’t tried. Morgan both appreciated his brother for making the effort…and resented him for wielding a power over him that Morgan couldn’t make equal.

      “We’re only half-blood, Roseford,” he muttered. “I’m not your problem.”

      “Yet here we are,” Roseford said.

      As he said it, a guard approached. At first Morgan thought he might be there to escort his brother from the premises, but instead the giant oaf of a man pulled a ring of keys from a chain around his waist. After a few seconds of fumbling, he opened the cell door and swung it wide, motioning Morgan from the unpleasant accommodations.

      Morgan blinked at the offer of freedom and then glanced at his brother. “What?”

      “Your debts are paid,” the guard answered first, then flashed a rotten-toothed smile toward Roseford. “With our thanks for the extra, Your Grace.”

      Robert sniffed his response and turned, motioning to Morgan to follow. “Come along, Morgan.”

      Morgan looked around, but there seemed to be nothing he’d left behind in the nasty cell. He staggered after Robert, his stomach still roiling and his brain still a bit foggy from whatever had felled him last night. Normally he was capable of holding his liquor, so it must have been far more of a party than he recalled.

      They weaved their way through the corridors, past men in cells in varying conditions. There were no words said until they exited the building at last and stood in the fresher air of the city. A cold rain drizzled down around them, and Morgan pulled his jacket closer and hoped he hadn’t lost his fine great coat in his foggy night of sin.

      Roseford’s carriage came along at last. Roseford motioned him in, then said something to his driver before he joined Morgan. They were off in a flash and Roseford sat, silently staring at Morgan as they rode along.

      If his brother had railed at him, Morgan would have preferred it. But when he sat silently, arms folded, gaze held firmly on Morgan’s, it made him feel worse than he already did. Like he needed to defend himself.

      “You were just as bad as me,” he said at last.

      Robert tilted his head back and let out a full, loud belly laugh. Morgan couldn’t help but stare. It made his brother look younger, more wicked. He could see the man he would have liked to run the hells with, rather than the stern duke who held the purse strings and scolded.

      “I was that,” Roseford said at last. “I never ended up in Newgate, mind you…but close. I have changed, though.”

      Morgan shrugged. Everyone knew that story, even if he and Roseford weren’t that close. “Oh yes. Your great love.”

      Roseford’s eyes narrowed at his dismissive tone. “Yes. Katherine changed me. Or made me want to change myself, which is better. And you may scoff, but I would wish you the same luck that you could find someone like her.”

      “Hm,” Morgan said, staring out the window into the distance. “Not interested.”

      Robert arched a brow. “You don’t seem interested in much.”

      Morgan didn’t respond as the carriage pulled through the gate of Robert’s London estate and came to a stop on the circular drive. Robert cleared his throat as the carriage door opened. “Come in.”

      Morgan shifted. He was in no mood to be clucked over and lectured to by a man who had been known as a libertine just three years prior. He wanted to go home, take a bath and try to remember what exactly had put him in the state he’d woken in.

      “No,” he said. “I—”

      Robert pivoted back and stuck his head into the carriage again. His dark eyes were lit up with emotion now. Frustration. Anger. Fear. Fear for him? Morgan couldn’t believe that. They weren’t that close. Why would Roseford care what happened to him, beyond how it affected his own reputation?

      “It wasn’t a fucking question, Morgan,” Robert snapped. “Get your arse out of my carriage and come into my parlor. Now.”

      For a moment, Morgan thought to refuse. He’d had one fight in the last twenty-four hours, why not two? He had a feeling Robert could scrap, no matter how fine his waistcoat was. But in the end, he couldn’t stomach it. He trudged from the carriage and followed his brother into the beautiful house for the dressing down he knew he deserved.

      “Good morning, Jenner,” Robert said, bright as could be.

      Jenner inclined his head. “Welcome back, Your Grace. Mr. Banfield, I see you have no coat.”

      Morgan glared at his impassive face. “No coat, no gloves, no hat. I’m every bit the mess I seem to be.”

      “Very good, sir,” Jenner said, without inflection or reaction. “Your Grace, Her Grace and Miss Oliver are in the blue parlor.”

      “Excellent. Will you have a bath prepared for my brother?” Robert asked.

      Morgan huffed out a breath. “I don’t need you to get a bath for me, Roseford. I can go home and do it myself.”

      Roseford ignored him and strode up the hall, leaving Morgan no choice but to follow. He heard feminine voices in the distance. Musical laughter. As they entered the room, he saw Roseford’s wife, Katherine, sitting with their sister, Selina. Their heads were close together and they were giggling like schoolgirls.

      “In the face?” Katherine was saying.

      “Where else was I to do it?” Selina asked as she took a sip of her tea. “I wasn’t trying to maim him, just put him in his place.”

      “I’m certain you put any man in his place without even trying,” Roseford said as he swept into the room. The women got up and he crossed to press a brief kiss to Selina’s cheek. Then he caught Katherine’s hand and brought it to his lips. “I’m back.”

      “So I see,” Katherine said, placing her fingers to her husband’s cheek.

      Morgan scowled. If his brother had brought him here in order to show him the joys of the bond he had with his wife, he was wasting everyone’s time. Not that Morgan didn’t like Katherine. He did like her, enormously. No one could deny her kindness and welcoming demeanor, nor question her utter beauty. She had come through a great deal, it was rumored, but she didn’t seem embittered by it all. Morgan sometimes wondered how she did it.

      “I found him,” Robert said, motioning to Morgan, who still stood in the doorway.

      Selina moved to him with a soft smile. She caught his hand and squeezed briefly. “Good morning. You look terrible and you smell worse.”

      “I hear I have you to thank for sending the nursemaid to collect me,” Morgan said with a frown for her, even as he squeezed her hand in return.

      I’m sorry, she mouthed, though she looked anything but as she flitted away to the sideboard, where she poured him coffee without asking how he took it. Unlike his relationship with Robert, his bond with Selina had been established years ago and had always been strong. They were so very alike.

      Katherine approached him next. She flitted her gaze over him and her concern was written more gently on her face. “You weren’t injured? You’re well?”

      Blood heated Morgan’s cheeks at her question, asked with such sincerity. That connection she created with her kindness wasn’t one he’d sought very often. So he flashed her a smile that pretended away any negative response to her query. “I’m right as rain, Your Grace.”

      Her lips pressed together and she looked unconvinced, but she nodded regardless. “So you say. I’m just glad you’re here.”

      She seemed honest in that response even as she stepped away. She moved to Robert’s side and touched his arm, lifting her gaze to him and creating a world of unspoken communication. Robert’s expression relaxed and he smiled at her with pure adoration.

      Then his gaze turned to Morgan and all the softness bled away. “I’m concerned about you,” he said.

      Morgan rolled his eyes and strode over to the sideboard. “I need a bloody drink.”

      “That’s what started all this, isn’t it?” Robert snapped, and Morgan felt him watching him as he dug under the sideboard for a bottle of whisky.

      He came up with it in his hand and slammed it on the tabletop before he pivoted to face his brother. “I know I wasn’t at my best,” he barked. “I’m not a fool, no matter what you think of me. But I don’t need a father, Roseford. And if I did, it wouldn’t be you.”

      Roseford flinched, as did Selina at Katherine’s side, and for a moment they all stood in the wake of Morgan’s imprudent retort. One he wished he could take back as he saw its impact. Too much, too far.

      The story of his life.

      Robert drew in a long, shaky breath and Morgan waited to be kicked out of his parlor once and for all. Instead, his brother ran a hand over his face as if he were very tired. Then he said, “I would never try to be that to you,” Robert said softly. “I’m too young, for one.”

      Morgan smiled slightly at the attempt at the joke. It cleared the room of some of its tension. “You’re seven years older than me. Thirty-three is ancient.”

      Robert shook his head. Seemed he wasn’t willing to play away the serious issues at hand as easily as it had originally seemed. He glanced at Selina and Katherine, almost with uncertainty.

      “Morgan, when you started having trouble last year, when I got wind of…of the problems you’d caused. Of the consequences you were about to face, I never judged you, did I?” Roseford asked.

      Morgan flinched. That was how the two of them had come to meet face to face. He’d gotten into some trouble with that same friend who had been at the club last night. Roseford had been the only place to turn in order to avoid…well, to avoid a dire outcome, indeed.

      “You didn’t,” Morgan agreed through clenched teeth. “Though it appears you intend to do so now.”

      To his surprise, Roseford’s expression softened. “No,” he said quietly, holding Morgan’s gaze. “I would never. Not only because I have no leg to stand on when it comes to behaving badly.”

      At the fireplace, Katherine let out a tiny snort and Robert shot her a playful glare.

      “But also,” he continued, “Because I have no idea of what would make you feel you have to behave in this manner. I know you’ve lost in your life—”

      Morgan held up a hand. “I will not discuss that with you.”

      Robert inclined his head, though Morgan thought he saw a flash of hurt in his eyes before he hid it. “Very well. Perhaps one day you’ll trust me with some part of yourself that isn’t the act you present to the world. Or not. That’s your choice. What isn’t your choice is how your behavior affects those around you.”

      “Like you,” Morgan sneered.

      Roseford shrugged. “Yes. Me and our family name—”

      “It’s not my family name,” Morgan interrupted.

      “Morgan,” Selina said softly from behind them. When he glared at her with the same ferocity he had gifted their brother, she shook her head. “Glare daggers at me all you like, but Robert is not the same as our father. He doesn’t deserve such censure.”

      Morgan pursed his lips. “Perhaps not,” he conceded with great effort.

      Robert sighed. “I can take the censure, I assure you. My greater concern is that you are wrecking yourself and you have been for some time. Do you deny you are running through your money?”

      Morgan folded his arms. “Checking up on me, I see.”

      “What choice do you give me?” Robert threw up his hands. “Yes, the account is one I can look in on and I choose to do so. It is obvious you need a settling influence, Morgan. To find your place in the world by one way or another.”

      Morgan stared at him, confused by the true worry of Roseford. He didn’t have many people left in his life that truly gave a damn about him. He didn’t let most people close enough to care or to damage. He knew better than to be such a fool.

      So he turned, as he always did, to frivolity to mask the darker emotions, to put up the wall he required. “Are you arranging a marriage for me?”

      Selina snorted, and even Katherine laughed as she stepped up next to Robert and placed a hand on his forearm a second time. “I think your brother has something else in mind, Morgan.”

      “Have you ever met my friend Hugh Margolis, the Duke of Brighthollow?”

      Morgan shifted at the question. His brother had a group of friends, everyone knew about them and their close bond. Everyone said they were like brothers…and Morgan hated that the description stung him. He didn’t want to be brothers with Roseford. So why the hell did he care if Robert found other men to care about in that way?

      “I think I’ve met him in passing,” Morgan said with a shrug. “Stuffy fellow, yes?”

      Robert laughed and glanced at Katherine like that was some great joke. “Once I might have said so myself. But no, just honorable. It’s hard for people like us to recognize that sometimes, but there’s great value in it.”

      “What does it have to do with me?” Morgan asked, stifling a yawn in the hopes his disinterest would move this conversation along. He wanted to get out of here and find a bath and a bed.

      Robert held his gaze. “He’s in the market for a new man of affairs.”

      There was something in his brother’s tone that brought Morgan up short. “And?” Roseford didn’t answer, just kept staring, and Morgan jolted in understanding. “Wait, me? You can’t mean me.”

      But it was obvious that was exactly what Roseford meant. “It would settle you to have a vocation. Brighthollow intends to return to his country estate for a few weeks, so it would also take you away from London and its bad influences. You need that.”

      “What I need is a stiff drink and a fuck,” Morgan muttered, and then jerked his gaze to Katherine. “Apologies, Your Grace.”

      Katherine fought a smile. “I have heard the word before.”

      Selina winked at him. “Wait, do you have no apologies for me?”

      Morgan rolled his eyes. “You invented the word. And you can’t tell me you support this nonsense. Me, going to work for some toff?”

      Selina’s playful demeanor faded and she shot Robert and Katherine a quick glance. The couple seemed to understand it, for Robert sighed and escorted Katherine across the room to the window, where they stood together, heads close. Katherine was talking to him, low and gentle. Soothing him, it seemed.

      And Morgan was left with his sister. Selina slipped up to him and took his hand again. She smiled, but the expression didn’t quite meet her eyes. She had softened, which was a rare thing, indeed. Selina, like himself, was expert at keeping herself separate from difficult emotions and tenuous connections.

      Which meant she took this very seriously, indeed.

      “Morgan,” she said, her voice low. “Perhaps a few months ago, I would have stood here at your side and battled Roseford about this subject. I would have claimed everything was fine and the danger was manageable.”

      “You’re not going to do that now?” Morgan pressed.

      She shrugged. “A few months ago, Nicholas almost died. He’s still in grave danger.”

      Morgan shifted. Nicholas Gillingham was one of the legion of their bastard siblings. He was Morgan’s polar opposite: honorable, proud. He had served in the King’s Army and been badly injured in the Battle of Toulouse, nearly died.

      “How is he?” he whispered.

      Selina blinked, as if she were fighting uncharacteristic tears. “He’s…better. There’s still danger to his life, and pain. But every day his chance of survival increases.”

      Guilt ripped through Morgan. The last time he’d gone to see Nicholas was weeks ago. “W-Well,” he stammered, fighting to retain some distance from the painful subject. “What does Nicholas have to do with the subject of my punishment for crimes against propriety?”

      Selina hesitated and her voice trembled as she said, “I was at Donville Masquerade last night, Morgan. I saw you falling apart and it…it frightened me. I don’t have many people in my life. I nearly lost one brother, I
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