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Chapter 1



Lieutenant Colonel Phineas Bromley didn’t expect paradise. True, after ten years spent fighting the French in Spain, anywhere seemed an improvement, but as he crossed the bridge over the River Ouse and onto Quence Park land, he felt more as though he were stepping into hell.

His friends, former soldiers now, had written him over the past two years and told him a little about the condition of his family’s ancestral property, so he knew the fences would be in need of repair and the granary roof would leak. The estate, set in the middle of East Sussex, was still pretty enough, but he scarcely noticed the green of the grass or the crisp freshness of the air. Ten years away. The absence seemed both far too long and far too short.

The uneasiness that had been tangling through him since well before he’d rented the only available transportation in Uckfield, grew into a hard-edged dread. It wasn’t that he minded appearing on Quence’s doorstep in a hay cart. The problem was what lay beyond the door.

Phineas reached into his uniform jacket and touched his sister’s letter again. He’d memorized the correspondence from Elizabeth in the six days since he’d received it and taken an emergency leave from the First Royal Dragoons, but he continued to reread it anyway. According to his younger sister, their oldest sibling William, the Viscount Quence, was seriously ill. Haste was all-important, she’d said, if he wanted to arrive home before it was too late.

And so he put aside the thought of what he must look like, a crimson-coated army officer sitting behind an ancient gray nag in an ancient hay cart. And he put aside the way his breathing sped and his heart pounded as he trotted up the main road toward what had once been home. Whatever he felt at the moment didn’t matter. At this point the only thing worse than setting eyes on his brother again would be arriving too late to do so.

White, with tall, narrow windows and the typical asymmetrical sprawl of a house expanded over several generations, Quence sat on a slight rise overlooking a pond and a large landscaped garden complete with faux-ruins and a moldering marble statue of Apollo. It had been a beautiful, half-wild place rampant with deer and foxes and, he’d been certain as a boy, a faerie giant or two.

For a moment he closed his eyes. Before he’d left, before the scandal, there’d been a princess there, too. Dark-eyed Alyse Donnelly. He hadn’t heard a word about her in years, but if her plans had gone as intended she would have married a prince or a duke by now. For a spritely young lady of fifteen, she’d had a very clear idea of her future. Phineas smiled as he remembered her, then shook it off again. He had the present to worry about.

Other than looking as though it needed a coat of paint and some pruning done in the garden, Quence Park looked exactly the same as it had the last time he’d set eyes on it—which was strange, because he didn’t feel at all the same. Except for the nagging guilt, of course. That had been his companion for the past ten years, and he imagined he would carry it with him to the grave. Now it sat like an old, not-quite-comfortable coat, loose enough to let him breathe, but tight enough that he had to make a conscious effort to do so.

He sent the cart up the curving road to the front of the mansion. A groom he didn’t recognize trotted out from the stables at his approach, and Phineas climbed down from the seat. “This needs to go back to the hostelry at Uckfield,” he said as the grizzled fellow took the bridle in one hand.

“Yes, sir,” the groom returned, sending him a curious look before he escorted the cart, with his trunk on the back, around the side of the house.

Wide, shallow granite steps, a griffin perched on either side, marked the front entry. Keeping his pace steady, Phineas topped them to pause on the pillar-edged portico. The front door opened.

“Hello, Digby,” he said to the ancient butler looking at him from behind a nose the shape of a hawk’s beak. Digby had been old ten years ago. Now it looked as though all of the color had been leached out of him, part of his metamorphosis into a stern, efficient statue.


The butler blinked his pale eyes. “Master Phineas? Good heavens! Come in, sir!”

No black armband, no black crinoline draped anywhere—Phineas let out a slow breath. The worst of his fears hadn’t come to pass. That didn’t mean he wouldn’t be in for it, or that he didn’t deserve every bit of bile hurled in his direction, but at least no one had died. “Are William and Elizabeth to home?” he asked, still reluctant to step through the front door. He’d lost that privilege, if not in their eyes, then in his own.

“They are in the dining room. I shall have a plate set for you, sir.”

“No, that won’t be necessary. I…may not be staying.”

“But sir—”

“You might go and tell them I’m here. Give them a moment before I barge in.” The butler nodded, but before he could do more than turn around, Phineas grabbed his arm. “Wait. On second thought, I’d best barge in.” Otherwise he might not have the chance to see them at all.

“As you wish, Master Phineas.”

Squaring his shoulders, Phineas strode through the front door. It felt more momentous than it undoubtedly looked, but his insides were rattling about so loudly that he wouldn’t have been able to hear anyone else’s opinion.

He still remembered precisely where the dining room lay down the long hallway, and he stopped outside the half-open door. Inside, low conversation touched his ears, enough that he could hear the voices but not the words being spoken. His younger sister and his older brother. The only family he had.

Just get it over with, he ordered himself. For God’s sake, he’d faced down cannon fire with less trepidation. Death, though, was likely easier than this. All that entailed was giving up. With a last shallow breath Phineas pushed open the door.

And he realized two things: One, William didn’t look even close to being on his deathbed, which meant Elizabeth had lied to him; and two, once he’d heard that they were sitting down to dinner he should have asked whether or not Lord Quence might be entertaining. Bad form for a soldier, and even worse for a prodigal son.

“Hello.”

Considering the amount of time he’d had to compose a cunning, dry, witty, or cynical greeting upon his return, Phineas thought he probably could have done better. But seeing his brother seated at the head of the table with a fork in his hand and color in his cheeks simply…stunned him. He felt thankful to have squeezed out that one coherent word.

The slender, ginger-haired young lady seated closest to William shot to her feet. “Phin!” she screamed. Almost before he could move she flung herself on him.

“Elizabeth,” he muttered, recognizing her only because of her resemblance to their late mother.

“I knew you’d come!”

“You asked me to.”

“Did she, now?” the figure at the head of the table said quietly.

Phineas extracted himself from his younger sister’s embrace. “William. I—”

“I wrote and asked him to visit,” Elizabeth broke in, refusing to relinquish his hand. His younger sister had the strength of a Titan. “I didn’t tell you, because—”

“It’s no matter,” the viscount stated. His face had paled since Phin’s entrance, but no one could blame him for that. “Lord Donnelly, Mrs. Donnelly, Miss Donnelly, will you please excuse us for a moment?”

The light-haired man at the opposite end of the table nodded. “Of course, William. I believe we can entertain ourselves for a few moments.”

Another jolt went through Phineas. Miss Donnelly? Alyse? Before he could do more than glance in the direction of wide brown eyes and swept-back dark hair, the servant standing behind William pulled backward on the viscount’s chair, and the wheeled seat rolled away from the table. Abruptly his brother had every ounce of Phin’s attention again.

“The morning room, Andrews,” William said in the same cool voice he’d used a moment earlier.

Elizabeth practically dragged Phineas with her as she followed William and his wheeled chair. He looked at her again. Good God. Ginger curls, laughing hazel eyes—an attractive young woman no matter how he assessed her. And the last time he’d seen her, she’d been seven years old.

Andrews wheeled William close by the fireplace, then without being told left the room, shutting the door quietly behind him. For a moment Phineas considered fleeing behind the servant, but then he would never discover what the devil was afoot.

William gazed at him in the ensuing silence, then abruptly turned his attention to their sister. “Why did you ask him to visit?”

“Because it’s been ten years,” she replied, her chin high.

“She told me you were on your deathbed,” Phineas supplied.

“You wouldn’t have come home otherwise.” She scowled, abruptly looking more like the child he remembered. “And don’t the two of you yell at me just to avoid talking to one another.”

Phineas narrowed his eyes. “If this is meant to be some sort of ill-conceived family reunion, I have duties elsewhere.”

“Ah,” his brother said, “you’re disappointed that I haven’t shuffled off the mortal coil, then.”

“No.” Phin frowned, then buried the expression again. “I was worried.”

“Don’t be. You’ll inherit eventually. I haven’t cut you off.”

That actually surprised him. Phineas took a breath. Approaching a battle from a position of weakness was something to which he wasn’t accustomed, and after a decade as a soldier that realization left him even more nettled than he would have been otherwise. “Shall I stay, then? Or do I go?”

“You stay,” Elizabeth stated, clutching his arm again.

He sent her another look, softening his gaze only when he saw her tense expression. She wasn’t the source of this trouble, however much he wished to blame her for bringing him back home. “Why the devil would you write me that William was dying?” he grumbled. “I don’t appreciate being made to look like a fool.”

William raised a brow at that, but was wise enough not to comment. Elizabeth, though, dug her fingers hard into his sleeve. “I did it because you need to be here,” she stated.

Phineas searched her gaze, looking for any clue. He knew how to assess a man’s character in the briefest of moments, and it didn’t even take that long to see that his sister was worried. And not just about whether he would stay the night. “Care to elaborate?”

“I don’t think Beth and I are the ones who need to be answering questions, Phin.”

Phineas blew out his breath. Anger was easier, but as Elizabeth had said, it had been ten bloody years. “Look, William, I’ve been traveling for nearly a week. I’m tired. We can fence tomorrow, if you’d like, or I’ll leave tonight if you wish it. I was asked to come, and I came. That’s all I know.”

“I have a bit of skepticism regarding you doing as you’re asked,” his brother said in his low, quiet voice.

Abruptly Phineas felt as though he were seventeen again, facing a dressing-down from his then-twenty-four-year-old brother. He pushed back against the sensation. He wasn’t that stupid boy any longer—though convincing his family would obviously take some doing.

Stating that he’d been through things his family couldn’t imagine wouldn’t serve; not when William sat in that chair. “All I can do to demonstrate that I’m not here out of any ill will is to leave again,” he said slowly. “As I said, I was worried. That is the sum total of my motivation.”

William faced him, hazel gaze to hazel gaze. “I don’t want the neighbors thinking we’ve turned away family,” he finally said. “I’ll have Digby set a plate for you, and you’ll sit down to dinner.”

Dinner. That stirred another thought—one that thankfully had nothing to do with guilt or suspicion. Of all the things he’d been prepared to face on his return to Quence, he hadn’t expected her. He nodded. “You said your guests were the Donnellys,” he ventured in an even voice. “Kin of the viscount?”


“His heir. The fellow, anyway. Richard, Viscount Donnelly. The older woman is his mother, Ernesta. And you know Alyse. She’s keeping Ernesta company.”

“Alyse,” he mused. “I haven’t seen her…in years.” He fumbled over the last bit, cursing himself. Distraction wouldn’t serve at the moment, but Alyse Donnelly had been his closest friend. Not that he would have called his affection for her brotherly.

“Yes, I would imagine she’s thinking the same thing about you,” his brother returned, clearly lacking the ability to read minds. “Beth, fetch Andrews for me, will you?” Phillip continued. “And tell Digby—”

“I shall.” Sending Phineas a glance that he couldn’t read, she hurried out of the room. Wisely she left the door open behind her.

“She’s nothing like I remember,” Phineas said.

“Be kind to her,” William commented as Andrews returned to the room. “She worships you. Don’t make her regret it.”

Phin remained where he was as his brother, propelled by Andrews, returned to the dining room. That had gone swimmingly. For the devil’s sake, the ball he’d taken in the arm had been less painful.

For as long as William indicated he should stay, though, he would. He owed his brother no less. The unkempt lands were sign enough that he’d let his guilt keep him away for far too long. But it was more than that. Elizabeth’s letter, the looks she’d kept sending him, the small tidbits of information he’d intentionally overlooked in her previous correspondence—he needed to be here. And he needed to figure out why.









Chapter 2



Phin Bromley. Alyse Donnelly had never thought to set eyes on him again. Her hands had begun shaking the moment he’d walked into the room, and she folded them into her lap.

She knew he’d joined the army, but he didn’t wear his uniform like a soldier on parade along the Mall. He wore it like a second skin, as if he’d ceased to notice it a very long time ago. And—

Richard jabbed her in the shoulder. “Who is he?” her cousin hissed.

Alyse shook herself. “Their brother,” she answered in the same low tone he’d used. “The middle sibling.”

“You never mentioned another brother.”

“He’s been away for a very long time.”

“Even so, I would call failing to mention that Lord Quence has an heir a somewhat significant omission.”


“Yes, of course,” she said hurriedly, hoping to avoid a dressing-down. “But it has been ten years or more.” She smiled a little, remembering. “I haven’t set eyes on him since I was fifteen.”

“Well, this could be an opportunity for you, then, Cousin,” Richard murmured. “After all, if he hasn’t come up in your conversation, perhaps you haven’t featured in his.”

Her face heated; she couldn’t help it. After five years she should have been used to the insults, direct or implied, but obviously they still had the power to cut her. “Thank you, Richard,” she said softly, “but I prefer to make his acquaintance first.” To renew it, rather, since she doubted he still accepted pond-jumping challenges or dumped frogs in unsuspecting young ladies’ laps.

“I suggest you speak to your cousin with less sarcasm, Alyse,” her aunt cooed. “You are not who you once were.”

And no one in her family ever let her forget that fact. “I remember, Aunt Ernesta.”

“Then have someone fetch me a blanket. My legs are cold.”

Carefully hiding her annoyance, Alyse motioned to the nearest of the footmen and passed on her aunt’s request. Things in the Bromley household might have taken a turn for the unexpected, but her life progressed with the predictability of a clock. An endlessly ticking clock. And to think that once, before the scandal, she used to look forward to the future.

The dining room door opened again. Lord Quence entered first, being wheeled in on his chair and a somber look on his face. Beth followed a heartbeat later, her expression tense. The door closed again, but Alyse kept her gaze on it.


Phineas Bromley. Phin. The last person she ever would have imagined joining the army. Clearly neither of their lives had turned out as they’d intended. She didn’t know what the insignia on his shoulder meant, but he was clearly an officer.

A moment later he walked into the room, his gaze touching on the rest of the occupants, and then finding her. Alyse blushed again at those clear hazel eyes, wondering what she looked like to him. Other than his eyes, she wasn’t certain she would have recognized him. His dark brown hair was a little long, as though he’d been too busy to seek a barber, and his face leaner than she remembered. A narrow scar dissected his right eyebrow and touched his cheek, giving his appearance the rakish bent that he’d always seemed to have inside. He’d been pretty as a boy, and he’d become a strikingly handsome man.

“Alyse,” he said, and took the newly placed seat across from her. “Miss Donnelly. William told me that your parents passed away. I am truly sorry.”

“Thank you. It was…unexpected.”

Richard leaned sideways to cover her hand with his. “I’m only glad that we’ve been able to give Alyse a place in our household.”

Phineas glanced at her cousin as he would an annoying fly, and then returned his attention to her. “Do you still like to ride?” he asked.

It felt odd, these days, to have someone pay attention to her, and especially at the expense of her titled cousin. “I haven’t had much opportunity,” she hedged. “My aunt is unwell, and I sit with her a great deal.”

“If I stay long enough, we should go riding,” he pursued.

Alyse smiled. “I would like that.”


“How long will you be staying?” Richard cut in again.

This time Phin glanced at his brother. “As long as I’m needed. I have several months of leave coming, if I require it.”

“Where are you serving?” Alyse asked, disliking when that gaze left her.

“The north of Spain, at the moment. I’m with the First Royal Dragoons.”

“A…lieutenant, is it?” Richard asked, eyeing the crimson and blue uniform.

“Lieutenant Colonel,” Elizabeth corrected, pride in her tone. “Phin’s received five field promotions.”

“That’s extraordinary.” Richard lifted a glass not in Phin’s direction, but in his brother’s. “You must be very proud of him.”

“Yes,” Lord Quence said, returning to his meal. “Very proud.”

Clearly all was not well at Quence Park, though Alyse had known that before. But for Richard to poke a stick into the tension—it was so unlike him in public, though in private he did little else. “When we were all children together,” she said into the air, “we had the most hair-raising adventures.”

Phineas sent her a short smile. “I can face cannons fearlessly after surviving the infamous pond-jump dares.”

Alyse snorted, then quickly covered her mouth with one hand and made the sound into a cough. “You were fearless well before then.”

“The First Royal Dragoons,” her cousin said slowly. “You’re the ones who rode on Maguilla several years ago.”

Phin winced. Alyse opened her mouth to change the subject, but before she could do so, he nodded. “That was an ill day,” he said calmly.

“I would have to agree with that. You lost, what, a quarter of your company?”

“Phin didn’t lead that charge, Richard,” Beth contributed stoutly. “And his dearest friend was wounded, saving his life.”

“Good heavens,” Alyse breathed, not even aware that she’d spoken aloud until Phin looked at her again.

“No worries,” he drawled. “Sullivan and I both survived.” He returned his gaze to her cousin. “I’m not likely to forget the loss of one hundred and ninety-seven men, but thank you for reminding me.”

Now that was the Phin she remembered, always ready for a confrontation, willing to spit right in the devil’s eye just for the sake of annoying him. The hothead. The bit of him she’d missed the most and the least.

Richard pushed to his feet. “Clearly this is a night for family,” he said to William. “We shan’t intrude further.”

“You are always welcome here, Richard. My brother has been at war for ten years; his manners are a bit blunted.”

“I didn’t begin the conversation,” Phin muttered, shoveling a thick slice of roast pig onto his plate.

“I do understand, William, and I take no offense. Beth, may I take you driving into Lewes tomorrow?”

Elizabeth blushed. “That would be delightful, Richard.”

Muttering her own apologies at their early departure, Alyse rose and hurried out to the foyer to collect her wrap and her aunt’s from Digby the butler. Keeping the frown from her face, she placed the shawl around Aunt Ernesta’s shoulder and then took the place of her aunt’s walking stick as they left the house and descended the shallow front steps.

Once the claws dug into her upper arm had left and she’d helped her aunt into the coach, Alyse rolled her shoulders. Beth and Phin stood in the doorway, and she sent them a smile that she hoped didn’t look too disappointed. She wanted to stay. Phineas looked utterly…magnificent, tall and lean and brave. That wild boy with whom she’d played, and about whom she’d dreamed and then hadn’t spared a thought in years, had returned. And he’d spoken with her as though they had been the dear companions that she recalled.

She climbed into the coach herself, and they rumbled down the long drive and onto the main road toward Donnelly House, perched on a hill a mile away. In the long-distant past she’d enjoyed the ride, the return home after an evening of charades or whist or hide-and-seek. Now, though, it only meant that the cage doors were swinging shut again.

“You didn’t waste much time, did you?” Aunt Ernesta commented, scowling at her.

“What?”

“Don’t presume to think you were fooling anyone, Alyse,” her cousin took up. “You were practically drooling on him.”

“I was not,” she exclaimed. “He’s an old friend whom I haven’t seen in a very long time.”

“And it didn’t look as though he was any more welcome in that home than you are in ours,” Richard said coolly. “If you are looking for an escape, dear cousin, you should be looking to the viscount.”

“That is mean, Richard.”

He shook his head. “It is logic. You know the way of the world by now, Alyse. And to be perfectly blunt, you’d fare much better wed to a titled cripple than to his estranged younger brother.”

Alyse closed her lips over her retort. However much she valued her friendship with the Bromley family, Lord Donnelly directed the affairs of her family. And Lord Donnelly was no longer her fond, warm-hearted father. It was now in her own best interest to be agreeable—to their faces, at least. The money she’d been slowly and painstakingly saving wasn’t yet enough for her escape. While she couldn’t be grateful that Richard and Aunt Ernesta had taken her in, she did have a roof over her head, and food to eat—and a shilling or two to hold back whenever they sent her out on errands.

“I thought that might clear your vision,” Richard murmured. “Now. Tell me what you know of Lieutenant Colonel Phineas Bromley.”

She drew a breath. “As I said, I haven’t seen him since I was fifteen years old. The siblings were very close, but Phin…”

“Phin what?” he prompted.

“He had a wild streak,” she said reluctantly. It had been very public knowledge at the time, though. Nothing Richard couldn’t discover elsewhere. “Women, wagering, drinking, anything he could do, he did. And then there was an accident, and he left. I haven’t seen him since.”

“‘An accident’?” Richard repeated, sitting forward. “William’s accident?”

She nodded. “It was some sort of horse race. Everything became very chaotic once William was injured, and I don’t know the details.”

“That explains some things,” her cousin mused. “If I’m to marry into that family, I would like to know the identity of all the skeletons. The last thing I want is a scandal.”

“Then ask Beth about him. I’m certain she’ll tell you.” Alyse sank back into the corner of the coach. The night might be early, but she still had a great many duties to attend to. Seeing her aunt put to bed would take another hour, and then she had mending and tomorrow’s breakfast, luncheon, and dinner to plan out.

And then she could, with luck, find some sleep in the small room they’d granted her, a floor above where her old bedchamber had used to be. And if she slept, she knew of whom she would be dreaming. Phin Bromley was back.

 

As soon as the Donnellys left the house, William vanished into his office. He claimed to have some ledgers to go over, but he needn’t have bothered making excuses. Phineas hadn’t expected much of a homecoming, but neither did he deny that a tearful embrace wouldn’t have been unwelcome. Elizabeth had asked him to return, after all.

“I’m so pleased you’re here,” Elizabeth said again, hugging his arm in both hands as they walked to one of the upstairs sitting rooms.

William had another wheeled chair placed at the head of the stairs, and it looked like a third one rested on the floor above that, each one ready and awaiting the viscount’s use. Phineas shut his eyes against a new surge of guilt. “You told me he was on his damned deathbed,” he said in a low voice.

She hauled him down beside her as she sat on the couch. “Would you have come if I’d written that I miss you? Because I’ve done that before.”

He eyed her. “So this is merely your way of arranging a social visit?”


“No.”

“I’m glad to hear that, at least. I think.” Sinking back into the soft cushions, he stretched his booted feet out toward the fireplace. “I can’t believe how…grown up you look, Elizabeth. You’re the very image of our mother.”

“My friends call me Beth now. And it has been ten years, Phin. I was seven when you left.”

“I remember quite well, thank you.”

She looked toward the fire, then cleared her throat. “I saw your friends a few months ago,” she said abruptly, clapping her hands together. “Lord Bramwell and Sullivan Waring. You heard that Sullivan’s just gotten married, haven’t you?”

Phineas nodded. “I received his letter the week before yours arrived.” The letter had spoken of a great deal, but nothing that seemed relevant to his present location or circumstance—except where it had noted that William had recently suffered a fever and looked more frail than previously. If anything, it had made his sister’s letter even more plausible. “If you weren’t tricking me into a visit, then why am I here? Obviously William doesn’t want me about.”

“That’s not true, Phin. He was surprised. And so was I. I wasn’t certain you would come, whatever I wrote to you.”

Rather than explaining the panic that had touched his heart when he’d read her letter, or the speed with which he’d arranged to take an extended leave and then galloped across half of Europe, Phineas unbuttoned the stiff top button of his jacket. “You still haven’t answered my question, Beth. Why am I here?”

The sitting room door opened. “Because of a young girl’s silliness,” William said, releasing the door handle as Andrews rolled him into the room. “You couldn’t even wait until you had time for a chat with us before you were back to it, could you?”

Phineas scowled. “Back to what?”

“Fighting with a guest, and flirting. With poor Alyse, this time. You can’t be content unless you’re ruining yourself or someone else.”

“That is not tr—”

“I was informed you actually arrived on a hay cart. How did you manage that?”

“I begged a ride from Dover with Malcolm Pepper, a solicitor from Uckfield. Once I arrived there, the hay cart was the only transportation available until tomorrow. I thought speed to be of the essence, if you’ll recall.”

“How long do you intend to stay?” William cut in again.

“I have no bloody idea.” He sent a glare at Beth. “I didn’t expect a warm welcome, but I was asked. I’ll leave in the morning.” Standing, he made his way around the wheeled chair to the doorway. “Sully has a house in Sussex now. I’ll pay him a call and then head back to the Peninsula.”

“William,” Beth grated, then pushed by the viscount to grab Phineas around the wrist. “We will all go to bed,” she continued more loudly. “And in the morning we will sit down for breakfast at eight o’clock, and we will all be very civil and cordial to one another. Is that clear?”

William’s expression softened as he gazed at their sister. “While I dislike your methods, I suppose I can’t fault your motives,” he finally said. “Andrews.”

The chair wheeled past Phineas and back through the door again.


“I will see you both in the morning,” the viscount continued over his shoulder. “Beth, a word with you?”

“Of course.” With an apologetic smile at Phineas, she left the room as well.

Abandoned, Phin returned to his seat. Whatever he’d been tossed into, Beth wanted him about, and she wanted to tell him something. Something that William clearly preferred he not know. Considering his brother’s opinion of him, it could be nothing, but he’d learned to pay attention to the tickle along the back of his skull. It had saved his life on several occasions.

At least William still knew how to cut into him. Women, fighting, drink—the recipe had always sounded the same, whichever vice his brother chose to rail at. If William thought that nothing had changed over ten years, Phin might as well leave. Because in his own soul, he knew that from the moment William had fallen from that horse, everything had changed. Himself the most of all.

Aside from all that, damn it all, he hadn’t been flirting with Alyse Donnelly. They’d always gotten along well, and for God’s sake she seemed to be the one person of his acquaintance in the house who wasn’t trying to bite his head off or didn’t have some sort of secret agenda behind his return. Of course he’d spoken with her.

Alyse. Dark-eyed Alyse. They were only two years apart in age, and just about the time he’d left he was beginning to realize that his very good friend was becoming a very lovely young lady. The other lads in Lewes had realized it first, and he had no idea how she could be five-and-twenty and still a miss. As he recalled, her plan had been to marry either a duke or a prince. He smiled. Back then he’d grown just enough wit to be disappointed that he was neither.


The sitting room door swung open again, and Beth slipped back inside. “Apologies,” she whispered, her cheeks pale.

“I assume he told you not to discuss anything with me,” Phineas commented, lowering his voice out of deference for her rather than because he didn’t want William to overhear him.

“He’s only surprised,” she pointed out for the second or third time. “I should have informed him that you might be returning home.”

Phineas shook his head. “None of this is your fault, Beth. All of the ‘should haves’ belong to me.”

“Even so, you are part of this family. A very big part. And I don’t like secrets.”

Neither did he, though he’d long ago seen their necessity in both war and peace. “I shall take your advice and go to bed, and then be civil in the morning. If William wants me included in family business, I imagine he’ll tell me so.”

As he climbed to his feet, his younger sister flung her arms around him again. “I’m so glad you’ve come back, Phin,” she said, her voice muffled against the front of his coat.

He would have been more glad if he knew why she’d summoned him home. William might not want him to know, but that had never stopped him before. He had every reason now to behave, he supposed, except for one: Things were amiss, and he owed his brother a debt that could never be repaid. If William wished to continue railing at him, then so be it. In the meantime, though, he had some information to discover, and he didn’t intend to be patient about it. “I’m glad to be back,” he returned belatedly, knowing she expected some sort of response. He patted her on the shoulder.


“I had your trunk brought up to your old bedchamber. It’s been kept exactly as it was when you left.”

He refrained from asking if it had at least been dusted in the interim. “I shall see you in the morning, then, Beth.”

Elizabeth kissed him on the cheek, then released him. “Good night, Phin.”

Once she’d left, Phineas walked the house. Knowing the surrounding terrain had saved his life on more than one occasion, but this had at least as much to do with trying to grasp hold of his past—and Quence Park’s present—as it did with survival. Nothing much had changed since he’d last lived there—other than a few new rugs and a vase here and there, he might have been transported back in time.

When he finally pushed open the door to his old bedchamber in the middle of the house’s east wing, the fire had been lit and his trunk lay open at the foot of the large bed. “I took the liberty of unpacking for you,” Andrews said as he walked out of the attached dressing room.

Phineas hid a flinch. “Thank you,” he said aloud. “Did Lord Quence ask you to see to me?”

“No, sir. But as you have no valet, I thought to offer my assistance.”

“My thanks again, Andrews, but I’ll manage.” He had his own man, Sergeant Thaddeus Gordon, but he’d left the fellow in Spain with the remainder of his kit. And he didn’t like other people meddling with items that were responsible for his safety. “Good evening.”

Andrews nodded. “Good evening.” Moving past Phineas, he left the room and closed the door behind him.

Of course William had sent the valet in, probably to determine what Phin had brought with him and hence how long he meant to stay. Blowing out his breath, Phineas sat on the edge of the bed to pull off his boots and then remove his scarlet and blue coat. He would have to wear the uniform again tomorrow, and at least until he could flatten the wrinkles out of some of the civilian clothes he’d thrown into his trunk.

The thought of being out of uniform made him nervous. He’d been a soldier for ten years, and it was the one thing at which he excelled. He knew how to be an officer. He was hell on horseback, and a dead shot. With him at the head of the battalion, his men had accumulated an impressive roster of accomplishments, despite the disaster at Maguilla. But he’d joined the army because he’d been a failure as a civilian, and as a brother. Now that was something he could no longer afford to be, in or out of uniform.

Phineas rose again. “Damnation,” he muttered, walking to the window and throwing the curtains open, then pushing open the glass. Cool air brushed by him, making the fire spit.

He took a deep breath, then walked over to the writing desk in the corner. William might not be willing to talk to him, but he had other sources of information. He had two friends, two former comrades, who had been sending him tidbits about his family for the past two years. And they could damned well let him know what was going on now.

Taking a seat, he pulled out paper and inked his pen, then began to write. Sullivan Waring and Lord Bramwell Lowry Johns had best be cooperative, because he didn’t plan on sitting still for an ambush, no matter who intended to fire on him.









Chapter 3



For a moment as Alyse awoke, everything seemed perfect. With eyes closed she could just make out the early morning light at the edges of the curtains in the window. In the distance, sheep baaed and a rooster or two crowed, and the covers pulled up to her chin left her in just the coziest state of warmth she could imagine. It was all like it had been before, as if nothing ill had ever happened.

Then the bell began ringing. No, not ringing. Jangling. Every high-pitched, fast-paced clang stabbed into her ears and her comfort. For a few seconds she ignored it—or tried to, though she certainly wasn’t fooling herself. For those few seconds, though, if she pretended, concentrated, hard enough, she could be Alyse Donnelly, daughter of the Viscount and Viscountess Donnelly, the diamond of East Sussex and the most sought-after waltzer in two counties.

“Alyse!”

At the same time as the muffled female voice yelled her name, a thud came from the middle of her floor. She sighed as the sound repeated. For an invalid, Aunt Ernesta was fairly spry with her walking cane. And how she could reach the ceiling while lying in bed, Alyse had no idea.

As she shoved down the covers and sat up, perfection faded away again. Now she was daughter to the deceased viscount and viscountess, and cousin to the present lord. And now she rarely waltzed. Waltzing was difficult when her aunt insisted on having a companion seated at her elbow for the entirety of each soiree—when they attended them.

“Alyse! You lazy girl!”

Alyse stomped on the floor. “I’m coming!” she shouted back.

For heaven’s sake. Her aunt had set up residence in her old bedchamber, though whether that had been out of spite or because she liked the view from the windows, Alyse didn’t know. She did have her suspicions. Her new bedchamber, on the drafty third floor, had been her old governess’s room. If she’d had any idea how chilled Mrs. Garvey must have been in the winter, she would have insisted that the kindly woman be lodged downstairs.

Throwing on a green morning dress, Alyse knotted her hair and pushed a few clips into it, then left the room and hurried down to the second floor. “I’m here, Aunt,” she panted, giving a perfunctory knock on the door with one knuckle and then pushing it open.


“Don’t you dare stomp at me,” Aunt Ernesta said, her dour face even less friendly than usual. “It’s bad enough that you go clomping about up there at all hours, without you intentionally making noise.”

“Apologies,” Alyse returned tightly, joining her aunt’s maid, Harriet, beside the bed. They each took an elbow and hauled.

“Be careful! I am not a sack of flour.”

No, sacks of flour didn’t complain nearly as much as her aunt did. Alyse kept that thought to herself, however. There were worse things than being an unpleasant woman’s companion. There were even degrees of unpleasantness. And she knew that firsthand, because she’d personally experienced half a dozen aspects of it.

“I’m going into Lewes today to look for gown material,” Aunt Ernesta announced as her maid dressed her. “We have several soirees just in the next fortnight, and I’m beginning to think I haven’t brought enough evening gowns with me.”

That meant that Alyse would be going into town, as well. It was better than sitting in the drawing room and embroidering, and it meant a good chance to increase the amount of her hidden-away funds. Her escape money, as she’d come to think of it. “What time shall I have Winston bring the coach around?”

“Don’t be so eager,” Mrs. Donnelly snapped. “I haven’t had my breakfast yet.”

“Neither have I, Aunt. I merely inquired so you wouldn’t be kept waiting when you were ready to leave.”

With a sniff, Aunt Ernesta nodded. “Ten o’clock. And I want to take the barouche. The fresh air may do me some good.”


“Very well. I’ll see to it.”

Before anyone could change their minds or put her to brushing out her aunt’s hair, Alyse left the bedchamber and hurried down to the foyer. “Saunders,” she said to the tall, spindly butler, “Mrs. Donnelly would like to take the barouche into town at ten o’clock.”

The butler nodded. “I shall inform Winston.” He pursed his lips. “I believe there to be a very limited quantity of early summer strawberries available in the breakfast room.”

Strawberries. She adored strawberries. “Thank you, Saunders,” she murmured, “but for heaven’s sake don’t risk Richard overhearing you.”

“I’m surprised to still be here as it is, Miss Alyse. And I haven’t forgotten how you always liked strawberries.”

With a quick, fond smile Alyse put a hand on his arm. “Thank you,” she whispered again. “I—”

“Alyse!” Aunt Ernesta’s strident bellow could peel paint from the walls.

Unwilling to risk Saunders being blamed for her absence, Alyse rushed into the breakfast room to hide three strawberries beneath the toast and then returned upstairs. “Yes, Aunt?” she asked, skidding back to the doorway of Mrs. Donnelly’s bedchamber.

“You’re dawdling again. Find my gold earbobs.”

“Yes, Aunt.”

As she finished dressing, Aunt Ernesta turned from the dressing mirror. “I have decided that I shall ask Mrs. Potter and Lady Dysher over for luncheon tomorrow,” she said. “Send out the invitations, and select a half dozen passages from Milton. You shall read them to us for discussion.”

“Milton?” Alyse repeated, inwardly cringing. “That seems a bit…heavy for luncheon. Are you certain you wouldn’t prefer Shakespeare or Chaucer?”

“Shakespeare is far too risqué, and I wouldn’t be caught dead reading Chaucer, you silly girl. It’s to be Milton.” Mrs. Donnelly waved her back out the door. “And formulate some questions to guide the discussion.”

“Yes, Aunt.” Scowling now that no one could see her, Alyse went into the library for Paradise Lost and then headed for the stairs and the breakfast room.

“Ah, good morning, Alyse,” her cousin said from his seat at the head of the breakfast table. The carcasses of what looked like the remainders of all the strawberries save her hidden three lay piled to one side of his plate.

She sent out a silent thanks to Saunders. “Good morning,” she returned, accepting a plate from Donald the footman and heading for the toast.

“How is my mother this morning?”

“Well, I believe. She wishes to drive into town.” Her strawberries were still where she’d hidden them. Swiftly she bit into the plumpest of them and placed the other two on her plate. Strawberries tasted like summer. More significantly, they tasted like the summers of her youth, warm and moist and overflowing with sweet flavor.

“Come sit beside me,” Richard prompted, before she could take her usual seat halfway down the length of the breakfast table.

Suspicious, she did as he asked. “Thank you.”

“Of course. Tell me, Cousin, why do you think it is that Elizabeth Bromley never mentioned her other brother to me?”

Alyse shrugged. “He’s been away for quite some time. I don’t suppose she thought to discuss him any more than you thought to ask whether there might be another sibling about.”

Richard nodded.” Well, he’s about now, isn’t he? Why do you think that is?”

Alyse edged her plate away from him. “You know as much as I do, Richard.”

“Yes, well, give me your opinion, anyway. He seemed to know you quite well.” Her cousin finished off his sliced ham, then reached over and plucked one of the strawberries from her plate.

She didn’t say anything about the theft. He would only remind her how lucky she was to have relatives who were willing to provide for her, and then he would take the other berry. He would probably do so anyway. Before he could, she plopped it into her own mouth. So there. “In my opinion,” she said after she’d chewed and swallowed, “he may have come home because of Lord Quence’s health. You know the viscount has scarcely left the house since they arrived at the end of the Season.”

“I agree. It didn’t seem that William had any inkling he might be returning, however. I would wager that Beth sent for him.”

That made sense. Richard was nodding to himself, though, so apparently her further opinion wasn’t required. As far as she was concerned, the fact that Phineas Bromley was back in East Sussex held far more interest than wondering why he’d journeyed there.

“How close are you and Colonel Bromley?” Richard asked abruptly.

Alyse shook herself. “We used to be great friends. As I said, though, I haven’t seen him for a good ten years. I know nothing about him, these days.” She drew a breath, weighing whether having her curiosity satisfied would be worth the verbal lashing she was likely to receive in return. Curiosity won out. “Why so interested in Colonel Bromley, Cousin?”

He pinned her with his pale blue gaze. “I’m pursuing his sister,” he said flatly. “I would be foolish to ignore the presence of a man who might have a different agenda. Is there anything else about which you’d like to question me?”

“No. Of course not.”

“I thought not.” Her cousin gestured for Donald to fetch him a cup of coffee. American coffee. She detested it. “I imagine,” he continued after taking a swallow, “that when he spoke with you last night, the colonel thought you were still a diamond. I wonder if they’ve told him yet that you’re made of cheap paste.”

Aunt Ernesta cackled from the doorway. “We’ll know the next time we encounter him.”

Alyse’s cheeks heated. “There’s no need to be cruel,” she said quietly, pushing away from the table.

“We aren’t cruel,” Ernesta countered. “If it weren’t true, it wouldn’t hurt. They do say that pride goes before the fall.”

True or not, Alyse didn’t want to hear it. For God’s sake, she detested these people. Even at her most self-absorbed, she didn’t think she’d ever been cruel. “Excuse me.”

“Yes, dear. Go read the Milton until time for us to leave for town.”

Not bothering to reply, Alyse retreated to her bedchamber. She’d been looking forward to going into Lewes, but now she wasn’t as certain. What if Phineas was there, as well? Would he look at her with the same gloating pity as her so-called friends had after the scandal?

Last night all she’d seen in his eyes had been surprise and relief at seeing her. To him she’d been a friendly face from a kinder past. She recognized that look because she’d felt the same way herself. Once he learned what had happened, how her fortunes had fallen, he wouldn’t smile when next they met. Or worse, he would smile behind her back.

Frustration, anger, loathing at her so-called relations all mingled thickly in her bones and her blood. For five years she’d attempted to make the best of things, learned to be grateful for small kindnesses that scarcely would have reached her notice previously. And finally began making plans to escape them altogether. Still every day ended a little worse than it had begun. Until last night. But feeling hope or anticipation only meant that she would hurt more when they passed her by, pausing only to laugh at her.

She closed her eyes for a moment before she opened Paradise Lost. Just to herself she breathed a silent prayer. Please don’t let Phineas Bromley laugh at me.









Chapter 4



Phineas awoke before dawn. He was still accustomed to the early hours he kept in Spain, and given how his greeting at Quence Park had gone thus far, he didn’t see much use in adjusting his regimen for East Sussex. With a yawn he lit the lamp at his dressing table and sat down to shave.

They truly had left his room as it was when he’d last been there, though if he had to guess whether it had been out of deference or because they wanted as little to do with him as possible, he would choose the latter. At any rate, he hadn’t yet begun shaving when last he’d slept there. Thankfully he’d thrown all of his necessities into his trunk before he’d left his regiment.

He sat back to look at himself in the mirror, shirtless, barefoot, and wearing an old pair of trousers to sleep in as he’d taken to doing in case the French attacked in the middle of the night. He bore a nice selection of scars from being shot and stabbed and having a horse or two fall on him, but nothing that could compare with what he’d done to William. He had the use of all his limbs, after all.

Dark brown hair that was past due for a trim, his face leaner than it had once been and well tanned from long days in the Spanish sun. Even his eyes seemed different than the last time he’d sat there—still hazel, but…older.

His door rattled with the force of a knock. Phineas jumped. “Come in,” he called, deliberately setting aside the razor. The only war here was the one of his own making.

The door opened. “Good mornin’ to you, Colonel.”

For a moment Phineas simply stared. “Gordon?” he finally managed. “What the devil are you doing here?”

“That’s a bit of a tale, it is,” the stout Scotsman drawled. “That bloke downstairs took me bags. Hope he’s employed here.”

Phineas sank back in the dressing chair. “Tall fellow, old as Methuselah?”

Thaddeus Gordon snapped his fingers. “Aye, that’s him. Bit of a temper, too.”

“Did you call at the front door?”

“Aye. I couldnae climb in through one o’ yer windows. Wouldnae be polite, that.”

“That’s what annoyed him.”

The Scotsman lifted a craggy eyebrow. “That I didnae climb in through a window?”

“That you called at the front door. You, Sergeant, are uninvited. Even worse, you’re my man.” When Gordon continued to eye him, Phineas grinned. Thank God for stubborn Scotsmen and their unflagging loyalty. “You use the back door.”


“Oh. Right, then. Grand houses, back door. Ye might’ve said something before.”

“You weren’t supposed to be here.” Phineas stood. “Which brings me back to my original question—why are you here?”

“Ye answered that yerself, sir. I’m yer man. Couldnae stay behind and leave ye to fend for yerself.”

“You
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