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      MAIDSTONE CLOSE, KENT – SUMMER, 1826

      Creeping around a country estate at midnight with the purpose of slipping into the bed of an older man was far beneath Ashton Cockburn’s dignity. But there he was, a single candle held aloft to light the way through the deserted corridors of his uncle’s estate, tiptoeing so as not to wake any of the other house party guests, on his way to commit grievous sins.

      He should have been far more shocked with himself than he was. He was shocked, really. The entire house party thus far had been one test of who he thought himself to be after another. He had been attentive and engaging to his uncle’s other guests when he would rather have spent his time rambling through the Kentish countryside. He’d tolerated his Uncle Howard’s son, Albert, from his first marriage, who seemed to think association with a future earl was what he needed to make his way in the world. He’d even spent one night drinking with Albert’s boorish group of friends, who were also in attendance at the house party, “fishing for wealthy wives”, as one of them had said.

      It was all for the benefit of his beloved sister, Suzanne. Ash never would have attended such a house party if not for the fact that Suzanne had been convinced the whole thing would be a delightful diversion. And while he would have swam across the Channel to bring back the cheese his sister liked if she’d asked him, under ordinary circumstances, he would have drawn the line at engaging in conversation or participating in house party amusements with his uncle’s copious number of guests, Albert and his friends in particular.

      For some reason, the delights of the party had faded suddenly for Suzanne several days before. Her spirits had been much depressed after the night Albert had suggested they have a small dance. Perhaps that was because, with her blindness, Suzanne had not been able to participate as the sighted women had. Ash should have taken his sister home the moment the festivities lost their bloom for her, but no.

      He'd let his desires lead him, and now here he was, creeping through dark hallways with only a candle and a fractured moral compass to guide him. At home, it would have been unthinkable. But Lord Wilmore had a way of not only making him think the unthinkable, George had coaxed him into actually doing it as well.

      As he’d learned in the orangery a week after the house party had begun.

      And in the artful ruins in a secluded part of the estate’s gardens a few days after that.

      And in an unused parlor several days after that.

      And now, here he was, heart thundering against his ribs so fiercely Ash feared the guests in the rooms he passed would hear it and call him out for his wickedness.

      Ash jumped and gasped as a floorboard under him creaked. That caused a bit of wax to drip onto his hand. And that brought to mind naughty images of the way George had introduced him to the singular sensation of having wax dripped onto his bare flesh as he’d been laid out in the old roué’s bed the night before last, his wrists and ankles bound to the head and footboards while George had had his way with him.

      He should not be going back for more.

      He desperately needed to go back for more.

      Ash let out a tight breath and continued down the hall when it became clear no one had heard him and no one was coming after him. Part of him wished someone would pop their head out into the hall to inquire where he was going in the dead of night. Then he could sniff and fuss and behave as stuffily as his father, the Earl of Moreland, and pretend that he hadn’t been on his way to do things that would cause poorer men to be hanged. He could pretend that he was the good and dutiful son, the loving and caring brother, and the upright and godly future earl that everyone expected—nay, demanded—he be.

      He reached the corner and turned onto the hall where George’s room was. Ash’s breath caught again, but he pushed himself forward. So what if he was being led by his cock? He was an energetic young man of one-and-twenty. Most gentlemen his age had a mistress or two by now while also searching for a wife from among the diamonds of the ton. Why should he not indulge as well? He was no different from any of the friends and fellow noble whelps he’d known at Cambridge. His blood was just as red, and his cock had just as much a mind of its own when it saw something it liked. The only difference was the gender of the objects of his lust.

      That thought immediately brought to mind flame-red hair, bright, green eyes, and a muscular build. It brought to mind the sight of that ginger Adonis as Ash had found the young man on his knees for George in the stable the week before, when he’d thought that he and George would go for a ride…and perhaps more.

      Ash paused his steps and drew in a breath to steady the maelstrom of emotions that the memory of seeing one of his uncle’s grooms, Billy Creighton, in such a situation brought with it. He closed his eyes to fight off the jealousy, the hurt, the anxiety, and the arousal that came with the images in his mind. Creighton was his rival for George’s affections. If he’d needed proof of that, finding George in flagrante with Creighton yet again, just yesterday, was surely sufficient.

      George was a devil indeed. He had both Ash and Creighton on a string and seemed amused by the competition that had sprung up between them.

      Yes, Ash was not at all himself during this house party. He was engaged in a fierce rivalry with a lowly groom to win the right to be buggered by a man close to his father’s age…and he was invigorated by it.

      Shocking.

      Ash opened his eyes and hurried the rest of the way down the hall to George’s room. The entire thing was madness, and if he did not push himself past the point of comfort, he was likely to end up losing the lover that had made him feel alive for the first time in his stilted existence. George was his, by Jove, and he intended to keep it that way. No servant, particularly one whose position was in a stable, would best him in the bedroom arena.

      He knocked on George’s door as softly as he could while still being heard, then held his breath as footsteps approached the door.

      A moment later, George answered the door—completely in the nude—and burst into a bright smile. “Ah, Ash, my boy. You’ve arrived.”

      The tight coil of emotion and guilt and shock that had nearly prevented Ash from the midnight rendezvous melted into a molten pile of desire at the sight of his paramour. For a man well into his forties, George was beautifully formed. He was fit and firm in all the right places, he was tall with salt-and-pepper hair, and his mouth was already pink from use.

      Which caused Ash to blink in confusion.

      Then George stepped back, gesturing for Ash to enter the room, and revealed none other than Creighton, already laid out in all his nude, majestic glory, on George’s bed. Creighton’s ginger hair was disheveled, his exposed skin was pink with pleasure, and his sizeable cock lay hard and shining against his belly, as if it had been in George’s mouth just moments before. Further evidence of that came in the way Creighton was panting and his eyes were glazed as he glanced to the door.

      “Well, come in,” George chuckled, stepping forward to take Ash’s hand and pull him into the room. “You don’t want to linger in the hallways too long. Someone will know what you’re up to.”

      Ash’s mouth worked wordlessly, and shock mingled with devastation to see that his lowly rival had beaten him to George’s bed. He let George tug him into the room, though, and was grateful when he shut the door behind them.

      “What is he doing here?” Ash asked, still reeling, as he stepped closer to the bed.

      “I could ask the same,” Creighton said. He shuffled on the bed in an attempt to cover himself, but the best he managed was to sit against the headboard with a pillow over his interesting bits.

      And Ash was interested in them, whether he wanted to be or not.

      George chuckled. “This silly rivalry that has sprung up between the two of you has gone on for too long,” he said, sliding an arm around Ash’s back and leading him closer to the bed. “I have decided it is time to set animosity aside and for all of us to become friends.”

      “Friends?” Ash asked, dragging his eyes away from the alluring coral of Creighton’s nipples and the dusting of ginger hair across his chest. He frowned at George. “He is a groom, a servant. How am I to be friends with him?”

      George laughed again. “My boy, friendship can be found in a great many places. Class and birth should have nothing to do with it. Particularly for our kind. We’ve enough forces set against us already. I am a firm believer in men of our inclinations supporting each other, regardless of title or situation.” He paused, glanced between Ash and Creighton, then added with a smirk, “Well, when in company such as this, I am merely firm.”

      Ash’s gaze dropped to George’s pronounced prick, which George had the audacity to handle for a moment to bring it to even greater hardness.

      And damn him, but that made him want to shed the banyan he wore so that he could do the same.

      “I am not certain I can be friends with him,” Ash said, his voice rough with desire, as he glanced back to Creighton. His heart pounded harder at the way Creighton tossed aside the pillow he’d been hiding behind to reveal himself. It was as if he were daring Ash not to want him.

      The man’s audacity infuriated him.

      It also fired his blood and made him want to tackle the impudent young groom and show him a thing or two.

      But he could not do that. He was to be an earl one day—one day soon, if his father’s illness lingered. He had a sister who desperately needed him, particularly, he feared, after whatever had happened to upset her so the other night. Suzanne was beautiful and lively, even without sight. Already, Ash had his hands full keeping the predatory men of the house party, who seemed to think a blind earl’s daughter was easy prey for fortune-hunters, from compromising her. He had no freedom to do what he was doing now.

      Creighton had all the freedom in the world, damn him. He seemed to be flaunting it now, with his extraordinary body and his beautiful face. And his impressive cock, Ash could not forget that.

      “If the two of you stare at each other like that for much longer,” George said, interrupting Ash’s thoughts, “you’ll set the bedcurtains on fire.”

      Ash jerked away from drinking in the sight of Creighton and frowned at George. “I came all this way in the middle of the night, at great risk to my reputation, to be with you,” he said.

      George grinned and clapped a hand on Ash’s shoulder. “I am deeply flattered,” he said, moving his hand to undo the sash of Ash’s banyan and to reveal that he was wearing nothing under it. “And who says you will not be with me?”

      Ash’s blood raced through him as George quickly undressed him. As soon as he was exposed to Creighton’s appreciative gaze, he felt more naked than he ever had.

      And more aroused.

      “You…you already have a…a guest for the night,” he said, his voice hoarse with desire and confusion.

      George chuckled. “The more, the merrier,” he said, then took Ash’s hand. “Now, come along, and I will show you how three in a bed can be three times as exciting as just two.”

      Ash snapped his mouth shut and stared, wide-eyed, at George as he allowed himself to be pulled onto the bed. “You cannot mean⁠—”

      He had no earthly idea how to finish his sentence. He was not given an opportunity to finish it either. George rolled him onto his back, then proceeded to kiss him until Ash’s head spun so much he could barely remember his own name.

      And just when he thought he had a handle of the situation, George lifted to one arm, glanced to an eager-eyed Creighton, and said, “Join in, Billy. I am quite certain that Ash here would enjoy two mouths and two sets of hands pleasuring him.

      “I would⁠—”

      Ash had intended to say that he would not, but George reached down to stroke his cock at that moment, causing his words to turn into a pleasured gasp.

      Worse still—or better, depending on how one viewed the situation—Creighton did as he’d been asked and shifted away from the headboard. He slid his excellent body against Ash’s in a way that made Ash feel as though every inch of his skin was being kissed by flame.

      And then Creighton had the audacity to lean in and actually kiss him.

      Ash caught his breath and moaned into Creighton’s mouth. His insides felt as though a Catherine wheel had exploded inside him, and the feeling only grew hotter as Creighton stroked his side while exploring his mouth with his tongue. Or perhaps that was George’s hand, Ash could not be certain. All he was certain of was that his body had come alive, despite what his head thought it wanted.

      “There now,” George said, humor clear in his voice. “Is that not much better than snapping at and resenting each other?”

      Ash would have answered, but he was too busy reaching for Creighton, feeling the man’s muscles—firm from his stable work—and reveling in his kiss. He turned to his side—or perhaps was nudged there by George, who then lifted Ash’s leg so that he could do wicked, naughty things to Ash’s hole as Ash continued to kiss Creighton—and circled his arm around Creighton to pull him closer.

      “Not so high and mighty now, are you, my lord,” Creighton gasped between kisses.

      Ash frowned and wanted to give the impudent groom a piece of his mind, but Creighton thrust his hips against Ash’s, then grasped and stroked their cocks together. All that Ash could manage as a retort then was a sigh of pleasure.

      He loved it and hated it in equal measure. Creighton was beneath him. He should not have behaved so boldly with his better. The two of them had done nothing but scowl and hiss at each other for a week as they’d vied for George’s attention.

      And yet, the fire of hate seemed to fuel the fire of lust until Ash was consumed in an inferno the likes of which he’d never experienced before. Not that he had much experience to begin with. But that was why George was so important to him. George indulged him, let his sensual imagination off the leash it had been tethered with. George was his, should be his alone, should be⁠—

      Ash let out a cry as George invaded him from behind. The stretch and burn felt like heaven and hell wrapped into one. He’d been so consumed with kissing and touching Creighton that he hadn’t noticed George finding something to ease the passage, but he had. And as George buggered him with incredible skill on one side, Creighton kissed and caressed and stroked him on the other.

      Strangely, though he was the one penetrating him, George seemed entirely secondary to the pleasure Creighton was giving Ash. It was Creighton’s beautiful, green eyes that he saw as his pleasure built and his balls felt as though they would burst. It was Creighton’s mouth that he plunged his tongue into and took his pleasure from. And it was Creighton’s gasping moans of arousal that transported him as the two of them touched and stroked.

      Ash felt himself so close to finishing, but he held off by sheer power of will. He grabbed a handful of Creighton’s tight, shapely arse and pulled his leg up so that he could tease the man’s hole the way George was plunging into his. The effect was that all three of them were breathless and sweating and utterly transported with carnal bliss.

      “See?” George panted, his thrusts turning more desperate. “Is it not better to be friends? I knew from the start that the two of you would get along. I could see it in the way you watched each other.”

      Perhaps George was right. Perhaps he and Creighton could have something together. The intensity of their rivalry and all the ways they had worked to snag George and to stop the other from winning him could have just been a prelude to this greater bliss between them. Perhaps⁠—

      Completion snuck up on Ash before he was prepared for it. Both George and Creighton were just too good at what they were doing, and with a wealth of sensation bombarding him from all sides, Ash could not help but spill his seed—and spill it across Creighton’s busy hand as well.

      That caused both Creighton and George to groan in triumph, and as Creighton plowed Ash’s mouth with a punishing kiss, he, too, spent himself across Ash’s belly. Ash adored the moment far more than he expected, and he kissed Creighton back through his attempts to catch his breath.

      George finished not soon after, likely spurred on by the sight of his two lovers enjoying each other.

      And mere seconds after that, much to Ash’s horror, the bedroom door flew open, revealing the shocked and glowering form of his uncle.

      “Good God, what is the meaning of this?” Uncle Howard shouted, his face going white.

      Ash jerked so hard with surprise and fear that he could have sworn his soul left his body. His heart thundered against his ribs so furiously that the edges of his vision went black.

      “Howard,” George said, breathless but serious as he pulled out of Ash and turned to face the man.

      Ash could not have thought of a worse thing for George to do. The three of them were not covered in any way, and George’s movements only highlighted the fact that Ash had been on the receiving end of the criminal act.

      As soon as Ash twisted to hide as much from his uncle—a gesture that revealed Creighton’s spunk painting his belly, which helped nothing—Uncle Howard’s face flushed with fury and disgust.

      “I should have known,” Uncle Howard whispered, apparently too shocked to find his full voice. “I should have known that my wife’s nephew was a disgusting invert.”

      Ash sincerely hoped not. He’d worked so hard to hide who he was and what he liked. His mind began to race, searching for clues that would have made his uncle know. All he could come up with was that perhaps he’d paid too much attention to George in the past fortnight.

      “Howard, this is none of your concern,” George said, rolling off the bed and grabbing a robe that had been draped over the foot of the bed.

      “It is every bit my concern,” Uncle Howard said, his voice slowly returning and growing loud. “This is my house, sir, and you are my guest.”

      “And you and every other peer in the realm knew precisely who I was and what I enjoy when you invited me here,” George laughed.

      Ash gaped at him. How the man could laugh in a situation like this was beyond him.

      “I was warned that there would be dark deeds done this night,” Uncle Howard went on, pulling himself to his full height and glowering at George, then Ash.

      Ash frowned. His uncle had been warned? By whom?

      That question was cut short as Uncle Howard glanced past him to see Creighton hunched behind Ash, as if Creighton were trying to be invisible.

      “You!” Uncle Howard shouted. “Are you not one of my grooms?”

      “Yes, my lord,” Creighton began with absolute terror in his eyes.

      Ash understood that terror a moment later when Uncle Howard bellowed, “You, you wretch, are dismissed. This very moment. And I will be calling the constable to come collect you for this…this heathen display of debauchery.”

      Creighton’s eyes went wide, and with a pillow held in front of him, he rose to his knees. “Please, my lord, I have nowhere to go. Maidstone Close is my home, the only home I’ve ever known.”

      Uncle Howard snorted. “I refuse to have my property sullied by inverts and criminals.”

      “But I have no references,” Creighton continued, his panic growing more pronounced.

      “And you will continue to have none,” Uncle Howard shouted. “I would rather be run through with a rusty sword than endorse you for employment with any respectable family, and I shall make certain your crimes are known and that no other house from Kent to Cumberland will hire you as well!”

      “But…but I have nothing,” Creighton said, shaking with terror.

      Uncle Howard ignored him. “And you,” he said, glancing to Ash once more. “Your father will hear about this.”

      Ash scrambled off the bed and reached for his banyan—which George had swept up off the floor and handed to him.

      “Please, do not tell my father,” he said, desperately trying to keep his tone even. “He is ill. He could not bear the shock of this.”

      Uncle Howard huffed. “You should have thought of that before engaging in such wickedness.”

      “You cannot tell him,” Ash repeated, near to tears over the way his world seemed to be crashing down around him.

      “It was just a bit of harmless fun,” said George, attempting to intervene.

      “Harmless?” Uncle Howard snapped, his voice cracking on the word, so great was his indignation. “Buggery is a crime, sir, and you were buggering two men, not even one. Your soul is as black and damned as the most bloodthirsty murderer.”

      “Do not be ridiculous,” George said, glaring at Uncle Howard with venomous hatred. “It is no crime at all. No one was hurt here. No one was forced. Ash and Billy were both very willing parties in the whole thing.”

      “Do not say another word to me,” Uncle Howard said, holding his hands near his ears. “I do not wish to hear it. I was warned this villainy was taking place, and I am glad I arrived in time to stop it.”

      “You didn’t stop anything,” George laughed.

      Ash gaped incredulously at him.

      Uncle Howard was not amused either. “You will leave my house at once, Wilmore,” he snapped. “Before dawn’s light. Or you will have to answer to the constable as well.”

      “You know that will never transpire,” George said with a smirk.

      Uncle Howard quivered with fury. “Get out of my house at once,” he said to both George and Creighton. He then looked at Ash and said, “I will remain silent about your involvement in this matter for the sake of my wife and her brother only. But so help me, if you set one single foot out of line, from now until the end of time, I will reveal all. I will make certain you are shunned by your family and that you never see Suzanne again.”

      Ash jerked as if his uncle had struck him. He would rather die than be separated from Suzanne. Suzanne needed him to be her champion and protector, now more than ever. But what did his uncle know of their connection? How did he know that threatening Ash with his sister was a guaranteed way to buy his silence? Did he, perhaps, know something of the reason Suzanne had been so distraught for the past few days?

      “I will give you an hour, no longer, to leave my house,” Uncle Howard told George, backing toward the door. “And the constable will be here by morning,” he told Creighton, then stepped back into the hall and shut the door behind him.

      Moments before the door shut, Ash spotted a figure in the hallway. It was dark, though, and he could make out little of who the man might be. It had to have been whomever had alerted Uncle Howard to what was transpiring that night.

      Ash was stunned. His heart wouldn’t stop racing. He could not believe what had just happened.

      “This was your doing,” Creighton seethed, stepping out from around the bed. “You are the one who alerted Lord Linton about this night.”

      Ash was so startled by the accusation that he felt dizzy for a moment. “I did no such thing,” he protested.

      “You did,” Creighton said, moving to stand toe-to-toe with him. “I needed George’s patronage. I needed him.”

      Ash had no idea what the man was on about.

      “But you were jealous,” Creighton went on. “You wanted him to yourself, for selfish reasons. You informed your uncle that I would be here, and now my life is destroyed.”

      “My life is destroyed as well,” Ash argued. “I will be watched like a hawk from here on out.”

      “You will suffer no consequences at all,” Creighton said, hissing with derision. “Just like a nob. You think you can have everything with no consequences.”

      Ash’s eyes went wide. “I shall suffer horrible consequences,” he argued. “My life will no longer be my own. And just when my sister needs my protection.” He blinked, then leaned toward Creighton. “Perhaps you are the one who informed my uncle of what was to happen tonight. You probably intended to leave his employ anyhow, and you figured you could disgrace me in the eyes of my family while you did out of pure spite.”

      “Bullshite,” Creighton spat. “I could hang for this. The worst that will happen to you is that your tea might grow cold.”

      Ash opened his mouth to fire off another invective, but George stepped between them.

      “Boys, boys. Now is not the time for arguments or invectives,” he said. “Our delightful time together has ended badly, and if we are to save face at all, we must move quickly to prevent it.” He turned to Creighton. “I’ve no wish for you to be captured by the constable and hanged. You must do as Lord Linton said and leave at once, before dawn. I will help you as much as I can, but I am in trouble now as well and must go my own way.”

      Ash narrowed his eyes at George. For all the man was a godsend in many ways, he was a wily old bastard in others.

      “Ash, go back to your room and set yourself to right,” George ordered him. “Your sister needs you now, particularly if your uncle decides to go back on his word and make this night public to your family.”

      Ash nodded, tightening the sash of his banyan and heading toward the door. “You are right,” he said. “Suzanne is the only thing that matters to me now, not either of you.”

      He put his hand on the door handle, then turned to glare at both men again. For all the enjoyment he’d had that night, he would rue the day he met either George or Creighton. He glared especially at Creighton, still convinced, despite logic, that the man had exposed him to his family purely out of spite.

      “You will regret this,” he growled at Creighton as he opened the door.

      “Not as much as you will,” Creighton fired back as Ash fled into the hall.

      As he shut the door behind him, Ash had the horrible feeling that Creighton was right. They would both rue the day they let George lure them into bed together.
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      SWANMORE GLEN, HAMPSHIRE – SEPTEMBER, 1835

      Lord Ashton Cockburn, fifth Earl of Moreland, stepped down from the carriage that had taken him from his comfortable, quiet home of Ashfold Abbey in Kent all the way to the disquiet and mystery of Swanmore Glen in Hampshire with a frown. He had been wearing that frown for years now and felt as though nothing would budge it, but the sight of the country house before him—that somehow managed to seem both cozy and majestic—only deepened his usual expression to an outright scowl.

      He had thought he was well and truly past this part of his life. He’d barely let the madness and wickedness touch him in the first place. It had all just been an ill-advised summer scheme nearly ten years ago that had produced the most dire of consequences. He should not even have entertained the perplexing invitation he received a week ago, let along indulged himself by following its summons.

      But there he was, standing before the grand doorway of the house that had once belonged to George, a wealth of old emotions stirring within him.

      George. The man who had changed his life for the better…then led him straight to the man who had dashed it all to pieces. George, who had opened his eyes, his mind, and his body in so many ways and taught him that there was pleasure to be had for men like them, whose tastes were best spoken of after dark and behind closed doors. George, who had taken him from feeling like a boy to most certainly being a man.

      Ash’s insides throbbed with the distant memory of the way George had kissed him and touched him, and the way he had ignited fire in Ash’s blood. It had been the most miraculous fortnight of Ash’s existence…and nothing remotely like it had been allowed to transpire in his life since.

      All because of the treachery and jealousy of one man.

      “My lord?” His groom, Tilney—who had left his comfortable place in the stables of Ashfold Abbey to accompany him on this voyage—cleared his throat at Ash’s side. “Are you well, my lord?” he asked. “Is there aught I can do for you?”

      Ash heated in shame over the way he’d just stood there, staring at the house for so long, awash with memories that were making his trousers tight, damn them.

      “No, no,” he said, pretending complete command and casualness. “All is well, Tilney. Thank you.”

      He nodded to the man, then drew in an anxious breath and faced the house again. He should not have been there. He should not so much as glance in the direction of anything having to do with George. His father might have passed years ago, but his uncle was still alive. And whenever the bastard got the chance, he reminded Ash of what he had seen that night and the promises Ash had made to keep the information from being made public. Albert was just as much of a pill, implying he knew the truth as well, though Ash did not think the lout knew what he purported to know.

      For nearly ten years, Ash had been held prisoner by his uncle’s threats, forced to walk a narrow path without looking right or left, denying who he was at heart and what he wanted, all so that he could protect his dear sister and prevent her from being separated from him, should the truth be made public.

      And it was all Creighton’s fault.

      Ash was convinced the blackguard had whispered something to his uncle so that they would all be discovered on purpose. Creighton had been that jealous of the attention George had shown him. He was that spiteful too, the rotter. Their rivalry might have been short, but it had been acute and vicious. There was not a single other soul who had known about the rendezvous that night either. Creighton was the only one who could have informed Uncle Howard what was taking place under his own roof. The bastard had had it in for him from the moment they’d first realized they were rivals, and⁠—

      Tilney cleared his throat once more. “My lord, are you entirely certain you are well?” he asked.

      “Yes, yes,” Ash snapped, peevish from his irritation with himself.

      It was all in the past. George was in the past. Creighton was in the past. His vibrancy and the life he could have had were all completely and utterly in the past.

      He pushed the shell of the man that he was now forward, scolding himself and arguing with the part of him that wanted to turn and run that it was just a day, he did not have to remain under George’s roof if he did not wish it, and George was gone now anyhow.

      That final thought hit Ash like an arrow of grief as he stepped into Swanmore Glen’s front hall as a stately butler held the door for him. George had been one in a million. The man had been the flame that moths like Ash flew to. Even now, with time and resentment between them, Ash’s insides leapt at the thought of all George had taught him, all they had done.

      If Creighton hadn’t betrayed them, if they had not been discovered, if Ash had not been put under proverbial lock and key, his every movement and every association closely monitored from that day….

      Those speculations rattled around Ash’s head and heart as he handed his hat and gloves off to the butler, then turned to allow the man to remove his coat.

      But the moment he did so, his gaze flew across the hall to a doorway at the far end, or rather, to the man who stood there, staring at him as though he were Zeus about to hurl lightning bolts—a ginger-haired Zeus.

      “You!” Ash gasped, rage and hurt and…and longing flashing through him.

      He should have known that Creighton would be there. George must have been having a laugh at his expense. And yet, it did not feel like a jest of some sort to clap eyes on Creighton after all the intervening years.

      There was much to look at. Creighton had aged well. He was as gorgeous as ever, with his fit frame and chiseled face. And his red hair, of course. He carried himself with the sensual grace of a man who was used to pleasing other men, which did not surprise Ash one bit. That was what Creighton was now, that was what he did. Ash might not have seen the man in almost ten years, but he’d kept track of him. He knew full well that Creighton had debased himself by becoming a courtesan, a man who was paid to allow his body to be violated.

      The thought was repugnant to him…and filled him with a paradoxical sense of jealousy.

      Because Ash remembered. Oh, how he remembered! He remembered every glorious second of what had transpired before his uncle had discovered them. Those seconds had burned within him, haunting his dreams and testing his control, for nearly ten years.

      He fought against it, feeding the rage that had come of that night in an attempt to douse other fires.

      “What are you doing here?” he demanded. If he could, he would have the man ousted from the house for his villainy, past and present.

      “I should be asking the same question,” Creighton said, eyes narrowed with an intensity of hatred that surprised Ash. He was the only one with a right to be enraged. Creighton should be cowering and begging for forgiveness. Instead, he merely stood there, holding a teacup that looked as though it would shatter with the intensity of his anger.

      Ash handed off the last of his things to the butler, then marched across the hall to stand toe to toe with Creighton. “I would have thought that George would wash his hands of you entirely after the way you turned on him.”

      Creighton’s eyes went wide. “I did nothing of the sort,” he growled. “You were the one who turned on George. And your spitefulness destroyed any hope of a life that I might have had.”

      Ash reeled back a bit. How dare the worm address him in such a way or make such accusations? How dare he deny his actions that night and attempt to turn responsibility for the outcome of the evening on him? Betrayal was bad enough, but flat-out lying was unconscionable.

      Ash glanced to the side, suddenly aware of two men watching them. One he recognized as George’s nephew, the new Lord Wilmore. “Is this your doing or had George lost his mind entirely while writing his will?” he demanded of the anxious young lord.

      Wilmore whispered something to the man standing beside him, then stepped forward.

      “Gentlemen,” he said, wringing his hands and looking as though he’d been asked to dismantle a hornet’s nest. “I will admit that my uncle’s final wishes are puzzling and that they have opened a few old wounds. But Uncle George was quite explicit that both of you be here and that neither of you should eschew the company of the other entirely.”

      Ash was taken aback by those words. He’d only just arrived. Were there other upsets boiling in the house that George had caused by his final bequests? And what in God’s name did Wilmore mean by saying George had explicitly requested both he and Creighton be there? What in blazes was going on?

      “I’ve no wish to spend another second of my life in the company of a man who has wronged me in more ways than I can count,” Creighton snapped, sending Ash an evil look. He then turned sharply and marched back into the room beside him.

      Ash’s head was spinning, and far too many emotions had begun to bombard him from all sides. The only thing he could grasp at as he felt as though the sands of time were shifting under his feet was the image he’d been forced to cultivate of himself as the perfect, stoic, upright gentleman of honor.

      “I’ve no idea why you would lower yourself and the good name of Swanmore Glen by inviting a reprobate like that to lodge under your roof,” he said, standing stiffly and looking down his nose at Wilmore.

      It was in no way an adequate—or even correct—way to address his host. Particularly as he had not yet even greeted the man or thanked him for the invitation. But Ash was already on the back foot and in desperate need of something to keep him from losing his mind entirely.

      “I am certain all will be revealed when Mr. Haythorne reads the contents of my uncle’s final bequests later,” Wilmore said, nodding to the man he’d been whispering to. “Now, if you will excuse me, I have been sent on an errand. There are refreshments and entertainment in the conservatory. We are only waiting on a few more gentlemen to arrive before⁠—”

      The abrupt way Wilmore ended his speech and stared, open-mouthed at a new arrival just coming through the door had Ash ready to throw up his hands, demand that the butler return his coat, hat, and gloves, and march back to Sussex on his own, if he had to.

      “I am terribly sorry for the upset, Lord Moreland,” the other man, Mr. Haythorne, said, taking Ash’s attention. “Allow me to escort you into the conservatory, where his lordship’s guests are congregating and enjoying refreshments.”

      Ash had no inclination at all to be led about in such a way, but Wilmore had turned tail and run up the stairs at the sight of the new arrival, and loitering in the hall did not seem like an adequate use of Ash’s time.

      “I take it there is some degree of bad blood between you and Mr. Creighton?” Mr. Haythorne asked as he saw Ash to a room where a dozen other men, at least, stood around conversing and drinking tea.

      Ash huffed a humorless laugh. “One might say that,” he grumbled. “Creighton betrayed me and ruined my life as I knew it. And all because of petty jealousy.” He turned to Haythorne as they reached the table where the tea things were set out. “He was a servant, you see. He did not know his place. He thought he could rise up and steal George’s affections from me.”

      As soon as those words escaped his lips, Ash clenched his jaw, disgusted with himself. Haythorne was a stranger. He did not need to know the shames of his past. It was bloody George and the way he made morals and scruples crumble, even from the grave.

      But Haythorne merely hummed and flushed a bit. “Yes, George could elicit responses from us that we never would have considered otherwise.”

      Ash’s brow flew up at that, but before he could ask questions, Haythorne bowed slightly to him and said, “If you will excuse me, I have many responsibilities at the moment.”

      The man marched off before Ash could inquire what the bespectacled man’s connection to George was.

      Not that he had to ask. He could guess. Indeed, as he glanced around the
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